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May there be peace in the heavenly 
region and the atmosphere; may peace 
reign on the earth; let there be coolness 

in the water; may the medicinal herbs be 
healing; the plants be peace-giving; may 
there be harmony in the celestial objects 

and perfection in eternal knowledge; may 
everything in the universe be peaceful; let 

peace pervade everywhere. May peace abide 
in me. May there be peace, peace, peace!

– Hymn of peace adopted 
from Yajur Veda 36:17

We are all aware that our lives changed from the 
end of March 2020 with a range of emotions, 

from being anxious of not knowing what to expect, 
to being distressed upon hearing about friends and 
family being ill, and sometimes their passing. De-
spite the incredible hardships, we have somehow 
adapted to the so-called new normal of living during 
a pandemic and are grateful for the commitment of 
the CREW network to continue conserving and pro-
tecting our plant taxa of conservation concern. This 
extraordinary year has been a huge adjustment for 
the three CREW nodes, and we are grateful for the 

virtual platforms that have marched, uninvited, into 
our homes and kept us connected with each other 
and our network of volunteers. 

The Custodians of Rare and Endangered 
Wildflowers (CREW), is a programme that 
involves volunteers from the public in the 

monitoring and conservation of South 
Africa’s threatened plants. CREW aims to 
capacitate a network of volunteers from 
a range of socio-economic backgrounds 
to monitor and conserve South Africa’s 

threatened plant species. The programme 
links volunteers with their local conservation 

agencies and particularly with local land 
stewardship initiatives to ensure the 

conservation of key sites for threatened plant 
species. Funded jointly by the Botanical 

Society of South Africa (BotSoc), the Mapula 
Trust and the South African National 

Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), CREW is an 
integral part of the work on monitoring 

threatened species for South Africa.

Editorial 2020
By Suvarna Parbhoo-Mohan (CREW Programme manager) and Domitilla 
Raimondo (SANBI Threatened Species Programme manager)



Over the past year, the CREW network has showed 
that – together – we can face anything. Where safety 
permitted, your efforts facilitated a surge in citizen 
science participation. Where there were challenges, 
we came together to share leadership, ideas and in-
novation. Despite all that this past year has brought, 
there were bright lights in 2020 with incredible dis-
coveries of new species or long lost populations of 
extremely rare and threatened species. The year 
also brought opportunities to showcase the work of 
CREW, including exposure on national television! We 
were obliged to increase our social media engage-
ment and we encourage our network to share your 
activities and interesting finds by tagging the CREW 
Programme #CREWCitSciZA whenever you share 
your CREW stories on social media platforms (Face-
book, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube).

South African citizen scientists have really caught 
onto the powerful iNaturalist platform. The amount 
of data streaming in, and the level of engagement in 
the plethora of projects from across South Africa, is re-
markable. We provide insight to the City Nature Chal-
leng hosted across four cities and the Garden Route 
on page 69. The CREW Programme has taken a deci-
sion to streamline our data collection process into a 
more efficient system, thus, iNaturalist is our primary 
data collection portal going forward. Ismail Ebrahim 
details the CREW data collection and various iNatu-
ralist projects on page 68. We are planning to host a 
variety of live iNaturalist demonstrations and create 
short tutorial videos. Watch this space.

The pandemic unlocked limited funding via the 
Presidential Employment Stimulus Programme 
whereby SANBI recruited research assistants to 
support the variety of work undertaken by the insti-
tute. The CREW Programme was fortunate to upskill six 
individuals – four based in the Northern and Eastern 
Cape rural landscape to collect data on threatened 
plants – see articles by Maria Kotze (page 28), Danwill 
Beukes (page 29), Tutani Mpunga (page 33) and Am-
kelani Bester (page 37). The two research assistants 
based in KwaZulu-Natal, Simone Chetty and Buyisiwe 
Dlwati, assisted with digitising collector books at the 
Bews Herbarium and initiated the desktop analysis for 
the medicinal plant project we hope to pilot within 
eThekwini municipality (page 66) respectively.

The year 2020, marked the start of a new decade, 
declared by the United Nations as the Decade of Eco-
logical Restoration. The CREW team has strategised 
during lockdown on how we evolve, while meeting 
our objectives. We remain committed to training our 
citizen scientists on plant identification, engaging with 
conservation agencies to conserve and protect areas 

where threatened plants occur, creating awareness 
about threatened plants, implementing the National 
Plant Conservation Strategy and growing our network 
of CREW citizen scientists across the country. However, 
as an integral component of the Botanical Society’s 
conservation intervention, we have also agreed to 
support the society with piloting of restoration initi-
atives and encourage CREW citizen scientists to get 
involved in restoration work, which includes reintro-
ductions of threatened and restricted range plants.

Moving into this new decade, the global plant con-
servation community has collaborated to develop a 
new Global Strategy for Plant Conservation (GSPC), 
which is currently being presented to all the world’s 
countries that have signed the Convention on Biolog-
ical Diversity for their endorsement. The new GSPC 
also brings a strong focus to restoration efforts using 
appropriate local indigenous species and has a new 
focus on upscaling emergency recovery actions for 
plants on the brink of extinction.

Sadly, the COVID-19 pandemic has also allowed for 
the proliferation of illegal activities that are rapidly 
driving many of our unique endemic succulents 
towards extinction. During 2020 there was a dramatic 
increase in illegal harvesting of succulent plant species 
in the Succulent Karoo Biome. The CREW Programme’s 
CFR node has been actively engaging with a range of 
conservation partners to mitigate the impacts of this 
illicit trade. For more on this refer to page 5.

We would like to end by introducing you all to the 
CREW slogan: Citizens monitoring and conserving our 
plants.

The words of the slogan are symbolic of what the 
CREW Programme stands for:

 z Citizens were chosen to keep in theme of the pro-
gramme being citizen science focussed.

 z Monitoring and conserving is the key objective 
of the CREW Programme.

 z Our shows ownership of South Africa’s plants.
 z Plants in particular our restricted range and 

threatened endemic plants are central to the focus 
of the CREW Programme.

In the pages of this newsletter you will find many 
highlights from our work over the past year that speak 
to the CREW citizen scientists’ resilience and the power 
of our network for which we are extremely grateful. 
The articles enclosed in this newsletter provides a mix 
of personal and field orientated perspectives. Let’s 
continue to carry the power of connection throughout 
2021, no matter what the year throws at us.
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COVID-19, coronavirus and lockdown became 
words entrenched in our vocabulary, and I think 

that every single conversation I have had over the last 
year has included one or two of these words. The in-
credible challenges that the world faced in 2020 was 
mind-boggling. This has certainly been the hardest 
year in my living memory, but, in my opinion, it set 
the scene for the next decade and how important 
building environmental resilience will be. The United 
Nations (UN) has put out a call to the world to focus on 
ecosystem restoration in this decade. The UN’s gener-
al assembly proclaimed the UN Decade of Ecosystem 
Restoration after a proposal for action by 70 countries 
from around the world. This call aims to mobilise the 
global community to protect, revive and prevent the 
loss of natural ecosystems around the world. During 
the challenging lockdown period in South Africa, I 
think many people got a renewed appreciation for 
our wonderful natural areas and realised that our fu-
ture wellbeing, including food security and quality of 
life, is dependent on healthy, functioning ecosystems. 
Our work in monitoring threatened plant species has 
also shown that there is still a decline in populations. 
Habitats and ecosystems are still being lost. This initi-
ative, driven by the UN, will hopefully usher in a new 

era of ecosystem restoration which opens a great op-
portunity for CREW to contribute to conservation in 
additional ways.

We have been working with partners like the 
Stellenbosch University Botanical Gardens (SUBG) 
to develop a model to involve citizen scientists in 
habitat restoration and species reintroduction. Our 
aim will be to develop projects where citizen scien-
tists can get involved in restoration work and to link 
amateur plant growers to certain species so that we 
can develop ex situ collections for priority threatened 
plant species. We are currently working on prioritising 
species that are in need of restoration and hopefully 
will be initiating projects to work on them. We are in-
volved in a pilot restoration project to re-establish  
Marasmodes undulata at the Orleans Campsite in 
Paarl. We received funding from the Mohammed 
Bin Zayd Species Conservation Fund to restore the 
habitat at the site and re-establish the population 
of M. undulata at the site. Our first attempt at germi-
nating seeds of M.  undulata was unsuccessful, but 
we assumed that the seeds we received from the 
South African seed bank was not stored in optimal 
conditions, so their viability were compromised. We 
applied to draw seeds of M. undulata from the main 
Millennium Seed Bank in the UK and we received the 
batch of seeds in January 2020. The plan was to sow 
them in April 2020, but the national lockdown had an 
impact on our sowing time and we were only able 
to sow the seeds in June 2020. We split the batch 
between Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden 
and Stellenbosch University Botanical Gardens to 
ensure the best results. Once the seeds were sown, 
the long optimistic wait began to track their germi-
nation. We were surprised by the very low germina-
tion results and this is, perhaps, one of the reasons 
why this species is so incredibly rare in the wild and 
why it has not responded to the fires on site in 2006 
and 2018. Only six seeds germinated and this became 
a great concern for us, because there are now only a 
few seeds left in the Millennium Seed Bank and we 
have decided not to take out anymore until we suc-
cessfully grow the six plants we have now. In January 
2021, we decided to take the seedlings that had ger-
minated and make cuttings so that we can increase 

CREW Cape Floristic 
Region overview
By Ismail Ebrahim

Figure 1: Marasmodes undulata seedlings in cultivation.
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the number of mother stock plants we have. This has 
been successful thus far, as we managed to make 
a total of 83 cuttings from the six plants we germi-
nated. Some plants have already rooted and we are 
hoping that we get at least 50 plants to grow from 
these cuttings. We will be returning to the site in April 
2021 to see if any plants naturally recruited on site.

Although the national lockdown had a significant 
impact on our ability to do fieldwork, we did have 
some incredible discoveries and field trips during the 
year. The most exciting of these was the discovery 

of a new Moraea species in the Wolseley area. I was 
asked by one of my SANBI colleagues to assist them 
in a project that they are doing in the Upper Breede 
River Valley (UBV). They have been allocated funds 
to do alien clearing in the area and as part of a re-
search project wanted to conduct pre and post 
clearing vegetation surveys at selected sites in the 
UBV. In October, I visited one of these properties 
and, after spending an entire day walking transects 
through heavily invaded riverine areas, I decided to 
treat myself to a walk in the veld. I went to the upper 
section of the farm in the pristine fynbos areas and, 
as I ascended a small ridge, I saw a very interesting 
looking plant in the distance. I walked across the veld 
to have a closer look and I discovered that it was a 
Moraea that I did not recognise. I sent a few pictures 
to Dr John Manning of the Compton Herbarium and 
he confirmed almost instantaneously that it is likely 
to be an undescribed species, as he had also not seen 
anything like it before. I collected a specimen and 
took it to Dr Manning, and he confirmed that it was 
an undescribed Moraea. It is probably most closely 
related to M. insolens, which happens to be one of my 
favourite moraeas. We have conducted many surveys 
in this area and have never come across this species, 
so we suspect that it might be an incredibly rare 
species restricted to gravelly patches on steep slopes. 
Furthermore, this moraea is pollinated by fruit chafer 
beetles, which is very unusual for the genus. This dis-
covery highlights the importance of field exploration 
and the magnificent diversity of the Fynbos Biome.

This year we also worked on supporting Dr John 
Manning with a study on the genus Freylinia. We 
conducted field trips to collect data, specimens and 
DNA samples of all the Freylinia species. This will con-
tribute to the taxonomic revision of the species. We 
conducted a joint trip with the Outramps group in 
the Rooiberg area to collect F. undulata, F. densiflora, 
F. vlokii and F. lanceolata. This was a successful trip and 
we found some additional threatened plants, includ-
ing Moraea lilacina (EN), Amphithalea flava (VU) and 
Lotononis dahlgrenii (VU). We also revisited F.  visseri 
(CR) on the west coast near Hopefield. This species 
is currently known from one population and in 2016 
the site was accidently ploughed up for rooibos tea 
cultivation. Fortunately, some of the plants survived 
and resprouted. There are now 15 plants left in the 
wild and we took some cuttings for the Kirstenbosch 
National Botanical Garden to grow so that we can re- 
establish the population at the site.

This past year we have seen unprecedented illegal 
harvesting of succulents in the Northern and Western 

Figure 2: Undescribed Moraea species found in Wolseley.

Figure 3: Habitat of the newly discovered Moraea species.
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Imagine you’re at home, peaceful and going to bed 
after a normal, usual day and all is right with the 

world as you know it – only to wake up the next 
morning, snatched from your bed and home, alone 
in an unfamiliar dark space. Away from all you know 
and the environment that you lived in for many years. 
You are scared and confused – how did I end up here?

Unfortunately, this is the reality for thousands of 
plants and animals – stripped from their homes by 
poachers. There has been a remarkable increase 
in plant poaching incidences and the devastating 
impact on natural populations has been a cause for 
great concern. Habitats that were once pristine have 
been scarred and now have gaping holes where 

Cape. The genus Conophytum has been especially 
targeted and we have been working closely with all 
our conservation partners to come up with a strat-
egy to mitigate the impact of the illegal trade on our 
succulents. For more information on the plight of 
our species you can read Leandra Knoetze’s article 
below. In January 2021, we conducted a webinar with 
SANBI staff to create awareness of the scale of the 
problem and we will be engaging in intense moni-
toring programmes and building ex situ collections 
of highly desirable species in the next two years. 
We would like to make CREW volunteers aware of 
the issue and appeal to you to be careful with data, 
especially for dwarf succulents and caudiciform  
(succulent-stemmed) species. We are currently updat-
ing the sensitive species list for iNaturalist, which will 
automatically obscure the locality details of species 
that are on the list. If you want to know more about 
this process, please feel free to contact me.

One of CREW’s long-time goals was finally fulfilled 
in 2020. Since the start of the programme in 2003, 
we wanted to be featured on the popular conser-
vation TV show 50/50. In July we finally had our op-
portunity as we were approached to be involved in 
a programme that showcased the amazing work of 
citizen scientists. The episode was aired in August 
2020 and it was a great experience to see that the 
work of citizen scientists is gaining the deserved at-
tention. We filmed the segment in the Kirstenbosch 
National Botanical Garden and we showcased the 
work of CREW, as well as iNaturalist as a platform for 
citizen scientists to contribute to biodiversity knowl-
edge and conservation.

Although we have not overcome the COVID-19 
pandemic yet, I think we are making positive strides 
towards dealing with immense challenges. Despite 
the negative impacts of the pandemic, I think we 
will continue to grow stronger and adapt to our so-
called new normal. Our commitment to protecting 
our unique flora remains strong and hopefully 2021 
will be a better year for all of us.

Figure 4: Freylinia visseri on the brink of extinction.

Impacts of the illegal 
succulent trade
By Leandra Knoetze
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beautiful plants used to grow. Plants that have been 
heavily targeted by poaching include several species 
in the dwarf succulent genus Conophytum, as well as 
various caudiciform species in the genera Anacamp-
seros, Othonna, Monsonia, Portulacaria, Euphorbia and 
others, with the number of plants being removed 
from the wild sky-rocketing in recent times.

Since 2019, CREW has taken a renewed interest in 
the Northern Cape, especially the plant biodiversity 

hotspots like the Knersvlakte, Namaqualand, Kamies-
berg and Richtersveld. These hotspots are all a part 
of the Succulent Karoo Biome and CREW focused 
on monitoring threatened plants occurring here, 
because we required more recent data on species 
within this biome to make sure that we can update 
their conservation status and assessments. Further-
more, the high species richness and unique global 
status of the biome and the vast area that the North-
ern Cape covers, requires urgent and ongoing con-
servation attention.

The dramatic increase in poaching of succulents, es-
pecially the Conophytum genus, has resulted in CREW 
working closely with various partner organisations 
like SANParks, Wilderness Foundation Africa (WFA) 
and the provincial conservation agencies to mitigate 
this problem. We were involved in organising two anti- 
poaching meetings on 12 February 2020 at Kirsten-
bosch National Botanical Garden and on 18 March 
2020 at Sendelingsdrift in the Richtersveld National 
Park. We recently hosted a virtual illegal plants trade 
webinar with SANBI staff to create awareness of the 
issue and discuss possible solutions that SANBI can 
undertake. Furthermore, CREW helped Adam Har-
rower at Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden to 
count confiscated plants and assisted to collect seed 
capsules to save the specific Conophytum species 
from possible extinction in the wild.

In September 2020 we conducted a trip to the 
Northern Cape to assess the impact of poaching 
on several critical habitat Conophytum species. We 
found evidence of heavy harvesting for most of the 

Figure 1: Evidence of plant removal.

Figure 2: Workshop at Sendlingsdrift.
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Having started my PhD in May 2019, with the aim 
of revising the genus Indigofera within the Great-

er Cape Floristic Region (GCFR), I was scheduled to 
visit Kew Herbarium in June/July 2020 to study speci-
mens and acquire valuable information on Indigofera 
from now retired expert, Dr Brian Schrire. This was, of 
course, not possible in the first peak of the pandem-
ic, and I hope to undertake the trip later in 2021. This 
has caused a major delay in my work, which has seen 
my deadline extending into a fourth year of PhD. One 
thing that has not changed though, is my successes 
in the field.

One of my highlights for the year was my second trip 
to the Richtersveld. I was much better prepared this 
time and spent four days in the Greater Richtersveld 
area, even driving into the heart of the reserve and 
out at Halfmens Pass with my 4  ×  2 Nissan bakkie. 
Following good rain, the Richtersveld was beautiful 
with lots of flowers, and some very special plants too. 

species that we targeted and one of the biggest 
concerns are that these very rare range-restricted 
species could become extinct by one poaching 
event. As an example, one of the species that we 
visited was known to have over 1 000 individuals in 

the population, but when we visited the population 
we could only find 120 plants and saw evidence of 
collecting. Two other species of critical habitat Cono-
phytum had similar results, with more than 90% of 
the known populations removed from the wild. In 
2020 the Conophytum genus was reassessed and the 
results were frightening. Twelve species were up-
listed to Critically Endangered (CR), 13 species previ-
ously listed as Least Concern (LC) were up-listed to 
either Vulnerable (VU) or Endangered (EN), and in 
total, 34 Conophytum species had an increase in their 
risk to extinction, mainly due to illegal harvest and 
the ongoing drought.

This ‘silent killer’ is robbing South Africa of its bi-
odiversity, as well as our unique endemic species. 
They are being collected to extinction. Moreover, this 
ongoing poaching and illegal trade destroys habi-
tats, our natural resources and biodiversity, and in 
the long run can have devastating effects on entire 
ecosystems. We all need to be aware of and assist in 
curbing this plant poaching catastrophe to prevent 
the loss of many unique and beautiful plant species.

Figure 3: Counting confiscated Conophytum plants 
at Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden.

Mr Fab versus the 
pandemic: Season 1
By Brian du Preez

Figure 1: Indigofera gariepensis sp. 
nov. found in the Richtersveld.
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These include Crotalaria meyeriana (VU); Oxalis nivea, 
O.  rosettifolia, O.  stenoptera and Lapeirousia tenuis 
(Rare); Monsonia multifida (EN); and Indigofera garie-
pensis sp. nov. (NE).

I was also fortunate to see masses of spring flowers 
for the first time. Darling, Langebaan, Klawer and 
Nieuwoudtville were among some of the places I 
visited with spectacular flowers and too many spe-
cials to mention. Langebaan was particularly special, 
as it also has several interesting Indigofera species in 
and around town, which are important for my revi-
sion. I also joined Ismail and Leandra for a quick trip 
up to the Roggeveld, which proved to be very fruit-
ful. Specials included Indigofera oxytropoides sp. nov. 
(NE), Moraea contorta (Rare), Romulea syringodeoflora 
(NT) and Lachenalia congesta (VU).

My final long trip for the year in late November 
was my most successful. Starting near Garcia’s Pass, I 
found a new population of Indigofera remota sp. nov. 
(NE), a new population of Aspalathus cordicarpa (EX 
– I rediscovered this in 2016), as well as Otholobium 
bowieanum (EN) and Erica amicorum (Rare). I then 
collected four yet to be described Indigofera species Figure 2: Indigofera sp. nov. from the Baviaanskloof.

Figure 3: Aspalathus complicata rediscovered in Piketberg.
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along parts of the Swartberg before heading to Klein-
rivier Wilderness near Uitenhage. Here I discovered 
new locations for both Lotononis monophylla and Cy-
clopia longifolia (CR), along with the beautiful Gladi-
olus uitenhagensis (VU) and Argyrolobium crassifolium 
(EN). On the way home I collected a further two un-
described Indigofera species from the Baviaanskloof 
and Kamanassie, and Indigofera mundiana (EN) and 
Aspalathus repens (CR) near Bredasdorp.

The most exciting encounter for 2020 was the redis-
covery of Aspalathus complicata (EX) on Versveld Pass 

outside Piketberg. For years I have predicted its redis-
covery, but was only expecting it after a long-overdue  
burn of those slopes. Thus, I was completely stunned 
and ecstatic when I spotted two plants on the road 
verge halfway up Versveld Pass, coincidentally on the 
one-year anniversary of the rediscovery of Psoralea 
cataracta (EX). This beautiful and quite unique species 
was hiding in plain sight, and how many of us bota-
nists have not driven past it before.

Best wishes and happy plant hunting for 2021, and 
keep safe.

CREW West Coast
By Helene Preston

As soon as lockdown, ended Ray and I were out 
walking at Langebaan and the first plants we saw 

were Lachenalia rubida in their hundreds on the pure 
white dune sands.

Because of the COVID-19 pandemic we did most of 
our monitoring locally with just a few trips to Darling 
and a very special trip to Nieuwoudtville towards the 
end of September where we spent a day just walking 
in the Hantam National Botanical Garden. This was 
such an incredible trip and we were astounded by the 
wonderful floral displays.

There are a couple of places that are very vulnera-
ble to development that is home to some very special 
plants. First is the Moraea loubseri site at Olifantskop 
near Langebaan. There were no plants on the open 
area at the top of the hill this year. This space is heavily 
used by dog walkers, cyclists and runners with foot-
paths all over the site. The second population on a 
privately owned plot where the majority of the plants 
has been for the past three years is now for sale and 
there is the threat of construction of a water pipeline 
nearby. The EIA consultant has assured us that the 
area where the moraeas occurs will not be disturbed, 
so we will be watching the area very closely to see 
that those promises are fulfilled.

The municipal land near the Langebaan Waste 
Transfer Station, which was identified as conservation- 
worthy in the botanical report, because of Erica 
trichostigma, Ferraria parva and other fynbos plants 
that occur there. A fence has been erected around 
the area, but it is very flimsy and does not provide 

ideal protection for the area. Most of our walks have 
been in the Langebaan open spaces and it is shock-
ing to see the extent of illegal dumping in these 
areas. I have brought this to the attention of author-
ities, but we have not had a positive response to the 
problem yet.

In Darling the area that was illegally cleared within 
the Renosterveld Reserve has restored itself very 
nicely. All the pioneer species have established and 
there were plenty of bulbs and annuals after the 
wonderful rains we had in winter. The security of the 
municipal reserves within Darling, Yzerfontein and 
Malmesbury has still not been finalised. This process 
just seems to take forever and I have now withdrawn 
from attending meetings. There was no Wildflower 
Show held at Darling last year because of the pan-
demic, and who knows what will happen this year? 

Figure 1: Moraea loubseri.
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Nestled at the base of the Langeberg Mountains, in 
the valley of wine and roses, between Nuy Valley 

and Robertson, lies an area supporting some of the 
last remaining Karoo and Renosterveld vegetation. 
Here lies the Rooiberg Breederiver Conservancy, bor-
dered by the Langeberg Mountains and the Breede 
River. It was established in 2013, championed by Gra-
ham Beck Wines, with landowners uniting for a com-
mon cause to halt the establishment of a clay brick 
factory in the area, which they did. However, over 
the past few years, conservation efforts slowed down 
with no one able to dedicate time to run the conserv-
ancy. In 2020, WWF, through the Leslie Hill Succulent 
Trust, stepped in to offer funding for a full-time con-
servation manager, with the position being filled two 
weeks before the national lockdown. The year 2020 

brought challenges to all and getting a conservancy 
off the ground posed various challenges. However, it 
has not been all bad, and looking for opportunities 
in difficult situations is often what conservation is 
about.

Like many organisations the world over, a move to 
an online presence was needed. The conservancy 
website and social media were revamped to bring it 
more in line with the 21st century virtual world, dou-
bling the social media following over the year. One of 
the key roles of the manager is to build relationships 
with landowners and organisations in the conserv-
ancy. Getting corporates and companies involved 
in environmental work is also important. Through 
CREW’s network we were to make contact with a 

With the wonderful rains the veld was stunning. In 
August we drove out to the Cape Columbine Nature 
Reserve near Paternoster to find Lachenalia pustulata 
and Romulea barkeri and other very special plants 
along that coastline.

Tienie Versfeld Nature Reserve was stunning as 
usual and Geissorhiza darlingensis was flowering pro-
fusely in early October. The farm Contreberg where 
we have the small number of Pterygodium cruciferum 
also has new owners and luckily the manager was 

aware of these orchids and has assured me that they 
will be protected. We also found another colony of 12 
plants about 200 m away from the original patch of 
plants. In late November we drove to Baarhuis farm 
where we found two new Pelargonium species for the 
area, namely P.  longifolium and P. psammophilum as 
confirmed on iNaturalist.

Despite the challenging year, Ray and I managed to 
get to some special places right here on our doorstep 
and found that there are always new plants to enjoy.

Figure 2: Geissorhiza darlingensis. Figure 3: Pterygodium cruciferum.

Rooiberg Breederiver 
Conservancy, 2020/2021
By Carina Becker, Conservation Manager
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passionate botanist in Rawsonville, who pointed us to 
the location of the very rare Gazania lanata (DD). We 
are pleased to see that the new operations manager 
for Cape Lime/Afrimat is willing to ensure the protec-
tion of this plant which is hanging on from a cliff near 
the quarry. We have also assisted CapeNature and 
WWF to sign up four properties into various stew-
ardship conservation champion agreements. Once 
COVID regulations have eased, we will celebrate 
these members’ commitment to conservation.

Not being able to work in the field focussed time 
towards building key partnerships with other conser-
vation agencies, bringing opportunities to the area 
and future planning for some great projects. Con-
necting with the Endangered Wildlife Trust and the 
Cape Leopard Trust provided an opportunity for the 
conservancy to participate in a large scale camera 
trapping survey near Anysberg in the Karoo, as well 
as the loaning of cameras to be used in the conserv-
ancy – many thanks to the Endangered Wildlife Trust! 
The conservancy facilitated a workshop for their land-
owners and labourers on the impacts and control of 
illegal snares in September. CREW and the Botanical 
Society are also keen to collaborate and work more 
in the conservancy in the future. In November a re-
search student came to the conservancy to ground 
truth areas of mountain Renosterveld for refining the 
South African Vegetation Map. While ground-truthing  
the area, we also monitored Aspalathus candicans 
(EN), one of the target species in the area.

Creating a partnership with SANBI has created op-
portunities in the area during a very difficult economic 
time. SANBI received funds from the Presidential 

Economic Stimulus Project (PES-P) and the con-
servancy was fortunate enough to receive substan-
tial funding, albeit that it has to be used in a short 
space of time. Since November we have employed 
over 30 people through this project. We have three 
alien clearing teams, who have cleared over 50 ha of 

Figure 1: Dodonaea seedlings growing in the nursery. Photograph: Carina Becker.

Figure 2: Gazania species hanging on a cliff edge 
by the quarry. Photograph: Carina Becker.
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pines, gums, wattle and Port Jacksons from the Vink, 
Breede Noree and Willem Nels rivers. Around 6 ha of 
firebreaks have been created along the Langeberg 
mountain.

A nursery is underway, with the assistance of Siya 
KaSokomani from Nguni Nursery, to grow plants for 
riparian rehabilitation; with a focus on plants that 
are good for pollinators. Once riparian areas, lined 
with gum trees, have been cleared, there is little to 
no natural vegetation crossing the agricultural space. 
It is hoped that by actively replanting and accelerat-
ing recovery of the riparian areas, that this will create 
corridors across the landscape to support pollinators 
and wildlife in general. A large scale replanting trial 
is planned for 2021/2022 to assess the effectiveness 
of active rehabilitation. The PES-P also provided five 
months’ employment to recent tertiary institution 
graduates. Our intern has been assisting with the de-
velopment of educational material, working in the 
nursery, conducting vegetation surveys and admin-
istrative matters. The PES-P comes to an end in April 
and we are grateful to SANBI for assisting us with 
these funds.

Figure 3: Aspalathus candicans. 
Photograph: Ismail Ebrahim.

Friends of Blaauwberg Conservation 
Area (FoBCA) & Friends of the 
Tygerberg Hills (FOTH) CREW groups
By Petra Broddle

It all started so well but what an extraordinary year 
it has been.

We started the reporting year at a brand new site in 
the Agter-Paarl, after literally looking at the site from 
across a fence for several years. As always, in pursuit 
of additional sites for Metalasia schlechteri (CR) that 
flowers in February, we visited the site and recorded 
Podalyria microphylla (CR), Lampranthus leptaleon 
(EN) and Athanasia crenata (EN) in one fragment of 
moribund veld. We have high hopes for this site in 
the spring.

We visited the Mamre Hills in search of new popula-
tions of Erepsia hallii (EN), but were not successful on 
this occasion. We did get to visit a known population 
and counted at least ten different pollinators in an 
otherwise almost flowerless landscape in February. 

Overgrazing and invasive aliens dominate the habitat 
most suited for this species.

The restoration of the Cape Flats Sand Fynbos 
section at the Blaauwberg Nature Reserve (BBNR) 
continues with renewed efforts to remove aliens 
to the south of the first study area. CREW assisted 
Jacques van der Merwe with the initial vegetation 
survey after the clearing. The city has continued with 
seed collecting operations on nearby sites to help 
with the restoration project.

Next, we visited the Blaauwbergsvlei, an ephem-
eral pan inside the BBNR in an unsuccessful search 
for Kewa trachysperma. Nearby are the ruins of an old 
house built on an exposed, thick layer of koffieklip 
and a site described in a vivid account of the Decem-
ber 1809 earthquake in the area. On 26 September 



CREW newsletter July 2021 13

2020 a tremor registering 2.5 occurred in the Durban-
ville area. There were two subsequent tremors; on 27 
September registering 2.3, and on 17 November reg-
istering 3.5, the last one south of Saldanha.

An impromptu stop at the N7 and Van Schoors-
drif junction resulted in the unexpected discovery of 
Marasmodes fasciculata. Although there is a nearby 
population, this population is on the N7 road verge 
and potentially threatened by associated activities.

On 15 March our last CREW activity involved 
manning the Friends of the Blaauwberg Conserva-
tion Area stand at the Fynbos Festival in Tokai Park. 
CREW prepared a display of plants from the Cape 
Flats Dune Strandveld.

On 16 March the national state of emergency was 
declared, which brought an end to most of our activi-
ties in 2020. For a while most sites that we usually visit 
were off limits. Later our membership demographic 
of older people, and the fact that we almost always 
make use of car-sharing at different stages of the 
journey to reach sites, hindered activities.

At the end of April we joined the Lockdown Edition 
of the City Nature Challenge. In my opinion an Figure 1: Our display stand at the Fynbos Festival.

Figure 2: New population of Argyrolobium angustissimum found in Paarl Mountain Nature Reserve.
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excellent opportunity to record the fauna and flora in 
the urban areas and a great way to engage with new 
audiences in a non-threatening environment.

By 17 July we were allowed to return to nature re-
serves, but only to hike for exercise and not for organ-
ised events. Botanical speed hardly counts as calorie 
burning. Nonetheless, I slowly started thinking about 
activities that allowed some members with cars to 
drive directly to the sites. A number of members have 
also been going out on their own and visiting safe 
areas.

In mid-July I helped City of Cape Town staff on a 
search and rescue of Gladiolus griseus (CR). The most 
interesting find of the day was the very large contrac-
tile root on juvenile plants/non-flowering plants. The 
contractile root is the same diameter as the bulb itself 
and many times longer, literally pulling the develop-
ing plants further underground.

In mid-August we visited the Uitkamp Wetlands 
Nature Reserve. This time to survey the area where 
an enlarged sewerage pipeline will run down almost 
half the length of the site. Our main concern being 

that an area of particular conservation concern lies 
between the access point and the construction site. 
We have previously reported on some of the criti-
cally endangered species that we have found here. A 
report highlighting our concerns was prepared and 
submitted by our Friends group during the Public 
Participation Process.

Sections of Paarl Mountain Nature Reserve burnt at 
the start of 2020 and in late November we sampled 
the burnt areas and found a third population of Ar-
gyrolobium angustissimum (EN) in full flower. This was 
an incredibly special discovery because the Friends 
of Tygerberg was responsible for rediscovering this 
species at Paarl Mountain Nature Reserve in 2009.

From mid-August to mid-November I was in the 
Overberg exploring the Renosterveld of the region 
with the Overberg Renosterveld Conservation Trust. 
Multiple highlights are recorded on iNaturalist.

At the start of December we gathered as a group 
for the first time since early March in the beautiful 
shady surrounds of Jack Muller Park to celebrate the 
end of 2020.

Figure 3: The CREW group enjoying our end of year get-together.
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No doubt, 2020 has been a rollercoaster year for 
most of us and we have struggled with the new 

rules and regulations of our new norm (lockdown), 
planning of our CREW outings and field trips. Howev-
er, during lockdown level three we made our way out 
into the field to find our amazing rare and endangered 
species that we are so enthusiastic about monitoring.

We officially started doing fieldwork in August 
2020, but fortunately some of the Cape Peninsula vol-
unteers had already done some walks and provided 
excellent data via iNaturalist.

The Peninsula CREW conducted 14 field trips and 
we spotted 40 species of conservation concern: 15 

Vulnerable (VU), five Rare, 11 Endangered (EN), five 
Near Threatened (NT) and four Critically Endangered 
(CR) species.

We continued monitoring our critical habitat species 
(species with a range of less than 10 km2). We moni-
tored Polycarena silenoides (CR) which was once again 
found by Wendy Paisley, Dasispermum perennans (EN), 
Erica margaritacea (CR) and Moraea aristata (CR), which 
has been reintroduced to Rondebosch Common.

In August we revisited the Gladiolus aureus site in 
Oceanview. The condition of the site is deteriorat-
ing very rapidly due to the increase in alien invasive 
growth. We did not find any plants in flower and this 
species is in serious trouble. We will be working with 
SANParks to restore this population. On our way 
back to the office, we stopped off at the base of Ou 
Kaapseweg to see Ophioglossum bergianum (Rare), 
which Don Kirkwood found a few weeks before. This 
was the first time I saw this very strange little fern.

One of our key partners on the Cape Peninsula is the 
Flora Documentation Group (FDP), which is mandated 
by the Friends of Silvermine Nature Area (FOSNA) to 
record the flora of the Peninsula. We have continu-
ously done monthly field trips to assist in building their 
database called the FloraDoc. For those of you who do 
not know what this group does, here is a run down 
on what they do: they photograph and document the 
beautiful flora of the Cape Peninsula and they created 
a database from the previous checklist that Deon 
Kesting worked on. The members of the FDP group 
are amateur botanists but have made a significant 
contribution towards conserving and preserving our 
flora for future generations. This FDP group has been 
photographing wild flowers from Signal Hill to Cape 
Point for more than 30 years. The purpose of this pro-
gramme is to create a useful record, which will assist 
in indicating the changes in flora that may take place 
over time due to climate change, as well as encourag-
ing local communities to become involved in conser-
vation and conserving the local natural areas which 
are threatened by urban changes. Since 2014 the FDP 
has been supported by SANParks Research Centre as 
well as SANBI’s CREW Programme. Currently, the FDP 
database lists 2 333 species on the Peninsula and they 
have photographed more than 1  689 of these with 
over 4 160 photographs and descriptions taken from 
the literature of all the species. The FloraDoc database 

Cape Peninsula Feedback Report
By Sharndre Coutriers

Figure 1: Moraea aristata.

Figure 2: Erica margaritacea.
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is now available as a mobile app, which allows the 
user to search through the digital image database 
for a particular family, genus or species by typing in 
the relevant name. Instead of carrying a book in the 
field, you can use this app on your smart phone. The 
app can be download (at a cost) from the Google Play 
Store and Apple iStore.

I could not have asked for a better team to work 
with through this difficult time and enjoyed spend-
ing time with the most talented and intelligent group 
of people I have met. I have learnt so much from my 
interactions with the FDP group and it has inspired 
me to continue working towards protecting and con-
serving the environment.

Figure 3: Very strange Ophioglossum bergianum.

CREW Hottentots Holland 2020
By Carina Lochner

Despite the challenges of 2020, we were able to fit 
in some field trips – some personal visits to inter-

esting or favourite sites and at the end of the year a 
few organised CREW trips.

After the fire of January 2019 I made a note to go and 
see the Nivenia stokoei flowering at Betty’s Bay. On a 
drizzly day in February they were truly spectacular in 
pure blue. It was a day for blues with Nivenia stokoei 
(Rare), Aristea and Thereianthus in full bloom against 

Figure 1: Treichelia dodii.
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the burnt veld. Also good to see were a few groups of 
Cyrtanthus leucanthus (EN) with their drooping white 
flowers, some on plots that are going to be developed.

Just as we were planning our first CREW trips for 
the year, the lockdown was announced and we had 

to be content with documenting everything alive 
and dead in our gardens and on sidewalks for the 
City Nature Challenge. It was the perfect way to get 
to know the names of weeds!

When we were allowed out again, we undertook 
a few field trips, sometimes alone, sometimes with 
one other member. We followed up on the cleared 
Lourensford Alluvial Fynbos area on Vergelegen and 
it was encouraging to see threatened species like 
Pauridia alba (VU), Moraea versicolor (VU), Babiana vil-
losula (EN) and Geissorhiza setacea (EN) in an area re-
cently cleared of alien invasive species.

Throughout the year we kept an eye on Onse Jan 
Park where there was an abundance of spring flowers 
after good rain. We have now documented 11 species 
of conservation concern in this small urban park, 
which was fenced off thanks to generous donations. 
Even in summer when the soil is baked hard, one can 
see little gems like the tiny Pelargonium longifolium.

The Great Southern Bioblitz in September kicked 
us into gear again and we set off in all directions to 
record as many species as possible. Again Helen 
showed us what could be done with 1 001 observa-
tions and 618 species to her name, second only to 
Tony Rebelo!

Up till now we had no success in finding Lachena-
lia liliiflora (EN) at Schapenberg, but seeing an article 
in an 2007 edition of Veld & Flora, which mentions, 
‘at least a thousand on the rocky slope’ prompted 
us to go and look for it again. With us we had Paul, a 
Lachenalia enthusiast, to help us spot the difference 

Figure 2: Nivenia stokoei in the burnt veld.

Figure 3: Hottentots Holland CREW members at Lourensford Estate.
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between L.  pallida and L.  liliiflora which look very 
much alike. On two consecutive trips to this site in 
October, there were no signs of masses of L. liliiflora, 
but we did see a few plants, as well as L.  mediana 
subsp. mediana (VU) and an abundance of the white 
form of L. pallida.

The part of Schapenberg hill which falls within 
Vergelegen consists of critically endangered Swart-
land Shale Renosterveld and is conserved through 
CapeNature’s stewardship programme. The list of 
specials for this site is growing – it now stands at 17 
– and new records for this year include Lampranthus 
scaber (EN), Antimima aristulata (VU) and the tiny, 

inconspicuous Treichelia dodii (EN) which occurs at 
very few other sites.

In November we ended the year with a very well- 
attended outing to Lourensford Estate. It was a 
perfect day for a field trip and everyone enjoyed 
being in the veld again. We checked on the known 
specials but the most interesting find was Lachenalia 
fistulosa (VU) for which the distribution is given as the 
Cape Peninsula and Du Toitskloof.

Let’s hope that when flowering season 2021 starts, 
we will be out in full force and ready for the challenge 
of finding our targets species.

Kogelberg CREW
By Magriet Brink and Jenny Parsons

The year 2020 started like any other. We monitored 
our favourite sites around Kleinmond, we helped 

with the local nature conservation society’s weekly 

flower display, we even did a couple of mid-summer 
CREW outings and a few spectacular hikes in the Ko-
gelberg at Vogelgat and further along the Kleinrivier 
mountains near Hermanus.

Then the pandemic arrived, and with it lockdown, 
social distancing, cancelled events and a never- 
ending barrage of terrifying news. Nothing can keep 
a blommetjie-betottelde obsessive out of the veld 
though, and as soon as we were allowed to get back 
in the mountains we were out with our cameras and 
notebooks. As with most activities this year, much 
of it had to be done solo, but there are a handful of 
group highlights that now seem all the more special 
taking into the account the challenges we faced.

The year 2020 saw Di Marais and her newly joined 
Fernkloof group come to grips with iNaturalist and 
submitting heaps of beautiful observations. In Feb-
ruary last year I had my first encounter with Erica jas-
miniflora (CR) on an outing to the Hemel and Aarde 
valley with this intrepid group, and we stumbled 
into a small and previously undocumented popula-
tion of Erica hermani (EN). Other specials from the day 
include Euchaetis schlechteri (VU), Serruria inconspicua 
(VU), Oxalis duriuscula (EN) and many more. Long may 
this special site be under the protection and steward-
ship that it enjoys today.

In September we joined Carina and the Hottentots 
Holland team at Harmony flats and were thrilled to 
see Ismail, Rupert and a few others from Cape Town. Figure 1: Erica hermani.
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Seeing people for the first time in months was almost 
more exciting than the gorgeous spring flowers. 
Highlights include Marasmodes polycephala (CR), 
Echiostachys incanus (VU) and beautiful stands of Leu-
cadendron lanigerum (EN) and Protea scolymocephala 
(VU).

In and around Kleinmond we monitored a few 
vacant plots and made some exciting new discov-
eries, most notably a handful of Lachenalia salteri 
(VU) on a plot that was recently cleared in response 
to a municipal request to clear in case of fire. There 
were also lots of Gnidia humilis (EN) and a lovely new 
stand of Aristea rigidifolia (DDT) that appeared after 
the mowing. We will need to tackle this with the 

municipality again to try and find a workable solution 
to the ongoing problem of indiscriminate mowing.

In addition to our field trips in Kleinmond, Jenny 
Parsons has also been very busy with plant monitor-
ing in Pringle Bay. She has been a great addition to 
the CREW family and organised a few botanical walks 
around Pringle Bay. Highlights for the field season 
include Cyrtanthus leucanthus (EN), Erica pillansii var. 
pillansii (Rare), Disa purpurescens (NT) and Satyrium 
hallackii subsp. hallackii (EN). One of the major chal-
lenges we face in Pringle Bay is the indiscriminate 
removal of indigenous vegetation and impacts on 
the wetlands where special species like Satyrium hal-
lackii subsp. hallackii occur.

Figure 2: Lachenalia salteri. Figure 3: Satyrium hallackii subsp. hallackii.
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The plight of Renosterveld is certainly well-known 
– especially in conservation circles. But while 

there are many reasons to remain extremely con-
cerned about the future of Renosterveld, 2020 also 
offered numerous glimpses of hope, especially in the 
Overberg region.

Renosterveld, which forms part of the Cape Floral 
Kingdom, is Critically Endangered. Around 95% of 
Lowland Renosterveld has already been lost forever. 
The remaining Renosterveld patches are highly frag-
mented, with fewer than 50 being over 100 ha in size. 
This makes Renosterveld one of the most threatened 
habitats on Earth and in need of urgent conservation 
attention.

Agriculture is one of the main threats to this veg-
etation type, which is the richest bulb habitat in the 
world. Because it grows on fertile soil, much of the 
Renosterveld has been removed for agricultural pur-
poses. That’s why it’s essential to work with farmers, 
especially in the Overberg.

Conservation easements for farmers

In the past year, the Overberg Renosterveld Conser-
vation Trust (ORCT, a non-profit organisation dedi-

cated to addressing the plight of Renosterveld), once 
again focused on working closely with landowners. 
The trust promotes a conservation easement pro-
gramme with farmers, which allows these farmers 

to sign a servitude registered over their property in 
favour of (in this case), the ORCT. These restrictions 
last in perpetuity and farmers enjoy management 
support from the ORCT in exchange.

By the end of 2020, a total of 3  500  ha of natural 
land (mostly Critically Endangered Renosterveld) 
had been signed into easements. During the year, six 
new landowners joined the easement programme, 
and therefore became conservation champions. 
Landowners like Neethling Dippenaar, Thys Swart, 
Rossouw Swart, Sijnn Wines, the Streicher family and 
Hennie Eksteen joined a growing list of farmers who 

Renosterveld conservation: the power 
of individual to change landscapes
By Grant Forbes and Heather Dalton

Figure 1: Proud conservation champions, landowners that have signed conservation easements.

Figure 2: Dr Odette Curtis, director of the 
Overberg Renosterveld Conservation Trust.
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have signed up, including the Cape Agulhas Munic-
ipality. The support from farmers means Critically 
Endangered Renosterveld species, such as Polhillia 
brevicalyx is now protected.

The trust manages the largest connected stretch 
of Renosterveld left on Earth – a reserve called Haar-
wegskloof Renosterveld Reserve, close to De Hoop 
Nature Reserve. This reserve offers one of the best 
opportunities to see and understand the value of 
Renosterveld. While the COVID-19 pandemic pre-
vented tourists from visiting the reserve during lock-
down, it still served as an important research hub, 
especially for research on Renosterveld pollination. 
Studies are now looking into the influence of habitat 
fragmentation on pollination, and how pollination 
networks differ between agricultural landscapes and 
natural landscapes. 

Renosterveld goes ‘global’ in 2020

Renosterveld also went national – and global – in 
2020. The first ever Renosterveld field guide, the 

Field Guide to Renosterveld of the Overberg was pub-
lished. The guide is written by ORCT Director, Odette 
Curtis-Scott, and Mike Goulding, Nick Helme, Rhoda 
McMaster, Sean Privett and Charles Stirton. It con-
tains 980 Renosterveld species and 140 animal spe-
cies found in this habitat.

Odette was also invited to present at the World Bi-
odiversity Forum in Davos, Switzerland at the end of 
February 2020. She used the opportunity to share con-
servation strategies with others who experience similar 
challenges in threatened landscapes around the world.

While this proved to be a good year for conserva-
tion, the emphasis is now on keeping momentum 
in the Overberg landscape, to continue building the 
conservation footprint. Already 2021 is showing that 
it only takes a few individuals in the landscape to 
bring about powerful change.

Figure 3: The first ever Renosterveld field guide.

CREW working within 
the Agulhas region
By Sharndre Coutriers and Heather Dalton

Even though it has been a difficult time, CREW had 
the ability of communicating and working with 

people all over the province. Currently the CFR Node 
is focusing on sampling the Overberg area. We have 
collaborated with conservancies, landowners and 
conservation agencies within the Western Cape. We 
have built an amazing relationship with the Nuwe-
jaars Wetlands Special Management Area (NWSMA), 
here is a brief introduction to what they do.

The Nuwejaars Wetlands Special 
Management Area (NWSMA)

The NWSMA is an area of around 46 000 ha, includ-
ing the Nuwejaars River, its wetlands and tributar-

ies. This is one of the most important wetland systems 
in South Africa in terms of vegetation diversity, and 
boasts a variety of seasonal and permanent wetlands. 
SANBI classifies and refers to the wetlands as ‘highly 



22 CREW newsletter July 2021

irreplaceable’, providing crucial ecological processes 
(including carbon sequestration via peat formation). 
It’s also vital for regional groundwater flow. One wet-
land site, Soetendalsvlei, is the largest freshwater lake 
connected to the sea in southern Africa. From here 
the Heuningnes River flows to the Heuningnes Estu-
ary, a Ramsar site.

Aside from the wetlands, the region is in the middle 
of the largest storehouse of lowland fynbos in the 
world. It’s a biologically rich vegetation, with around 
1 850 species, but is also threatened and home to Crit-
ically Endangered Elim Ferricrete Fynbos and Over-
berg Sandstone Fynbos. Here you’ll find special (and 

threatened) fynbos species such as Protea pudens, 
Erica regia, Leucadendron elimense subsp. elimense 
and L. laxum.

In order to protect this special region, landowners 
and the community of Elim came together to manage 
this landscape in a way that protects the biodiversity. 
They signed restrictive conditions against their title 
deeds in favour of conservation.

Now a management team, appointed by the 
members, implements a range of activities to protect 
the wetlands, surrounding vegetation and the fauna 
of this region. An example is the close cooperation 

Figure 1: Palmiet and Berzilia wetland rehabilitation work. Photograph: LoveGreen Communications.

Figure 2: Hippopotamus having fun in the lake. Photograph: Anton Kruger.
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between the NWSMA and CREW. CREW members 
regularly visit the area to identify some of the more 
unique species here. Landowners enjoy receiving 
feedback on the many threatened fynbos species 
that grow on their land, and that the NWSMA can 
then protect through required conservation meas-
ures.

Another major project, funded by WWF South 
Africa, is improving and expanding the Palmiet and 
Berzilia wetlands along the Nuwejaars River, a stretch 
of 7.5  km. Invasive aliens are removed, indigenous 
trees are planted where appropriate and areas are 
fenced off to prevent livestock grazing. The project 
has allowed the NWSMA to create green livelihoods 
for a team of six people, led by contractor Gerty 
Holtzhausen. Down the line, the NWSMA will open 
up this area to the public, who will be able to visit a 
bird hide at a secret wetland site.

Further management actions include fynbos man-
agement through fire, invasive alien clearing and 
ecological monitoring. An ecosystem services team 
is employed to help improve the natural areas, with 
support from the Hans Hoheisen Charitable Trust.

The NWSMA also offers tourism opportunities. A 
Wildlife Guided Tour takes visitors into a lake expanse 
and wetland region, home to reintroduced species, 
including hippo, buffalo, bontebok, Rau Quagga and 
eland. Aside from the animals, the special fynbos 
vegetation is also part of the experience. For more, 
visit: www.nuwejaars.com.

This year we went out sampling for our amazing 
species of conservation concern and assisted one 
of SANBI’s Red-List scientists (Dewidine van der 
Colff) with her PhD field research. Her project is 
focused on understanding the impacts of invasive 
alien plants on indigenous threatened species and 
uses members of the Proteaceae as model plants to 
assess these impacts. One chapter focuses on how 
impacts have changed over time, if at all. Here the 
Protea Atlas Project (PAP) data is ideal, where we are 
revisiting these plots, and comparing the findings to 
what Dr Tony Rebelo and the volunteers involved in 
the PAP from more than 20  years ago found. Plots 
are relocated using the associated coordinates, and 
then field notes from the volunteers are used to best 
match where they might have walked. Finding these 
plots is not easy. After the initial sampling, we analyse 
the data to check whether we can pick up any differ-
ence, particularly to the indigenous species, to check 
whether we are in the right place and how alien pres-
ence at the site might have changed. Long-term 

monitoring is dependent on accurate locality infor-
mation, therefore, all future studies should make use 
of GPS coordinates and good locality descriptions.

We have sampled and observed over a period of 
five days, from September through to October at 
different sites, with the total number of species ob-
served being 41. Of these, 14 were Endangered (EN), 
10 Vulnerable (VU), three Critically Endangered (CR) 
and 14 Near Threatened (NT).

Continuous monitoring and support and enabling 
effective management strategies will in turn contrib-
ute to protecting the incredible species within the 
area. CREW will continue to support the different con-
servation agencies and landowners in achieving their 
conservation objectives.

Figure 3: Erica regia. Photograph: Ismail Ebrahim.
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Di Turner had handed over the baton to me at the 
beginning of the year, which turned out to be 

full of unexpected challenges. Before the year dete-
riorated with the national lockdown, we were told of 
a marvellous display of Gladiolus sempervirens (Rare) 
on the southern slopes above George. Of course, 
some of us rushed up to see this. Normally we see a 
few here and there but this was an extravaganza. The 
incredible show was after a combination of good rain 
coming two years’ post-fire. We ended up going to 
the site thrice, including a special visit with Jan and 
Anne Lise Vlok, so it was a good start to the year, be-
fore COVID-19 hit us.

In April we took part in the City Nature Challenge 
(CNC), which we had to do from home. Di, living in a 
retirement complex, managed to get the third most 
observations and Sally came first in the number of 
species in the Garden Route. Our results were pretty 
good considering the restrictions. The Garden Route 
CNC results were impressive with a total of 17 743 ob-
servations and 2  743 species recorded. This earned 
us 10th place in the number of observations and 6th 
place in number of species recorded. The Outramps 
made an amazing contribution to the CNC with 17 
observers contributing 3 313 observations and 1 282 
species.

This year has been successful despite the lockdown. 
We recorded 1 002 plants of conservation concern on 
iNaturalist. We resumed work at lockdown level 1 in 
September and the team worked very hard to make 
up for lost time.

We managed to fit in two overnighters in 2020. In 
September we were itching to get out again. At Brian 
du Preez’s request, we went to the Rooiberg near 

Outramps  
CREW 2020
By Jenny Potgieter

Figure 1: Muraltia knysnaense.

Figure 2: Trying to photograph Erica umbratica on vertical cliffs.
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Calitzdorp. He is currently working on the genus In-
digofera for his PhD. We were joined by Ismail, as he 
needed a specimen of Freylinia vlokii (EN) and DNA 
samples. It was a spectacular display of fynbos in full 
flower and in two days we recorded 17 taxa of con-
servation concern. Amphithalea flava (VU), Metalasia 
tricolor (CR) and Leucospermum pluridens (NT) were a 
few of them.

Our second overnighter, postponed from April to 
November, was to a mountain called Aasvoëlberg at 
Willowmore. We stayed at the comfortable Finchley 
Farm from where we drove up this mountain through 
dry Karoo veld to get to fynbos on the top. What a 
marvellous view from the summit. Leucadendron 
nobile grows there in abundance and in a seep we 
found plenty of Erica ingeana (Rare). This erica was 
named after Ted Oliver’s wife. Sandra had found Am-
phithalea vlokii (EN) for us on her way to Aasvoëlberg, 
so it was with great excitement that we extended 
our search and found hundreds of plants. They only 
grow on the commonage in Uniondale. Other inter-
esting finds were Dianthus basuticus subsp. fourcadei 
(VU), Drosanthemum uniondalensis (DDD) and an un-
described Gnidia species which we originally thought 
was G. deserticola.

Another big event for us was an outing with Jan 
and Anne Lise Vlok to Meiringspoort. I had long 
wanted to find two elusive ericas from the area and 
Jan obliged by taking a group of us to see them. On 
arrival at the spot, Jan pulled out his stepladder so we 
could get close enough to Erica umbratica (CR) which 
occurs high up on the cliffs and too far away for con-
ventional photography. The other species which was 

on our target list was Erica viridiflora subsp. redacta 
(EN) which I was very happy to find. It was a won-
derful outing with the Vloks, who are so generous in 
sharing their knowledge with us.

Over the past couple of years, Dave Underwood has 
made some progress sorting out the muraltias within 
the Outramps’ stomping ground in the southeast and 
Karoo Mountains. These enigmatic little plants are 
often overlooked and stomped on in the rush to get 
to the more charismatic species. Like most genera, 
once you sort out which diagnostic parts you need 
to photograph, the task becomes somewhat easier. 
The Margaret Levyns revision and a hand lens are re-
quired companions. Depending on where you draw 
the boundaries, there are approximately 21 Muraltia 
species in the Outramps’ area and two of the most 
exciting finds last year was Muraltia cliffortiifolia (VU) 
from Rooiberg and Muraltia knysnaensis (EN).

The Outramps CREW Group has grown to 17 
members and, although not all members come on 
each trip, we do have a problem with transport. With 
the demise of the Di’s Kombi (the Buchu Bus) we are 
no longer able to squeeze into one vehicle with the 
result being that we have to use more cars to get 
to the field trips, a situation that is not good for our 
carbon footprint or petrol bill.

We have some very keen young members who are 
helping to bring down the average age of the group 
and who we can send up those very steep hills. There is 
joy in seeing them learn and develop and being open 
to soak up any knowledge that we can give them.

So, happily, the Outramps tramp on.

Figure 3: The Outramps out in their natural habitat.
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The past year has been one of botanical highlights 
for the Bionerds. Although many of our trips (both 

work and play) were foiled by the impending doom 
of the global pandemic and social distancing, we did 
manage to maintain a semblance of sanity by spend-
ing time in our new Klein Karoo home environment. 
From April 2020 both work and play took us across 
the Northern, Western and Eastern Cape provinces, 
conducting amphibian, reptile, botanical and habitat 
assessments – with many projects culminating in the 
formal protection of some of the most spectacular 
properties in our vocational landscape.

We have a very healthy love for succulents and 
regularly undertake die-vetties-soek-vetplante trips 
across the arid landscape. Chasing habitats, search-
ing for one or the other species of succulent plant, 
is a favourite pass-time. These trips invariably take us 
past sites with species of conservation concern and 
we never pass without having a scratch around to see 
if any natural processes or illegal collection have im-
pacted on these sites. One of our regular stops is an 
area where we have found Euphorbia susannae surviv-
ing on a drought-stricken road verge. They seemed 
to be thriving and we always breathe a sigh of relief 
when we find them unscathed and untouched.

Unfortunately, this was not the case when we finally 
relocated what is thought to be the last population of 
Critically Endangered Gibbaeum esterhuyseniae. This 
poor population has been ravaged by porcupines, to 

such an extent that we counted fewer than two dozen 
plants still intact in the soil. The rest lay strewn across 
the soil surface, roots chomped off with extraordinar-
ily little hope of natural re-rooting taking place. We 
consulted with the landowner. He was as shocked as 
we were. Unless there was immediate action to mini-
mise the impact that porcupines were having on this 
population, the damage could become irreparable. 
We had to be realistic, and with his permission we 
partnered up with Stellenbosch University Botani-
cal Garden (SUBG) to rescue the dug-up plants that 
looked like they would survive. This was done in an 
attempt to propagate the survivors, with the hope of 
replanting them once the area has been secured and 
the threat has been mitigated. Under the expertise of 
SUBG, there has been successful re-rooting! Efforts to 
secure and preserve the habitat is in process.

Every year since 2018, during bulb flowering season, 
we search for a cornflower species that was said to 
grow in the vicinity of the Tradouw Pass between 
Barrydale and Montagu. During the pandemic flow-
ering season, Keir took the failure of not finding this 
population of Ixia leipoldtii, last seen in 1996, very per-
sonally. For two weeks he headed out every morning, 
with whoever was visiting us in tow, to walk endless 
distances in search of this enigma. It helped that we 
now lived close to the area where they were pur-
portedly growing, but there was no info available on 
habitat or flowering time, and our feeble attempts of 

Nerding about…
By Alouise Lynch

Figure 1: Erica jasminiflora.
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finding a photo of the species left us with only a scan 
of a wilted herbarium specimen! Finally, after walking 
over 60 km this season alone, he found the lost popu-
lation which spans over two private landowners’ prop-
erties. We were not prepared for what we found. It is 
the most beautiful Ixia we have ever laid eyes on! It is a 
relief to know that this population is now secure in the 
hands of private landowners that have fallen in love 
with the species and with whom we will be working 
going forward, to advise and support around the 
management of this area. We marked and collected 
seed from a few of the 70 plants that we found on site. 
The seeds were sent to SUBG for propagation, and a 
score was shared with the Millennium Seed Bank.

Another success story is the in-process biodi-
versity stewardship proclamation of Mount David 
Nature Reserve in the Hemel and Aarde Valley near 
Hermanus. Anthony van Hoogstraten is the proud 
custodian of this beautiful property where the last 
population of Critically Endangered Erica jasminiflora 
occurs. We have been implementing a Western Cape 
Threatened Amphibian Project for the Endangered 
Wildlife Trust in the Overberg, and Mount David fell 
on our radar in search of new populations of Capen-
sibufo selenophos, the Moonlight Mountain Toadlet, 
a data-deficient amphibian species that occur along 
the Klein Rivier Mountain, the Akkedisberg and the 

Figure 2: Ixia leipoldtii finally rediscovered.

Figure 3: The long lost Disa scullyi.
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Soetmuisberg ranges. A healthy population of toad-
lets inhabit the upper sloped seeps of Mount David. 
On the lower gravelly ferricrete areas a sea of swaying 
Erica jasminiflora, which we have endearingly named 
the jasmyntrompettertjie, greeted us in December. 
It was incredible to think that a decade ago the last 
plants of this species was lost on Shaws Pass and the 
species was on the verge of being declared extinct 
in the wild. This property’s proclamation is imple-
mented through the Endangered Wildlife Trust, and 
an incredible biodiversity conservation win!

After the rediscovery of Ixia leipoldtii one does not 
expect to have another experience of finding any lost 
botanicals like that any time soon again. However, 
during a trip into the Eastern Cape, surveying wet-
lands for a project under contract with the Endan-
gered Wildlife Trust and SANBI, Keir did it again. We 
stopped in a small ravine and, as he scuttled away 
from me to explore the upper areas of the seep, he 
found an unknown population of Disa scullyi. This 
find brought about great excitement in the orchid 

community. Disa scullyi was considered extinct in 
the Hogsback district where it was last observed in 
1966! We only documented seven plants, but subse-
quently, we have received confirmation from a hiker 
that was there at the same time as us, that he found 
another two populations just across the ridge from 
where we were! Super exciting finds of such a gaudy 
and evocative orchid!

Unfortunately, our excitement about these won-
derful discoveries was severely dampened by a bo-
tanical story of loss that will have far-reaching effects 
on Gibbaeum hortenseae (muiskopvygies), a species 
that has held a special place in our hearts. It was heart-
breaking to learn of the pilfering of a large portion of 
the last remaining specimens from the wild during 
the third week of January 2021 – a loss of over 80% of 
their population, and only one subpopulation left in 
the wild. A sad start to the year and one which leaves 
us desperate to do whatever we can to secure pop-
ulations of Critically Endangered species, and their 
habitats, wherever we work in the coming year.

Research  
assistant profile:  
Maria Kotze
I am Maria Kotze and I am 32 years old, from Nieu-

woudtville in the Northern Cape, a small town be-
tween Vanrhynsdorp and Calvinia.

Working as a research assistant with CREW is a great 
opportunity for me. We started working in November 
2020 and our main task is to find plants in flower and 
take photos to upload onto iNaturalist. We do this so 
that the data is kept safe for future generations.

I also worked for the Environmental Monitoring 
Group (EMG), an NGO working on sustainable land 
management in Nieuwoudtville. I was involved in 
some projects that EMG was doing to combat soil 
erosion. During this time we got to work closely with 
communities in the Hantam area. I also spent two 
years working on some projects with Indigo Develop-
ment and Change. This work experience has been im-
portant for me to learn new skills and develop myself. 
I would like to thank CREW and SANBI for this oppor-
tunity. Figure 1: Maria Kotze.
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My name is Danwill Matthew Beukes and I am 28 
years of age. I live in a small town in the North-

ern Cape called Nieuwoudtville. Nieuwoudtville is a 
popular tourist destination in South Africa, especially 
during the wildflower season, because of its unique 
placement in the Karoo. The Karoo plain is known as 
the Bokkeveld and has the reputation of being the 
bulb capital of the world.

I am currently working as a research assistant at the 
Hantam National Botanical Garden for CREW until the 
end of March 2021. The reason why biodiversity and 
conservation interest me is that I believe we need to 
protect and conserve our heritage for future gener-
ations, we need to collect as much data as possible 
and store it on platforms like iNaturalist – the plat-
form we use to map our indigenous plants so that we 
can count and locate each species.

A year ago, before the pandemic, I was an intern at 
local NGO, Indigo Development and Change, where 
we worked closely with CREW during the winter and 
summer schools. During the flowering season I also 

assisted Rupert Koopman with the demographic 
monitoring of Euryops virgatus. I want to thank CREW 
for this lovely opportunity and I hope I can make a 
positive change.

Research  
assistant profile:  
Danwill Beukes

Figure 1: Danwill Beukes.

A tale of 2020 told through the 
beautiful eyes of our plants – no 
lockdown on these species!
By Vathiswa Zikishe

Like any other year, 2020 started with positivity and 
bright ideas, filled with hope and ambitions to do 

things better than the previous year. For each aspect 
of our lives, we tend to have a long list of resolutions 
to achieve when a new year begins. For me particu-
larly, these included taking the CREW Eastern Cape 
Node to new heights. The fifth year of implementa-
tion is normally a significant time for one to reflect 
and identify areas of improvement, which is what 

I did towards the end of 2019. I saw 2020 as a year 
of increased collaborations within the Eastern Cape 
Province, more engagements with relevant stake-
holders, including various communities, for greater 
participation and use of our iNaturalist platform as a 
vehicle for increased public participation for holistic 
conservation outcomes.

These ideas meant one word, which we have 
known to exist for a long time, but never dreaded 
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its manifestation: gathering! In my previous arti-
cles I mentioned how gatherings were keeping the 
CREW Eastern Cape Node alive. The evidence speaks 
for itself, through collaboration and engagement 
with people on various platforms, I was able to build 
strong relationships and meet the objectives of the 
CREW Programme in the Eastern Cape.

The entire country under lockdown…

When the national lockdown was announced, the 
reality of the pandemic started to sink in, but 

not necessarily hit home. We had to grapple with new 
ways of doing things, manoeuvring through the new, 
unknown world. Fortunately for us, we were at the 
stage of wrapping things up after the busy field sea-
son, we had already completed most of our trips and 
were in the process of reporting, as the financial year-
end was upon us. Even though being locked down 
sounded scary for most of us, as we had no idea how 
we were supposed to get our work done indoors. Our 
management came up with a good strategy to get 
us together. Even though it was virtual, we felt the 
presence and support of each other from the various 
CREW nodes and this kept us going until we were 
able to see the outside world again.

Beautiful flower stories

This period and the many challenging situations 
we have faced as a country, have made me more 

appreciative of the diverse nature of our work. Not 
being office-bound is what keeps us sane most of the 
time. Even when we were locked down to contain the 
spread of the virus, our plants were out there, show-
casing their beauty, as ever. Our last trip before the 
lockdown was near Grahamstown to search for Eury-
ops hypnoides (VU), which we found in abundance al-
though, growing among thick stands of black wattle 
(Acacia mearnsii) and Hakea sericea.

Figure1: Bergeranthus albomarginatus capsule.

Figure 2: Cyclopia pubescens.
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As soon as we were able to go out during lockdown 
level 3, we located more species, which we targeted 
in the 2020–2021 field season. For this period, we 
decided to tackle the threatened categories, focus-
sing on those species which we did not have data for 
in the Eastern Cape and this we will continue doing for 
the next three years. The species considered threat-
ened are those that are listed as Vulnerable (VU), En-
dangered (EN) and Critically Endangered (CR) in the 
Red List of South African plants. Some of the species 
located during this period included Hyobanche 
robusta (VU), Clivia nobilis (VU), Selago rotundifo-
lia (VU), Paranomus reflexus (EN), Cyclopia pubescens 
(CR), Bergeranthus albomarginatus (VU) and Albuca 
annulata (VU). Due to travel restrictions, we only tar-
geted two district municipalities, Sarah Baartman, 
Amathole, as well as the Nelson Mandela Bay Metro-
politan. Within these districts, we targeted areas that 
were within our reach and contained a higher con-
centration of species of conservation concern. The 
beautiful landscape, flowers, and few individuals we 
got to see during these trying times are what made 
us see a silver lining through the dark cloud. Figure 3: Growth form of Paranomus reflexus.

The Fourcade Botanical 
Group in 2020
By Caryl Logie

For the Fourcade Botanical Group (FBG) our 18th 
year with CREW got off to a normal start, orchid 

hunting. First in the Sand River dune system to look 
for Satyrium hallackii subsp. hallackii, but alas, the site 
that in 2014 had about 200 plants is now covered in 
windblown sand with no sign of any orchids. Howev-
er, Capeochloa cincta subsp. sericea (VU) and Psoralea 
repens (NT) are still looking good. A few days later we 
saw a few Satyrium hallackii subsp. hallackii in a differ-
ent part of the dune system, as always in a damp en-
vironment. We visited the farm Goedgedacht hoping 
a fire the previous year might have stimulated some 
orchids, but we weren’t lucky.

Then there was our annual pilgrimage to look for 
Disa lugens var. nigrescens (CR). Our spirits were ex-
tremely high when we found one very deep purple 
one in exactly the right spot, but alas it was not the 
special one, just a colour variant we were told. Figure 1: Disa lugens var. lugens.
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There was further orchid hunting, but we didn’t find 
what we wanted, possibly because of the drought. 
However, Gregg and Des Darling have been all over 
the country finding and photographing an amazing 
number of orchids and their photographs are beau-
tiful.

We were asked by Wentzel Coetzer, Biodiversity 
Stewardship Facilitator of Conservation Outcomes, to 
visit the farm Vorentoe near Paradise Beach to help 
him and the landowner draw up a plant list. Wentzel 
is in the process of having the farm declared a private 
nature reserve. There is a diversity of vegetation types 

on the farm and amongst other species we recorded 
Bergeranthus multiceps (DD), Brunsvigia litoralis (EN), 
Pelargonium reniforme (NT) and Restio papillosa and 
Tulbaghia maritima (both VU).

Our demographic monitoring was interrupted by 
COVID-19. We only did the counting and measuring 
of the Brunsvigia litoralis flowers. No recording of 
seed capsules or leaves.

We haven’t been able to connect with children 
so it’s been adult education and awareness instead. 
Margie Middleton has, whenever possible, led our 

Figure 2: Margie leading the pack.

Figure 3: Haworthiopsis longiana.
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regular rambles and she played a big part in the 
spring Flower Chase at St Francis Field sponsored by 
FOSTER, Cape St Francis Resort and St Francis Field.

Ismail asked for details on the population of Frey-
linia crispa (VU) that we’d discovered in 2017. We 
visited the site and found there had been no change 
in the number of plants, but the surrounding vege-
tation seemed denser. We collected a specimen and 
DNA samples to be sent to Compton Herbarium.

In October we went to look for Haworthiopsis lon-
giana (EN). As we drove up the road, Bart stopped 
to set his GPS. While he was doing that, we jumped 
out of our cars to botanise and, simultaneously, Bart 

announced, ‘this is the spot,’ and we announced, ‘here 
it is’. We then went on much further and nowhere else 
did we find any more.

Throughout lockdown Bart wrote articles for our 
amazing FBG, laced with history and botany appli-
cable to our area. We’ve sent them off often with 
‘homework’ to keep us on our toes, connected and 
thinking. Of course we’re also encouraging upload-
ing photos to CREW projects on iNaturalist!

Once again we thank CREW and SANBI for all their 
support as without it we wouldn’t be able to spread 
the word about the importance of conserving our 
botanical treasures.

From herding livestock to 
being a nature custodian
By Tutani Mpunga

My name is Tutani Mpunga, I was born and bred in 
Mtambalala Village, near Port St Johns, a region 

currently known as Pondoland. Growing up, I didn’t 
have the knowledge of how special this area is, but 
my first encounter with its beauty, was when I joined 
other boys in my village to look after livestock. I refer 
to this as the first school I attended to discover na-
ture’s beauty and its importance to human beings.

The grazing lands for our livestock are miles away 
from my home, so this meant relying solely on nature 
for food, water and medicine when we experienced 
minor ailments during the day. The Xhosa proverb, 
Inyathi ibuzwa kwabaphambili, meaning ‘wisdom 
is learnt from the elders’, was most applicable in 
our ways of doing things as livestock herders. The 
plants we collected for food and different roots for 

Figure 1: Grassland form of Stangeria 
eriopus. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Figure 2: Stangeria eriopus grassland form, 
cone. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.
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medicine, as well as the sticks we used for various tra-
ditional ceremonies were all learned from our fore-
fathers. We never questioned whether these were 
poisonous or not. The thought of safety for human 
consumption never crossed our minds, as we trusted 
their guidance for our journey. This and many other 
teachings that we learnt from our elders, shaped the 
way we perceive the world as adults; hence I call it the 
first school in my journey.

Interaction with nature followed me throughout 
my school life and beyond matric, my curiosity to 
learn more about these plants and their natural envi-
ronment led me to do a field guide course. The course 
enhanced my knowledge of my surroundings as I 
engaged more with the elders and other community 
members in my village, mainly to learn about the me-
dicinal and cultural plants found in Pondoland. The 
SANBI research assistant positions offered through 
the CREW Programme, came at the time when I was 
operating as a qualified guide. At the beginning of 
2020, I had an opportunity to be a guide for the CREW 
Eastern Cape team, and that is when my journey to 
hunt for species of conservation concern began.

I am currently working as a research assistant for 
the CREW Programme. My project is to document 
three of the most harvested plant species found in 
our area. There are many plant species found in Pon-
doland that are used medicinally, but due to the time 
constraints of the project, only three species were 
chosen: Stangeria eriopus (VU), Clivia robusta (VU) 
and Prunus africana (VU). For the past four months, 
I have been monitoring these species closely, con-
ducting fieldwork on a daily basis. I have observed 
Stangeria eriopus growing in grassland and forest 
habitats, with the grassland species being more pre-
ferred. Unfortunately, this project will not have a 
human interaction aspect, where we gather some 
information from the users to establish the reason 
behind this preference.

Clivia robusta is very rare in the forest patches 
closest to the villages. The species is only found 
deeper in forests that are not easily accessible. This 
may explain its rarity and perhaps its limited distri-
bution might be a contributing factor to its scar-
city. Prunus africana is the worst-case scenario of a 
heavily used species, closer to my village there’s only 
one tree left! This single tree is in a bad state due to 
over-harvesting of its bark. On my walk in search of 

Figure 3: Stangeria eriopus forest form, growth 
habit. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Figure 4: Stangeria eriopus forest form, leaf 
close-up. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Figure 5: Tutani Mpunga showing destruction 
caused by harvesting on Prunus africana. 

Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.
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these species, as well as looking after my livestock, 
I met different people, claiming to have seen P. afri-
cana in their villages, but I need to investigate this 
further to be certain that it is indeed P.  africana to 
which they refer. It would be great to find more pop-
ulations of this tree, and perhaps link these projects 
with local conservation partners so that, together, we 
can come up with conservation interventions suita-
ble for its future survival.

I am very grateful for the opportunity, SANBI has 
given to me, what I learned from childhood up until 
now, has enhanced my beliefs of how nature should 
be taken care of. I am now looking forward to rein-
vesting in my community through environmental ed-
ucation and by creating awareness about the value of 
our natural world for our wellbeing. We must become 
custodians of our natural heritage to ensure that 
future generations can reap its benefits.

Figure 6: Eastern Cape research assistants recording 
Stangeria in the forest. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

My two year journey with CREW
By Pamela Sgatya

As a Groen Sebenza intern, I have been working 
for CREW for the past two years. During this time 

with CREW, I realised that an internship is a learning 
curve that allows a person to explore their capabilities 
after obtaining their tertiary education. The transition 
from the tertiary study environment to the work sec-
tor has been one of many challenges for me, but this 
was, most of the time, surpassed by conducting fruit-
ful fieldwork and engaging in article feedback.

My journey began in 2019 with CREW. It has been 
a roller-coaster ride with many joyful moments. In 
the second month in the internship, I was part of 
the CREW Wednesday group that found a species 
last observed more than 20 years ago, Searsia al-
bomarginata (Critically Endangered) somewhere in 
the Grahamstown region. That inspired me when it 
came to doing fieldwork. The level of love that I have 
gained for plant searching made me discard some of 

Figure 1: Critically endangered Searsia albomarginata.
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my worst fears in those moments, such as the fear of 
heights and for snakes.

One time we were searching for an orchid around 
the Grahamstown area. This plant, Holothrix macow-
aniana (Data Deficient), grew on mountain cliffs, and 
with the excitement of previously locating the above-
mentioned Searsia still burning inside me, I wanted 
to be there when this plant was located. I followed 
the specialist from our Wednesday group up the 
cliff, until I remembered that I am afraid of heights 
and couldn’t go up anymore. The plant was, unfortu-
nately, not located. This did not stop me from going 
up ridges or mountains during more searches for 

plants of conservation concern. A shadowing student 
and I found a rare special, Schizochilus bulbinella, in 
our mentors’ absence at one of Matatiele’s moun-
tain ridges. That experience made me realise that 
even the fear of heights could never get in the way 
of learning and doing what I love. This helped me un-
derstand that if I work harder, I will be even better 
at identifying plants. Snakes are the last things on 
my mind when we go hunting for our specials, they 
terrify me but when I am doing what I love and enjoy, 
I don’t let my phobias get in the way of doing my job.

Another highlight during this journey was writing 
articles for SANBI and other external popular web-
sites. I have found it difficult to write, whether scien-
tifically or just writing for basic reasons. The feedback 
I have received on my articles has been inspiring and 
shows that my writing is improving. One construc-
tive feedback I had received on my PlantLife article 
where I wrote about my trip to the beautiful Port St 
Johns, was from our SANBI senior librarian, Anne-
Lise Fourie. She specially wrote an email to compli-
ment me on the story I told in the article, and how 
she hopes that the love I portrayed for plants inspire 
more young South African scientists, as the future for 
South Africa will be brighter then.

During the process of learning, we should all un-
derstand that we will make mistakes, we will fail, 
but that should not be a defining factor for us or our 
futures. One mistake, amongst several, I’ve made 
during this internship was allowing self-doubt and 
fear affect me. I allowed self-doubt to overwhelm me 
and that affected my ability to learn as I was afraid 
to be painted as not smart. This ended up not being 
what I had imagined it to be.

My word to the youth or aspiring scientists is to use 
your strengths more than ever when you get to the 
work sector, because weaknesses will always be there 
and they will take time to overcome. So, when your 
weaknesses are overwhelming and you cannot over-
come them, let what you love and doing your best be 
your inspirations. This I learned later in my internship 
and I wish I had discovered this earlier, but we learn 
as we go.

Figure 2: Wednesday group after 
locating Searsia albomarginata.

Figure 3: Rare Schizochilus bulbinella. Figure 4: Image of the PlantLife article.
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I am Amkelani Bester, a research assistant with the 
CREW Programme in the Eastern Cape. I grew up in 

Alice, which is also where I went to school and pur-
sued my further education and training. Every year 
in December, a crop production farmer in my area 
would donate a sheep or goat to any household with 
a beautiful vegetable garden. To win this prize, my 
grandfather took pride in his vegetable garden and 
began teaching me how to care for it when I was 10 
years old.

My love of agriculture was nurtured when I took 
the subject at school. I furthered my education by at-
tending Lovedale College from 2014–2016 to expand 
my knowledge of agriculture because my dream 
was to own a farm one day. I chose Lovedale College 
because it was closer to home and provided courses 
necessary for achieving my goals.

In May 2019 I saw an advert on social media by an 
organisation called African Footprint of Hope, in part-
nership with SETA, advertising an internship. They 
were looking for 20 unemployed agriculture primary 
graduates. Once I was accepted into the programme, 
I was placed at the University of Fort Hare, a central 
location for most interns. Learning about indigenous 
plants was challenging because it doesn’t involve 
crop and animal production, which is what I was fa-
miliar with. Over time, I embraced the challenge and 
started to work hard. Once I was familiar in this new 
environment, I saw it as an opportunity to gain more 
knowledge. Little did I know that this could also open 
the door for me to work for SANBI.

My research assistant opportunity 
with CREW Eastern Cape

My first ever field trip was to Seymour with my 
supervisor, Vathiswa Zikishe. We went to search 

for a plant called Bergeranthus albomarginatus (VU). 
This was another unfamiliar setting for me, especial-
ly learning scientific plant names! I enjoyed that she 
assigned me the task of data collection scribe and 
allowed me to use a GPS for the first time. This was 
followed by another trip to Hogsback to the site of 
the species that I worked on for this project. We were 

searching for two plant species, Indigofera ovina and 
Helichrysum montis-cati. On this trip we saw dense 
stands of the pretty Watsonia pillansii, something I 
will never forget.

At the beginning of 2021 we went to Port St Johns 
– what a beautiful place that is. It was raining on the 
first day, but that didn’t stop us from soldiering on to 

My first encounter with 
indigenous plants
By Amkelani Bester

Figure 1: Robust growth form of Alepidea 
amatymbica: Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Figure 2: Bowiea volubilis subsp. volubilis. 
Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.
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the sites planned for the day. My absolute favourite 
was a place called Luputana, or Luphothano in isi-
Xhosa, which means ‘the turning and twisting of the 
waves’. We crossed over the river and walked towards 
the forest gorge to search for Aloe liliputana, among 
other species. From the gorge, we crossed another 
river and walked through the wetland and grassland 
area, then back to the sea, where we watched the 
movement of the waves. It was amazing for me to see 
such a variety of landforms in one day.

My research assistant project

For my research assistant project, I was given three 
of the most harvested medicinal plant species 

found in the Amathole/Hogsback region to docu-
ment. The project entailed documenting the abun-
dance and threats associated with the natural hab-
itats in which these species occurred. The species I 
have been working on are Alepidea amatymbica (EN), 
Bowiea volubilis subsp. volubilis (VU) and Gunnera per-
pensa. Gunnera perpensa is not a species of conserva-
tion concern, however, it is a widespread, yet heavily 

Figure 3: Watsonia pillansii growing among 
the rocks. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Figure 4: Watsonia pillansii. Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Figure 5: Amkelani Bester recording 
Bergeranthus albomarginatus data.
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Music helped me get through lockdown, I found 
solace in the lyrics of my favourite childhood 

songs, which provided me with a sense of nostalgia. 
The song Wildflowers by Tom Petty became some-
what of a mantra for me: ‘You belong among the wild-
flowers, you belong in a boat out at sea, sail away, kill 
off the hours, you belong somewhere you feel free’. 
This song provided me with a sense of hope and re-
minded me that eventually everything balances out. 
Eventually, everything will be okay.

If you are reading this, I want to say thank you. 
Thank you for the many acts of kindness you display 
daily. To every citizen scientist, who has contrib-
uted to conservation this past year, my sincere grat-
itude goes out to you for braving the unknown and 
demonstrating your commitment to the preservation 
of South Africa’s flora during this very unconventional 
year. To my team, I am grateful for your encourage-
ment, persistence and concern throughout this year, 
without which I probably would have had a mental 
breakdown. I never imagined writing a contemporary 
article for the CREW newsletter to be so challenging, 
but in a year plagued by so much loss, I find myself 
struggling to put words on paper.

During lockdown, our movements were restricted 
and we had to find new ways of enjoying our common 
love of nature, be it via iNaturalist or the many envi-
ronmental webinars available online. I never realised 
how much I personally depended on nature to find 
balance in my own life, until being out in the field 
was no longer an option. This got me thinking about 

utilised, species throughout the region. Hence, its 
populations are decreasing. Iphuzi lomlambo or 
uthangazana are the isiXhosa names, for G. perpensa, 
meaning ‘river pumpkin’, as this plant resembles the 
growth form of a pumpkin. An infusion from its root 
is used medicinally to treat skin rashes and to purify 
the blood internally. Interestingly, even though this 
is an apparently widespread species and has histor-
ically been recorded in Hogsback, we found none 
during our search. The species occurs in wet, marshy 
soils, which mostly describes the conditions in the 
Amathole-Hogsback mountains where we searched.

The other two species are also not very abundant 
within this region as they are over-exploited. The 
human interaction element of this project is what I 
was looking forward to, so that I could engage more 
people within our community and come up with 
solutions to preserve these species. I am grateful for 
this opportunity and would love to work more on 
similar projects to expand my knowledge of plants.

Figure 6: Waves twisting at Luputana. 
Photograph: Vathiswa Zikishe.

Lost paradise…
By Kaveesha Naicker

Figure 1: Silverglen Nature Reserve. 
Photograph: Shaun Hammond.
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Silverglen Nature Reserve in Chatsworth, not even 10 
minutes away from my home, which covers 460 ha of 
natural land and houses the largest portion of coastal 
grassland in Durban.

The history of Silverglen Nature Reserve dates back 
to the late 1800s, when development of the Clear-
water Dam began within the open reserve, to store 
excess water from the Umlaas River water scheme. 

The dam became a hub of activity for the people of 
Durban, who travelled by horse and cart to enjoy 
the scenic beauty of the surrounding natural en-
vironment. The open reserve that forms a corridor 
between the suburbs of Umlazi and Chatsworth was 
officially declared a nature reserve in 1985 by the 
Durban City Council. The declared nature reserve 
was formally named the Silverglen Nature Reserve by 
local resident and founding member, Mr Vic Pillay.

Silverglen Nature Reserve, one of Durban’s hidden 
treasures, is maintained by eThekwini Municipal-
ity. I’ve only visited the reserve a handful of times 
because it’s associated with notoriously high levels 
of crime that resulted in the reserve’s closure in the 
1990s. For a short period between 2017 and 2018 the 
reserve was reopened, however, due to increased 
crime and land invasion, which led to forceful upris-
ings, the reserve was once again closed to the public. 
Due to efforts made by eThekwini Municipality and 
the Silverglen Selfhelp Committee, the reserve is 
now open to public, although currently closed due to 
lockdown.

The reserve is occupied by a diverse range of trees, 
plants, birds, reptiles and rodents. Around 150  bird 
species are known to occur in the reserve, includ-
ing Narina trogon (Apaloderma narina), Fiery-necked 
nightjar (Caprimulgus pectoralis), Burchell’s coucal 
(Centropus burchellii), Green malkoha (Ceuthmochares 
australis), Violet-backed starling (Cinnyricinclus leuco-
gaster), Red-capped robin-chat (Cossypha natalensis) 
and Lesser honeyguide (Indicator minor), making it a 

Figure 2: Prunus africana (VU). Photograph: Hugh Glen.

Figure 3: Clivia miniata (VU). Photograph: Geoff Nichols.
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birder’s paradise. With over 350 plant species, includ-
ing more than 120 tree species such as Ocotea bullata 
(EN), Prunus africana (VU), Curtisia dentata (NT), Ma-
nilkara discolor, Combretum kraussii, Celtis gompho-
phylla and Cavacoa aurea, Silverglen Nature Reserve 
has the largest assortment of tree and bird species 
within any of eThekwini Municipality’s reserves. The 
effects of urban expansion and bush encroachment 
are severely augmenting the natural landscape of 
the reserve. Recent infrastructural developments 
surrounding the reserve resulted in a reduction of 
its forest and grassland habitats. The clearing of 
portions for informal settlements caused quite a 
stir among local environmentalists. However, with 
the aid of the Silverglen Selfhelp Committee, these 
actions were halted.

The Silverglen Nature Reserve is renowned for 
housing Africa’s first medicinal plant nursery. The Sil-
verglen Nursery, a Natural Heritage Site, was founded 
in 1986, with assistance from local traditional healer, 
Mkhuluwe Cele, who was instrumental in safeguarding 
many medicinal plant species that would otherwise 
be extinct today. The nursery propagates a diverse 
range of indigenous and medicinal plant species, such 
as Aloe pruinosa (VU), Aloe thraskii (NT), Alepidea am-
atymbica (EN), Clivia miniata (VU), Dioscorea sylvatica 
(VU), Merwilla plumbea (NT), Stangeria eriopus (VU) and 
Warburgia salutaris (EN). The nursery staff host weekly 
propagation workshops (due to the pandemic, courses 
have been suspended – contact CREW KwaZulu-Natal 
Node for more info) to educate the public on how to 
properly grow indigenous plants. Their primary objec-
tive is to ensure that local herbalists and communities 
are adequately equipped to cultivate their own plants/
medicinal resources, in the hope that this will allow 
wild populations to survive.

It is quite disheartening to know that the Silverglen 
Nature Reserve and Nursery are famously known 
around the world by horticulturalists and landscap-
ers, who frequent the establishment for the medic-
inal and indigenous plants that are cultivated here, 
however, the local community remains unaware of 
the natural gem in their backyard.

A more detailed biodiversity assessment of the 
species occurring within the reserve is required to 
ensure that the fauna and flora are effectively con-
served and managed. The CREW KwaZulu-Natal 
Node will be conducting a bioblitz when the Silver-
glen Nature Reserve reopens, to create awareness 
and collect valuable data. Additionally, the CREW Pro-
gramme aims to partner with the nursery to meet the 
outputs of target 12 of the NSPC with regards to sus-
tainable use of plant species.

I thank Messrs Don Baijnath, Shaun Hammond and 
Vasa Naicker for their contributions to this article.

Figure 4: Clearwater Dam at Silverglen Nature 
Reserve. Photograph: Shaun Hammond.

When botanising, one begins to appreciate just 
how special certain areas are – when they 

have been destroyed, they cannot be replaced. One 
windy day we decided to explore a private farm in 
the Umtamvuna area, as the flowers here are always 
beautiful after a burn. To our absolute horror, we 

discovered that a macadamia nut farmer, without 
permission, had sent in his grader and destroyed all 
the plants growing there. It was heartbreaking to see. 
It is sacrilege, for the farmers, to not follow the correct 
channels. However, the price that the farmer gets for 
‘golden’ nuts is easily used to pay off a fine without 

Pondoland CREW meet 
every Thursday
By Gail Bowers-Winters
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feeling a thing. This farmer was served a ‘cease and 
desist’ notice.

Whilst on the subject of destruction, a special 
mention should also be given to the Strelizia nicolai 
seed collectors. On one of our trips to the Kong-
weni area, we came across Strelizia nicolai, which had 
clearly been felled to enable seed collectors to access 
seeds quickly and easily. The sad thing is that there 
is no sustainability in this seed harvesting method. It 
has been estimated that 15 tons of seed is harvested 
from this area annually, depriving our wildlife of an 

important food source. Since 2008, the export market 
has grown steadily, with China, Europe and the USA 
now importing seed.

Unfortunately, during the lockdown, there were no 
Ezemvelo KZN staff available to do the regular fire 
belts and block burning in the Umtamvuna Reserve. 
These burns stimulate the wildflowers, just before 
the spring rains come. Somewhat fortunately, a fire 
broke out on one of the neighbouring farms and, 
with no staff to fight it and driven by a strong wind, 
it burnt hundreds of acres of grassland. As far as the 

Figure 1: Pondoland CREW group. Photograph: Gail Bowers-Winters.

Figure 2: The extent of the fire in the Umtamvuna 
Nature Reserve. Photograph: Gail Bowers-Winters.

Figure 3: Destruction of the mighty giants (Strelitzia 
nicolai) that have fallen. Photograph: Gail Bowers-Winters.
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eye could see, the veld was black and then, within 
days, Cyrtanthus breviflorus popped up, followed by 
Boophone disticha. Since then, we’ve had good rains 
and nature has responded well, as the wildflowers are 
now prolific.

One of our special sightings this year was Lyd-
enburgia abbottii (EN) in the Umtumvuna forest. 
This ancient tree is enormous and one needs prior 
knowledge of its location because one cannot see 
the leaves, as they are so high up in the canopy. The 
stories that this tree could tell…

In spring, we visited the Oribi area and Tracy beck-
oned us over to come and look at a ‘grumpy orchid’ 
she did not recognise. Bennie Bytebier was called in 
from Pietermaritzburg to further investigate and take 
measurements and a specimen. It turned out to be 
Nervilia kotschyi and a first record for KwaZulu-Natal.

Ralph Peckover, a Brachystelma enthusiast, joined 
us at Oribi cliffs. His trained eye pounced on the 
diminutive Brachystelma tenellum (VU) with its minis-
cule flowers.

These plants were among the highlights of the 
year. We are looking forward to other exciting finds 
in 2021. Although Kate and Graham Grieve had re-
located to Rennishaw in 2020, we are fortunate that 
they do remain in contact, as their vast knowledge of 
plants is invaluable.Figure 4: Nervilia kotschyi. Photograph: Graham Grieve.

Figure 5: Pondoland CREW detailed observation. Photograph: Gail Bowers-Winters.
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Since moving home in July, our field trips are con-
centrated mainly in the area around Port Shep-

stone, Scottburgh and Jolivet, filling the gap not 
covered by the Pondoland, Durban and Midlands 
groups. On many of these trips we enjoy the compa-
ny of Lloyd Mhlongo, a PhD student whose research 
interest is ethnobotany. Lloyd spends a great deal of 
time in the field, exploring the potential food value 
and cultural practices associated with flora in the 
area. We share information about plants and we have 
learned to taste fruits with surprising results, like the 
sweet (but funky) aril of Capparis brassii.

On one of his walks Lloyd took a photograph of an 
unknown flower that we identified as Turraea streyi, 
Critically Endangered and presumed Extinct. So 
we returned with him to a remote part of the Um-
komaas Valley and were rewarded by the discovery 
of a healthy population of the species – a very pos-
itive experience after years of searching, unsuccess-
fully, for plants at Skyline.

One of our new aims is to explore localities where 
Rudatis did much of his collecting. Rudatis was a 
German horticulturist who came to KwaZulu-Natal in 
1904 and made valuable collections of plants, birds 
and insects. We monitor some of the plants named 
after him, such as Searsia rudatisii (EN) and Begonia 
rudatisii (now sunk into B. homonyma (EN)). Unfortu-
nately, much of the region has been transformed by 
agriculture and development. It continues to surprise 
us that the area hosts several so-called Pondoland 
endemics, such as Eriosemopsis subanisophylla (VU), 
now considered ‘near endemic’. It is likely that there 
was initially a continuous distribution of these plants 
from Pondoland inland towards Ixopo, becoming 
separate subpopulations as a result of habitat trans-
formation over the years.

We have made several trips to private conservation 
areas near Jolivet near Highflats. Trips to Jolivet are 
always fruitful. In the process of monitoring a pop-
ulation of Satyrium rhodanthum (EN), two additional 
subpopulations were found, and we noted that the 
plants only grow on gentle east-facing slopes. On a 
walk in a forested gully, we came across Cassipourea 
flanaganii, an Endangered species, until now known 
only from the Eastern Cape.

Working together with the eThekweni Municipality, 
we surveyed a stewardship site at Widenham, known 
to host the Critically Endangered Pickersgill Reed 
Frog. Unfortunately, invasive alien species are pre-
dominant but producing a plant list is the first step in 
the process of managing the site. We visited another 
municipal property near Widenham, the Empisini 
Nature Reserve, with a view to compiling a plant list 
for management. The reserve has been subjected to 
vandalism in the recent past but some residents of re-
tirement villages in the area have expressed an inter-
est in being involved in supporting the functioning 
of the reserve.

Rudatis Rangers CREW group
By Kate and Graham Grieve

Figure 1: Capparis brassii fruits at Rossmin. 
Photograph: Graham Grieve.

Figure 2: Turraea streyi at Vulindlela. 
Photograph: Graham Grieve.
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Within close proximity, Vernon Crookes Nature 
Reserve is a favourite destination, where we monitor 
the grasslands and in particular, the subpopulation 
of Riocreuxia flanaganii var. alexandrina (Critically 
Endangered). The reserve hosts several as yet unde-
scribed Indigofera species, including the striking Indi-
gofera gogosa.

Also close by is Umdoni Park with its rich forests 
and spectacular gorge views. The type specimen 
of Dahlgrenodendron natalense (EN) was collected 
here. A great deal of work is being done to remove 
invasive alien species and restore the small remnant 
grasslands. Apart from updating the plant list, we 

assisted the conservation officer with tree identifica-
tion and labelling for the proposed interactive tree 
walk.

The grasslands at Oribi Flats are always worth vis-
iting, being home to several species of conserva-
tion concern. In December we met there with some 
of the Pondoland group and Brachystelma specialist 
Ralph Peckover. It did not take long for Ralph to spot 
the diminutive Brachystelma tenellum (VU), adding 
another subpopulation to the grand total of three.

This has been a difficult year but despite lockdown, 
we have continued to find joy in our flora.

Figure 3: Searsia rudatisii at Vernon Crookes 
Nature Reserve. Photograph: Graham Grieve.

Figure 4: Satyrium rhodanthum in Jolivet 
wetlands. Photograph: Graham Grieve.

Durban CREW Group finds focus
By Gill Browne

The past year started hesitantly with a small group 
of five members attending local conservancy activ-

ities and posting observations on iNaturalist. Monte-
seel, in February 2020, was as exciting as always, with 
Aloe minima in flower everywhere. In March, we visit-
ed grasslands, in private ownership, in Summerveld, 

and on 23 March we went to Treasure Beach. This 
tiny remnant of Coastal Grassland yielded close to 50 
species of plants within two hours. That evening lock-
down level 5 was announced.

We really missed our outings and camaraderie, so 
when we were invited to Tanglewood Private Nature 
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Reserve on 3 September, we accepted with great en-
thusiasm. The rains had not yet come, so the recently 
burnt section of land was very dry with few flowers, 
but we enjoyed socialising, albeit at a distance.

On Heritage Day, we were invited to Summerveld 
again. Both Durban and Midlands CREW members 
gladly accepted. We celebrated private owners of land 
who manage and take great care of their grasslands 
and our heritage. The ideal combination of newly 
burnt veld and good rains yielded many flowers to 
photograph. The botanical highlight of the day was 
the minute Brachystelma pygmaeum, and it was also a 
joy to have time to socialise with like-minded friends!

Informal regular visits to the municipal-owned 
Minerva Drive grassland, Everton, afforded us an 

opportunity to liaise with neighbouring enthusiasts, 
using and adding to their species list built up over 
20 years and gaining much ourselves in the process.

The last two months of the year were rich in pos-
sibilities as citizen scientists could attend the 40 or 
so site visits planned. This intense programme was 
organised by Aaliyah Motala (SANBI intern) together 
with eThekwini Municipality, and represents a very 
positive joint monitoring activity to follow-up the 
recent municipality winter-fire programme. Some 
citizen scientists were able to attend these vital 
CREW trips and upload their observations on to iNat-
uralist.

May we continue to work together for a botanically 
rich new CREW year in this time of pandemics!

Figure 1: Combined CREW Durban and CREW Midlands 
trip to Summerveld. Photograph: Bertha Pitout.

Figure 2: Brachystelma pygmaeum subsp. 
flavidum. Photograph: Gill Browne.

Figure 3: Durban CREW at eThekwini-owned site. Photograph: Aaliyah Motala.
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Just eleven months ago the world around us 
seemed to get smaller and smaller with many of us 

being compacted into tighter spaces. I had returned 
from a plant hunting trip in Socotra, a small archi-
pelago in the Arabian Sea off Somalia governed by 
Yemen. Returning via Cairo, we were astonished to 
see people in masks with sanitisers and thermome-
ters. Arriving home in Durban was no different; I was 
ushered into my flat and put into 18 days of isolation. 
No more fresh air, sunshine or socialising. Food was 
left outside my door with a good knocking to alert 
me. On opening the door, the bearer of sustenance 
was seen running away at speed! Temperatures were 
taken and recorded by self and the COVID-19 tests 
were taken by an unidentified figure in hazmat attire.

This in itself was punishing and the long days of 
deprivation that followed worsened with no internet 
or Wi-Fi, owing to the cables being stolen outside the 
property while I was away. And, certainly, no techni-
cian was allowed into my sealed abode.

Over the months, our retirement residence vacil-
lated between severe lockdown and isolation, de-
pending on the rules that each residence defined as 
appropriate for the wellbeing of its residents.

In the meantime, lots of other life and work went 
on, including that of the CREW Programme, which 
is part of a 17-year-old partnership between SANBI 
and the Botanical Society of South Africa. This active 

body of citizen scientists and botanists throughout 
the country were not only discovering exciting finds 
in grasslands and protected areas, they were also up-
loading their photos and observations of the plants 
they found on the iNaturalist app. An app that helps 
create quality observation data for taxa.

For those confined within locked gates and with now 
newly restored operating computers and cell phones, 
a whole new world was visible and exciting. The 
Whatsapp groups formed by regional CREW members 
shared pictures of their plants with lots of discussions 
and debates about species IDs and current name 
changes. This allowed virtual participation for all, espe-
cially those who were unable to visit the specific areas 
and so, surrounded with my botanical guidebooks 
in the lounge, I was able to follow the IDs and gather 
further ecological information. This was fun!

In some small way and quite unbeknown to those 
plant hunters out there, a little sanity was being re-
stored to an incarcerated being. How wonderful to 
share the delight of a photo of a ‘targeted’ plant in situ!

Webinars too have been a wonderful source of lec-
tures and discussions during this lockdown period 
for all. The new BotSoc series ‘South Africa’s Plant Ex-
tinction Crisis’ on the last Thursday of the month is a 
disturbing insight into the rate of plant extinctions in 
South Africa’s three biodiversity hotspots.

Be brave in our new world…

Virtual plant hunting in KwaZulu-
Natal during lockdown and isolation
By Di Higginson Keath

Proposition of a Maputaland Group
By Kevin Jolliffe

I am a passionate conservationist, with a very keen 
interest in plants, particularly the native orchids of 

KwaZulu-Natal. I have spent over 30 years searching for 
them and, since 1997, illustrating them in watercolour 
for an eventual book on the orchids of KwaZulu-Natal.

My interest in CREW was sparked when they hap-
pened to choose the reserve I was managing (Drie 

Kuilen Nature Reserve) in the Western Cape as the 
venue for their CREW Cape Floristic Region Node 
annual workshop. It was at this meeting that I met 
Suvarna Parbhoo, the manager of CREW KwaZulu- 
Natal Node and we got chatting.

My family and I eventually moved back to my 
hometown of Pietermaritzburg in 2019. It was good 
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to reconnect with old friends and I happened to be 
invited by Alison Young, from the University of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal, on a CREW Midlands outing to search 
for a reported population of Aloe inconspicua near 
Mooi River. I was the first to spot the illusive succu-
lent (not in flower) in the rocky grassland, along with 
several interesting orchid species. It also gave me a 
chance to reconnect with Suvarna, which ultimately 
resulted in the huge privilege of being invited on a 
Maputaland trip, to search for rarities around Jozini, 
Ndumo Game Reserve (where I worked at the start 
of my career in nature conservation and hadn’t  

been back in 20  years), Tembe Elephant Park, 
Lake Sibaya, Sodwana and Ozbeni (where I con-
ducted orchid surveys in 2006/2007 with Ezemvelo 
KZN Wildlife). It was great seeing my old stomp-
ing grounds and I looked longingly at the great 
Lebombo Range, wondering, as I had done for over 
20  years, what hidden gems lay waiting to be dis-
covered in these largely unexplored reaches of  
Maputaland.

Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, I found myself un-
employed for the most of 2020, until I was accepted 
for the position of reserve manager for a US-based 

Figure 1: That fateful day I reconnected with the 
CREW KwaZulu-Natal Node during the Midlands CREW 

fieldtrip. Photograph: Suvarna Parbhoo-Mohan.

Figure 2: Sand forest expert, Francois du Randt, 
explaining the ecosystem and special trees within the 

sand forest. Photograph: Suvarna Parbhoo-Mohan.

Figure 3: CREW A-team in Maputaland with SANBI taxonomists in search of Thesium species and Mozambican 
ecologists in search of more information about sand forest species. Photograph: Suvarna Parbhoo-Mohan.
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conservation NGO and would be moving to the lush 
bush and sand forest close to Hluhluwe. This is where 
the interest in conservation started for me, while vis-
iting my uncle, who farmed in the area in the 1980s–
1990s. It is so good to be back where it all began. 
Being back also got me to think about how I can con-
tinue to contribute to the conservation of flora and 
help CREW where I can.

So, I am now considering starting a Maputaland 
Group, with any interested parties welcome. To be 
honest, I only really know all the orchids, but will 
have to start broadening my horizons with help from 
the CREW team. With current work obligations it may 
only get off the ground by 2022, but I am eagerly 
looking forward to exploring the remote parts of this 
region with its exceptional biodiversity.

Midlands CREW
By Alison Young

While there were unbelievable rumblings in the 
Far East about a pending pandemic, life went 

on as usual in the Midlands. In January, we started 
out chasing an old record for Dierama pumilum (VU). 
While one finds ‘Little Noodsberg’ marked on some 
herbarium sheets it is not marked on any maps today. 
We didn’t find very many Dierama plants, probably 20 
at most, but we did find a piece of heaven, which the 
landowners are very happy to share. The site also con-
tained quite a few Aloe saundersiae (EN).

A call was made to go to Table Mountain (Pieter-
maritzburg) in February. The vegetation type, Moist 
Coast Hinterland Grassland (was Ngongoni Veld) is 
known to be Endangered. The aim of this trip was to 
take a photo to compare with a historical photo that 
was taken by Eugene Moll in 1966. We found some 
safe parking with local residents and spent the next 
several hours hiking around the top with a few forays 
into the scarp forest where possible. There appeared 
to be a resident herd of cattle and there was a stream 
running across the plateau to a waterfall. On this 

excursion, we found some Cynorkis compacta (VU) on 
the cliffs.

In March, we went into strict lockdown. Govern-
ment departments stayed closed until August. By 
September we had had enough of confined spaces 
and we started to make our own little informal 
groups. It was springtime, the flowers were out in 
bloom, and we were sure that we were missing out. 
We joined an informal Durban CREW group to Sum-
merveld to see the veld condition of the early hunting 
grounds of Peter Wragg. We also went to check up 
on the Disperis woodii (VU) site nearby, which, thanks 

Figure 1: Cynorkis compacta (VU). Photograph: John Roff. Figure 2: Macrotyloma coddii (VU). Photograph: John Roff.
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to the eThekwini Municipality and sterling efforts of 
local residents, appears to be well managed. We re-
turned again to Asmung near Cato Ridge, where the 
grasslands had been burned and where an old report 
states that the rare Orthochilus adenoglossus was 
once seen.

CREW participates in biodiversity stewardship site 
assessments and we were asked to take part in these 
assessments and make up species lists for some areas 
in the Midlands. A number of landowners along the 
Umgeni River complex next to the recently pro-
claimed Cumberland Nature Reserve were visited. 
Regular visits over a number of months are planned. 
One species we did find lots of, was Macrotyloma 
coddii (VU), which loves sandy soil between the rocks 
in Sandstone Sourveld grasslands.

And finally, right at the end of December, we 
squeezed in one final informal group trip to Mount 
West. The soggy damp wetland had a lovely popu-
lation of Satyrium hallackii in flower, and some inter-
esting plants in the water, some of which were new 
to us.Figure 3: Aerial view of Table Mountain.

Figure 4: Table Mountain (2020). Photograph: Kevin Kirkman.
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We have been very fortunate up here in the 
mountains to have been blessed with excellent 

rains. Due to the pandemic, burning of the grasslands 
occurred much later than usual in the berg, with 
spring burns resulting in beautiful grassland growth. 
We started our flowering season on a walk to look for 
the Rare Cyrtanthus falcatus. The summer-growing 
plant, occurs in a protected area, where we found 
many plants with trumpet-shaped flowers growing 
on the cliff face.

Last field season, while travelling on the Ramat-
seliso Pass, we spotted a single plant of the Vulner-
able (VU) Disa montana. This season, we planned a 
return trip to search for more individuals, we were 
hopeful to find more plants, however, we just could 
not locate the original population.

We are very fortunate in Underberg to have many 
Ezemvelo Nature Reserves, and as a result, many of 
our rare target species are very well protected. One 
such species, Aspidonepsis cognata is listed as Near 
Threatened (NT). This range-restricted species can 
easily be spotted on a walk in one of our nature re-
serves, we often find many plants. Another such 
species is the Rare Asteraceae, Athanasia grandiceps, 
which is known to grow in rocky valleys in montane 

CREW Underberg 2020
By Julie Braby

Figure 1: Ansell Matcher photographing Cyrtanthus falcatus. Photograph: Julie Braby.

Figure 2: The Rare Cyrtanthus falcatus. 
Photograph: Julie Braby.
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grasslands. We climbed for hours to find this beauty, 
which can now be seen alongside the golf course at 
Drakensberg Gardens Hotel … but we have found it 
nowhere else.

We have also followed up on two different vleis 
filled with orchids. The first one on private land in our 
area, houses a decent population of the Endangered 
(EN) Disa scullyi. At the second, another huge vlei, 
we found several Satyrium hallackii subsp. ocellatum 
plants, which grew alongside a population of eight 
Disa scullyi plants.

Our high-altitude climber, Ansell Matcher, also fol-
lowed up on a colony of the Critically Endangered (CR) 
Senecio kalingenwae and the Rare Afroaster confertifo-
lius, which were last visited in 2013. The field trip con-
sisted of a 26 km round journey. Due to the bounty 
of rain experienced in the berg prior to the trip, 
the rivers were flowing very strong, and Ansell was 
forced to find an alternate path on which to return. 
Ansell found about 50 senecio plants, however, no 
Afroaster confertifolius were found, which was very in-
teresting, since nearly a thousand plants were seen 
in 2013. This goes to show how important controlled 
burning and regular rainfall are for the development 
of berg flowers.

Figure 3: The Vulnerable Disa montana. 
Photograph: Julie Braby.

Figure 4: The flowers of Disa montana. 
Photograph: Julie Braby.

Figure 5: Julie Braby out in the field under a Greyia 
sutherlandii tree. Photograph: Wayne Mcnamara.
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During lockdown some of our CREW volunteers 
went out on food drops in the community, which re-
sulted in us discovering some beautiful areas. One 
such trip in Underberg resulted in us driving from an 
altitude of 1 700 m down to 1 200 m. We found hill-
sides of flowering Greyia sutherlandii and ended up 

in a yellowwood forest filled with Stretocarpus species 
and many other treats.

We look forward to the rest of the flowering season, 
which has been most rewarding, especially after lock-
down.

Blink and two years are gone
By Aaliyah Motala

Time is fleeting, but there are experiences and mo-
ments in life that will stay with us for the rest of 

our lives. Two years have disappeared in the blink of 
an eye – the coronavirus has taken a year from all of 
us, and unfortunately many loved ones too. Here’s to 
hoping to a good year ahead. As my time with CREW 
came to an end, I began reflecting on my time here.

My first true experience with CREW, in 2019 was 
the summer rainfall workshop. Meeting everyone 
– including students from various universities, my 
colleagues from other SANBI programmes and es-
pecially all the citizen scientists that I’ve got the op-
portunity to befriend – was a real delight. This gave 
me an insight to the work CREWites undertake and 
the various projects CREW feed into. At that time, I 
had not been on a CREW field trip and I was curious 
as to what fieldwork would be like. My first field trip 
was an absolute pleasure at Umtamvuna Nature 

Figure 1: Aaliyah Motala on a University of 
KwaZulu-Natal bioblitz; all bushy-tailed and 

bright-eyed. Photograph: Aaliyah Motala.

Figure 2: Rhipsalis baccifera in Umtamvuna Nature Reserve. Photograph: Aaliyah Motala.
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Reserve with the Pondoland CREW Group. Graham 
Grieve, while imparting his little gems of knowledge, 
showed me Rhipsalis baccifera; the only indigenous 
cactus in South Africa. The species doesn’t have the 
‘normal’ shape or spikes of a cactus and this epi-
phytic succulent was draped over a large rock in hues 
of green to purple. You can also make a jam with its 
fruit. One thing I learnt from this CREW outing is that 
many things can be made into jam.

Working with CREW took me to places I would 
never have been and for that I’m grateful. I got to see 
many mountains and game reserves. I saw giraffes 
and rhinos for the first time in my life. I got to see 
some of the plants that were on my ‘plant bucket list’ 
such as Drosera natalensis, a little carnivorous plant 
native to South Africa. The plant is small, shaped in a 
rosette and just the loveliest red colour.

Another major landmark for my CREW experience, 
was my involvement with iNaturalist, encouraging 
everyone to use the app and teaching others. I spoke 
about iNaturalist at the Conservation Symposium and 
championed the iNaturalist City Nature Challenge 
2020 – my life literally just revolved around iNatural-
ist at one point. Through iNaturalist I got the oppor-
tunity to meet and interact with wonderful people. 
The City Nature Challenge has allowed me to connect 
with many other nature and conservation organisa-
tions. It’s a way for all nature lovers to get together. 
After much planning for the Durban City Nature Chal-
lenge 2020; we went straight into lockdown level 5 
and not much happened. Nevertheless, Durban iN-
aturalists came together and we managed to upload 
over 2  000 observations over the 3  days from just 
52 observers.

Figure 3: Drosera natalensis in the Kloof area. Photograph: Aaliyah Motala.
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I’ve made friends and family while working with 
CREW. Learning and being in the field with the 
various CREW groups is the absolute highlight of my 
working experience. Coming from university, with 
no knowledge of even the common least concern 
plants, the numerous CREW citizen scientists taught 
me all I know. Kate and Graham Grieve from the Pon-
doland Group was very patient with my ‘what is that?’ 
questions about everything I came across. Bertha 
from the Durban Group accompanied me on almost 
all of the ‘solo’ field trips I had to carry out for CREW 
and dealt well with my driving. Hannah, Mkipheni, 
Sane, Jenny, Francois, John and to all those I didn’t 
name (this article, unfortunately, has a word count 
limit), I’m extremely grateful for everything and I will 
continue to talk about the passionate, patient and 
friendly people who are part of CREW. Citizen scien-
tists dedicate so much time and produce so much 
data, but it goes unnoticed by many. Over time, after 
all the field trips, administrative work and data cap-
turing, I could see how the data was being used and 
fed into the NBA (National Biodiversity Assessment) 
and SANBI’s Red List. This internship is something I 
will never forget, I have so many stories to share. I will 
sincerely miss all of you, but I might just surprise you 
on a few CREW trips I’d volunteer for while I undergo 
my Masters.

I have new ventures ahead of me, as I’m pursuing 
my Master’s degree. I intend to continue this trajec-
tory into my university life and get more students in-
volved in CREW and other citizen science projects. 
Working with CREW has introduced me to a lot of 
people who I am genuinely glad to call friends.

Figure 4: Some members of the Durban CREW (Barry, 
Bertha and Jill) and I at Msinsi Kloof; rain doesn’t 

stop many botanists. Photograph: Aaliyah Motala.

Figure 5: Plant pressing late into the night after a day of fieldwork at the Lebombo bioblitz. Photograph: Aaliyah Motala.
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This article brings to light my experience as a re-
search assistant at and with the University of  

KwaZulu-Natal and SANBIs CREW Programme. I have 
a background in biological sciences and have always 
been fascinated by nature. I thoroughly enjoyed 
studying plant diversity and have been employed at 
the Bews Herbarium since 2018. The Bews Herbar-
ium is amongst the largest herbaria in the country. 
Named after John William Bews, established in 1910, 
it is the largest in KwaZulu-Natal with over 150  000 
specimens.

Herbaria are storehouses for botanical records. 
Plant collecting expands herbarium collections as 
more material is acquired. Working in an archive 
takes you on a journey through time as you look 
at century-old specimens. There is always some-
thing to discover as you anticipate new specimens. 
As the art of collecting requires time and effort, 
being entrusted with a collection of carefully se-
lected material, forces one to exercise great care. 
Sorting through a large number of duplicates can be 
tedious, but as the specimens are processed, rinsing 
the mud off your hands is satisfying. The finished 
work, ready for filing, gives one a further sense of ac-
complishment. Working alongside committed staff 
with decades of knowledge behind them has been 
a privilege. Individuals are given the opportunity to 
meet people who have made valuable contributions 
to science. I have worked as a research assistant and 
thoroughly enjoyed physically curating plant speci-
mens at Bews. During my time at Bews, I have learnt 

how to mount and file specimens, capture specimen 
images, and have provided curation assistance. This 
past December, I joined the CREW team and have 
been responsible for capturing botanical data col-
lected by distinguished environmentalist, David 
Styles.

David Styles is renowned in the world of botany 
for his ongoing contributions to the field. Not only 
is he an enthusiastic botanist and environmental 
practitioner, but he’s also currently enrolled as a PhD 
candidate, focusing on the pollination ecology of Si-
syranthus. For nearly a decade, he was the editor of 
PlantLife SA, where he made significant scientific 
contributions to the journal. Styles is knowledgea-
ble and has botanised across the eastern summer 

Collecting in Style
By Simone Chetty

Figure 1: David Styles’ detailed notes. 
Photograph: Simone Chetty.

Figure 2: Metarungia pubinervia collected 
by Styles. Photograph: Tanya Mathe.
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rainfall region of the country. He is prominent for his 
unique ability to tackle inaccessible niches that other 
botanists shy away from. Most colleagues working 
alongside David in the field or herbarium mention his 
daring nature to go leaps and bounds for the speci-
men he is interested in. He has an audacious collect-
ing style: no cliff is too high or too steep, and this is 
what makes his collections so special and rare. I have 
been impressed by his ability to record detailed and 
extensive field notes. He has contributed to the ex-
pansion of herbarium collections by donating more 
than 5 000 specimens to different herbaria. Amongst 
others, he discovered the shrub Metarungia pubi-
nervia, which flowers from April to June, at Krantzk-
loof Nature Reserve. This red-flowered beauty was 
previously only known from further north in Africa, 
but, thanks to David, people now grow it in their 
gardens. Combretum stylesii was named after him, 
after he discovered the slender tree with hairy leaves 

along the Tugela River. The tree’s remoteness certainly 
did not deter David. As an environmental scientist he 
successfully conducted multiple EIA’s, producing 300 
reports, amongst others he’s made significant contri-
butions regarding the expansion of the Cato Ridge 
industrial node. He has written more than 36 scien-
tific papers, most recently involved in the rediscovery 
of Adenia natalensis after over a century, which was 
listed as Critically Endangered Possibly Extinct on the 
IUCN Red List.

David Styles’ collections have inspired me. Herbar-
ium specimens provide the incentive to start new 
projects and collaborations. I endeavour to accom-
pany the CREW team on their botanical explorations 
of the summer rainfall region. I also plan to continue 
the digitising of other collections, as this can be used 
to inform planning of field trips, and further promote 
expansion of herbarium collections.

Figure 3: Styles in the field. Photograph: 
Annemarie Heiduk.

Figure 4: Styles in the field. Photograph: 
Annemarie Heiduk.

Figure 5: Styles capturing the beauty of 
nature. Photograph: Annemarie Heiduk.
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The year 2020, a strange year for most, was a dry 
year for the Gauteng CREW Group. Michelle de 

Klerk stepped down as champion of the group due to 
work commitments, and the COVID-19 outbreak pre-
vented any field trips from happening. Towards the 
end of 2020, I volunteered to take over from Michelle 
as group champion. We had a well-attended and very 
productive virtual planning meeting on 26 Novem-
ber 2020, where we put together a plan for 2021.

Our target species for 2021 are Habenaria kraenz-
liniana, Melolobium subspicatum, Cineraria longipes, 
Aloe peglerae, Delosperma leendertziae, Adromischus 
umbraticola subsp. umbraticola, Holothrix randii and 
Gladiolus robertsoniae. These are all species that have 
been identified as species of conservation concern in 
Gauteng. Many of them are endemic to Gauteng and 
are only known from a handful of locations. We hope 
to contribute to the conservation of these species by 
looking for new populations in new localities, esti-
mating population sizes and identifying any threats 
in the area.

In Gauteng we are fortunate to have many plant 
specialists living in our area. We want to take ad-
vantage of this, by bringing citizen scientists and 
specialists together for conservation. Our plan is to 
have at least one expert on each field trip to help us 
find our target species. We are currently connecting 
with various experts and have had many enthusiastic 
replies. Many have already agreed to join us. 

Another exciting development for CREW Gauteng, 
is that the Botanical Society has kindly agreed to 
support our group by assisting us with the logistics. 
This support will lighten the load of organising field 
trips, thus allowing us more time to follow up with 
plant experts and focus on finding our target species.

Apart from the fieldwork, we are also planning a 
fun social event to get to know each other. Our plan 
was to visit the herbarium for a tour, combined with 
a casual picnic at the Pretoria National Botanical 
Garden. Originally, we had this scheduled for January. 
Unfortunately, due to the second COVID-19 wave, we 
have had to postpone, but hopefully we will be able 
to have our meet-and-greet later this year.

Alive and revitalised: 
Gauteng CREW
By Arista Botha

Figure 1: The CREW Gauteng group had a successful 
virtual meeting on 26 November 2020 to discuss our 

plans for 2021. Photograph: Rupert Koopman.

Figure 2: Aloe peglerae. Photograph: Michelle Pretorius.
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Another fun event we have planned for 2021 is 
the iNaturalist City Nature Challenge bioblitz. In 
2019, Cape Town was the first South African city to 
enter the challenge. They won most observations 
and most species. In 2020, a few other South African 
cities joined, including the Garden Route, Nelson 
Mandela Bay, Durban and Tshwane. This year the 
City Nature Challenge will take place between 30 

April and 9 May. Our CREW group will go out to a 
location in Tshwane and record as many plants (and 
other species) as possible. We encourage other 
CREW groups to participate in cities close by to do 
the same.

We are looking forward to 2021 and all the new 
challenges and opportunities it will bring.

Figure 3: Habenaria kraenzliniana. 
Photograph: Michelle Pretorius.

Figure 4: Holothrix randii. Photograph: Richard Gill.

Figure 5: Gladiolus robertsoniae. Photograph: Georg Fritz.
Figure 6: Members of the group during the June outing to 
the eastern Magaliesberg. Photograph: Michelle Pretorius.
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Limpopo is a big, beautiful, feral-green space. Gen-
erous with people, animals and plants, it fills up 

your soul. I feel fortunate to live the life I lead, espe-
cially now that life itself feels so fragile. Reflecting on 
CREW Limpopo for 2020, I realise that I learnt more 
about our plant life in lockdown, than I did when I 
was doing conventional collecting and collating. This 
is because I started using the plants I normally only 
appreciate on a scientific and aesthetic level. In the 
wake of a natural phenomenon that has brought our 
world to its knees, I’m learning that it is nature that is 
lifting us back up.

During the first weeks of lockdown, my first lesson 
came from Sylvie Kremer-Köhne, who sent us bush 
grapes (Rhoicissus tomentosa) which we boiled into 
a sweet, wild cordial that glowed with an other-
worldly hue and stained my son’s mouth red. A re-
freshing change from the usual chemical-induced 
cherry tongue! Next, out of boredom, we rescued 
the year-old marula fruit (Sclerocarya birrea) from our 
freezer that I’d collected, thinking that it was better 

to ‘do something’ with them, than watch them being 
cleared into black bags by our campus cleaners. 
They made for a tasty, honey-clear and golden jam. 
Getting the right tackiness to smoothness ratio took 
two boilings and vaporised every hint of the maru-
la’s famous vitamin C supply, so clearly, it’s best to 
eat the fruit fresh! However, the jam was good, and 
we sent off recipes to those living in marula-rich rural 
areas so that they could add monetary value to an 
underrated natural resource. By this time lockdown 
had lifted for walking and in a frenzy of self-righteous 
weed control, we set about decimating the invasive 
hawthorn berries (Crataegus mexicana) that line our 
gravel roads. With not a scrap of guilt, we boiled up 
the fruit, added ginger and sugar for the perfect box 
of bottled gifts. Despite their excellent jam, haw-
thorn fruit are really only good for feeding pigs, and, 
in Haenertsburg’s case, the monkeys. These charm-
ing troublemakers spread the seeds, and the haw-
thorns then form dense, thorny thickets that keep out 
wildlife and vulnerable indigenous plants. Hopefully 

Limpopo comes together
By Bronwyn Egan

Figure 1: Buttonia superba in Koedoe River Valley. Photograph: Bronwyn Egan.
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we’ve collected enough fruit to put a tiny dent in 
their spread this year.

As the year wore on and autumn turned to a rainy, 
sinus-inducing summer, we collected traveller’s joy 
(Clematis brachiata) that runs weed-like over the 
bushes and shrubs of our mountain pathways. This 
plant is an excellent decongestant. It looks like it 
must be an alien invasive species due to its rampant 
and boisterous growth, but it is indigenous and has 
been used by healers for aeons. It clears congestion 
by causing great gusts of sneezing brought on by in-
haling the fresh, crushed leaves.

Using the plants from our backyard mountain for 
simple, yet vital tasks of food-making and medi-
cine, has given me personal perspective on the im-
portance of CREW. Without a name and population 
details, it is not possible to sustainably utilise our 
life-supporting flora. I was fired up to collect!

And soon I had the perfect reason for a field trip. 
Caterpillars! One morning, Jack Malatji excitedly re-
ported that there were edible furry caterpillars on 
a tree in the Wolkberg where he had grown up. In-
terested in both the tree and the plant, we drove up 
to the Serala Forest Station, locked the car and left. 
Curious, I followed Jack to the top of a valley and we 
gazed at the fields and small, thatched huts of his 
childhood home. There were, unfortunately no cat-
erpillars to be found, however, I was intrigued to find 
out that the host plant is the wild pear (Dombeya ro-
tundifolia) and the caterpillars are available in winter. 
We spent the day in a mad helter-skelter of a trot 
around the veld and through rivers collecting bobbe-
jaanstert (Xerophyta retinervis) to turn into rope, and 
river reeds (to be identified) to be used for mats.

By now, boredom resulted in bravery and four of 
us met on a field trip to scan for threatened species 
along the valley tops of the Koedoe River. This con-
sortium of farms is managed by ZZ2. Barbara Turpin, 
Gift Mutileni, myself and Wiam Haddad were en-
chanted by the diversity of plant life we encountered 
in the transition between Mamabolo Mountain Bush-
veld and Tzaneen Sour Bushveld. Our highlight was 
finding the bushveld saffron (Elaeodendron trans-
vaalense) in a woodland pocket next to the road. It is 
hard to know whether the exuberance we felt was due 
to the number and beauty of the plants we collected, 
or because the field trip was our first true CREW trip 
since lockdown! I clearly had forgotten just how spec-
tacular our wild flowers can be, because on spotting 
the showy Buttonia superba on a grassy slope, I auto-
matically dismissed it as an exotic garden escapee, as 

I couldn’t believe that a South African species could 
be so decadently flamboyant. This clambering shrub 
is a parasite on Euphorbiaceae plants and with its 
spectacular tubular flowers so typical of the Scrophu-
lariaceae, it is definitely no retiring violet.

In between scheming how to get a full car of people 
to the mountains while maintaining social distancing, 
Willem van der Merwe and I travelled separately and 
safely to the so-called Ceropegia site in Polokwane. 
This plant has been nagging at us for more than four 
years. Ceropegia stentiae is an endangered plant con-
sisting of two disjunct populations. Apart from its 
rarity, it is tricky to spot, with grass-like leaves and in-
distinct flowers. We will continue to monitor the site 
closest to us throughout the summer in the hopes 
that its flowering time has been disconnected from 
the December norm, and that we spot them later in 
the season. It is frustrating to think that we might un-
knowingly have walked over the leaves! This task is 
urgent due to development in the area.

The next trip involved a standard visit to a local farm 
to advise on whether the area earmarked for avocado 

Figure 2: Gift Mutileni, Barbara Turpin, Wiam Haddad 
in Koedoe River Valley. Photograph: Bronwyn Egan.
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orchards was situated on the threatened Woodbush 
Granite Grassland vegetation type. Avocado farmers 
in the Magoebaskloof area have come under some 
fire due to the manner in which new avocado or-
chards are being developed from traditional pine 
and gum plantations. Soil preparation methods are 
controversial resulting in large swathes of land being 
scraped of all vegetation. Indeed, the earmarked area 
was Woodbush Granite Grassland, albeit fairly trans-
formed. However, every small bit counts and after ad-
miring the fruit of Adenia digitata scrambling over a 
Rhamnus prinoides, I looked up over to the opposite 
valley, and, intrigued by slopes infested with black-
wood, gum and pine, discovered that this area could 
potentially be used instead of the grassland. This 
highlights the fact that communicating our findings 
to landowners is vital to ensure conservation.

Next, flying in the face of Cyclone Eloise, Linky Ngidi 
and I went on a marathon trip up to the Makhuya 
Village in Venda to capture information on edible 
insects and endangered plants. Meshack Mutele and 
his wife Blessing greeted us with a lunch of farm-
reared chicken and home-grown mielies, as well as 
peanuts in their shells and a leg of free-range goat to 
take home. I have not been so spoilt for a long time! 
More treasures cropped up as Meshack and I worked 

through the plants he’d collected that are associated 
with edible insects. Landolphia kirkia, Kirkia wilmsii, 
Ekebergia capensis, Sclerocarya birrea, Diospyros mes-
piliformis, Burkea africana and Diplorhynchus condylo-
carpon were all the intriguing host plants of various 
edible caterpillars. Meshack lamented the fact that 
Ekebergia capensis is so rare in his area. It is an impor-
tant edible caterpillar plant but this season there were 
barely enough for a meal due to the fact that road 
construction through the village had resulted in the 
trees being chopped down in large numbers. I came 
away from Venda with the knowledge that species 
that are seen as vulnerable to scientists may not be 
appreciated by the people living closest to those 
plants, and what to scientists may seem common and 
likely to be abundant in the long term, may be the 
next species to hit the endangered button on SANBI’s 
Red List and only be noticed by those living in closest 
association to the populations being targeted.

Finally, in the last day or two, students have been 
streaming into our re-opened herbarium and bring-
ing me gifts of voucher plants with vernacular names 
and their associated plant uses, as well as vital locality 
data and habitat notes. CREW Limpopo feels like it is 
up and running again! 

Figure 3: Plants collected by Meshack Mutele in Makhuya Village. Photograph: Bronwyn Egan.
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Traditional healers, conservation practitioners, 
muthi gatherers and law enforcement officials 

gathered on 26 November 2020 at the Lowveld Na-
tional Botanical Garden in Mbombela, to discuss 
the sustainable management and use of medicinal 
plants. Representatives from provincial and national 
law enforcement, community representatives from 
Bushbuckridge, Mbombela, Thaba Chweu and Nkom-
azi municipalities were in attendance.

Medicinal plants are central to South African’s 
culture and wellbeing, 72% of South Africans still use 
medicinal plants on a regular basis and this demand 
is placing ongoing pressure on remaining popula-
tions of medicinal plants, in many cases impacting on 
their survival in the wild. Over the past three decades 

there has been a significant decline in the availabil-
ity of medicinal plants, and traditional healers and 
other resource users are now forced to buy mate-
rial from muthi markets when in the past they would 
gather freely from wild populations. In response to 
the problem, SANBI is piloting the development of 
a Biodiversity Management Plan for Species (BMP-S) 
for threatened medicinal plant species in the Ehlan-
zeni District Municipality, Mpumalanga. This project 
is part of the broader Biodiversity and Land Use 
Project, funded by the Global Environment Facility. 
The project is engaging with traditional healers and 
muthi gatherers in the Ehlanzeni District Municipality 
to co-operatively develop biodiversity management 
plans for six threatened medicinal plant species, to 
ensure conservation and sustainable use.

Sivusa abalaphi bendzabuko 
kwezocwaningo: traditional healers’ 
insights towards development 
of a medicinal plants BMP-S
By N.S. Mbongwa, D. Raimondo and T.I. Makhubedu

Figure 1: Stakeholders present at the Lowveld National Botanical Garden in Mbombela. Photograph: Domitilla Raimondo.
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Priority medicinal plant species were identified 
based on those species whose selling price was rising 
as they were becoming harder to find in the wild and 
in markets. Plants were further prioritised based on 
their conservation status, population trends, distri-
bution patterns, demand, ease of propagation and 
presence in protected areas. The six medicinal plants 
chosen include the Endangered pepperbark tree, 
Warburgia salutaris (Isibhaha; Xibaha; Monaka) and 
the Critically Endangered wild ginger, Siphonochi-
lus aethiopicus (Isiphephetho; Xirungulu; Isidungulu), 
the other four species are the bulb Bowiea volubilis 
(Ugibisisila; Moemo), a medicinal plant from the carrot 
family, Alepidea cordifolia (Ikhathazo; Lešoko), the suc-
culent Haworthiopsis limifolia (Umathithibala; Kgopa), 
and the elephant foot caudex plant Dioscorea sylvat-
ica (Inyathelo-lwe-ndlovu; Kgato).

Engagements between conservation practitioners, 
traditional healers and muthi gatherers is vital to de-
termine the management interventions required to 
conserve the existing medicinal plant species and 
ensure availability of medicinal material for future 

use. The team working on the BMP-S engaged tra-
ditional healers by traveling from village to village 
across Bushbuckridge, Mbombela, Nkomazi and 
Thaba Chweu municipalities to reach as many healers 
as possible in the respective communities. A total of 
137 healers and three muthi gatherers were inter-
viewed, and key representatives from each village 
were then invited to the workshop. Attendees had the 
opportunity to engage directly with law enforcement 
officials and conservation practitioners working both 
within the district and in national government. Some 
of the key messages that have emerged include that: 
in all municipalities 90% of the healers travel long 
distances to collect medicinal plants; the majority 
of healers buy medicinal material from markets with 
pension pay-outs; and healers from three of the four 
municipalities cultivate medicinal plants. Traditional 
healers have identified cultivating as the key con-
servation intervention needed to conserve species 
and would welcome contributing to this effort by 
growing plants in their home garden, should we be 
able to provide small seedlings. Participants also 
mentioned that protected areas should cultivate 

Figure 2: Warburgia salutaris. 
Photograph: Francois du Randt.

Figure 3: Siphonochilus aethiopicus. 
Photograph: John Burrows.
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those species that will be difficult for communities to 
cultivate because of habitat differences, water and 
land availability. In addition, the need to simplify and 
ensure practical rollout of permits was also identified 
as a management need. Healers spoke about the vic-
timisation that they experienced when harvesting 
material without permits – this caused a stir during 
the workshop, but all was resolved through conver-
sations with the healers, explaining the relevance 
of having permits and how it benefits the sustaina-
ble use of species. The workshop was very beneficial 
to healers as they made direct contact with officials 
from whom permits can be obtained in future.

As part of the development of the management 
plan, the team is also conducting extensive surveys of 
what populations of all six species remain in the wild. 
This work is still underway but thus far, the team dis-
covered many populations not previously known and 
also now have a good sense of which populations can 
act as long-term genetic resource banks as they occur 
within protected areas and on private land. The team 

Figure 4: Bowiea volubilis at Silverglen Nursery. Photograph: Suvarna Parbhoo. 

Figure 5: Dioscorea sylvatica. Photograph: Geoff Nichols.
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also found areas of communal land where there are 
still good populations of medicinal plants. The com-
munities that have tenure over these areas require 
support to ensure that overharvesting by gatherers 
from other parts of South Africa does not take place.

The management plan will be finalised in 2021 and 
will be made available for comment. If you would like 
to know more about this work or would like to con-
tribute to the management actions please contact 
Domitilla Raimondo (d.raimondo@sanbi.org.za).

My perceptive of imithi
By Buyisiwe Dlwati

I was introduced to the world of umuthi (meaning 
‘medicinal plant’ in Zulu), 21 years ago by my moth-

er, who is a traditional healer. I grew up in an environ-
ment surrounded by traditional healers. I got to learn 
how they do things and how to respectfully approach 
their sacred spaces. It is important to respect their 
places of work, called indumba, that is mostly used by 
diviners (sangoma) because that is where they con-
nect with their ancestors and ask for guidance.

I am Buyisiwe Dlwati from Katlehong (east of Jo-
hannesburg), but I was born and raised at Bergville 
in KwaZulu-Natal. I have an honours degree in Envi-
ronmental Science from the University of the Witwa-
tersrand. I have always been passionate about nature, 
which has contributed to my career choice. During 

my time at varsity, I took an ethnoecology course and 
found it very exciting. The module was based on how 
people perceive and manipulate their environments, 
either by using plants, animals, or their natural sur-
roundings. When I saw that the CREW Programme 
needed a research assistant for the medicinal plants 
project, I jumped at the opportunity to work on this 
project so that I could get a chance to gain valuable 
skills and more knowledge about trading and har-
vesting of medicinal plants.

Medicinal plants are important in rural communi-
ties that rely on traditional medicine for their health-
care and wellbeing. Many rural communities depend 
on medicinal plants as a form of treatment, rather 
than on modern medicine. The use of medicinal plants 

Figure 1: Buyiswe Dlwati with Silverglen Medicinal Plant Nursery employee. Photograph: Kaveesha Naicker.
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has remained the best option in rural areas due to 
its affordability and accessibility when compared to 
modern medicine. Through my academic learnings, I 
have gotten to understand that the high dependency 
of medicinal plants has resulted in overexploitation, 
high levels of scarcity and loss of certain species. There 
is an immediate need for conservation management 
plans that consider the cultural and religious beliefs of 
the rural communities who depend on this resource.

The purpose of this project is to find out which me-
dicinal species, occurring in KwaZulu-Natal, are reg-
ularly harvested as a source of medicine. I have been 
conducting this research for three months and it is 
still ongoing. Research was done by finding out the 
distribution and demand of various species in muthi 
markets (Warwick and Ezimbuzini) and through con-
sultation with members of the Silverglen Medicinal 
Plant Nursery. I have thoroughly researched medic-
inal plant literature for species known to occur in  
KwaZulu-Natal and conducted desktop analyses 
which have helped me realise that medicinal plants 
are still important to the rural communities.

Alepidea amatymbica is one the high priority species 
in KwaZulu-Natal with its Red List status listed as En-
dangered. The rhizomes and roots of A. amatymbica 
are used for traditional medicine as a remedy for colds 

Figure 2: A Silverglen Medicinal Plant Nursery project of an indigenous medical plant. Photograph: Kaveesha Naicker.

Figure 3: Alepidea amatymbica. Photograph: John Burrows.
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and coughs. The harvesting of both rhizomes and 
roots usually results in the death of the plant, which 
is why this species is now facing the threat of local ex-
tinction. I have found out that harvesters are restricted 
to seasonal collection of A. amatymbica, which means 
that rules and regulations need to be put out either 
by the government or by community leaders (chiefs).

I am grateful for this opportunity because it has given 
me a greater understanding of medicinal plants, both 

culturally and scientifically, and how both aspects are 
important to each other. I know that traditional healers, 
harvesters and traders notice the decrease of medici-
nal species, therefore I see no need for conservation 
scientists working against them, but instead everyone 
should work together in order to come up with better 
solutions for both worlds. As Africans, we are who we 
are because of our indigenous knowledge that has 
been passed on from generation to generation, so it 
will be the end of us if we let our history perish.

Understanding Red List 
projects on iNaturalist
By Ismail Ebrahim

iNaturalist (iNat) has become an important tool for 
engaging citizen scientists in biodiversity related 

projects. The popularity of this platform has grown 
tremendously over the last three years and many 
amazing projects have been started on this platform. 
The scientific community is also realising the value 
of citizen scientists’ contributions to the understand-
ing of biodiversity and the conservation thereof. iNat 
provides an excellent platform for programmes like 
CREW to create fun ways of contributing data that is 
used for research and, in our case, conservation as-
sessments. The suite of tools available on iNat allow 
us to develop systems for users to contribute more 
meaningful data with their observations.

Since the iNat platform is very popular with CREW 
volunteers, it made sense for us to develop systems 
for volunteers to submit the data we require from 
them on iNat. We started by developing the CREW 
site sheet and species sheet projects to replicate 
the full site sheets that volunteers completed. This 
system was a bit clumsy and caused confusion and, 
therefore, not an effective way of getting volun-
teers to contribute their data on iNat. We then sim-
plified the data collection process and now we are 
only using one project for data submission. Once we 
started working more on iNat, we discovered that 
there are many observations of threatened plants 
being posted on iNat that were slipping under the 
radar, mainly due to observers not being aware that 
they had posted an observation of a threatened 
plant. To ensure that we track these observations, we 

developed another series of collections projects to 
identify observations of threatened plants posted on 
iNat. But alas, this system has also caused confusion 
so I will attempt to explain the projects CREW has de-
veloped on iNat.

Firstly, we have to explain the different type of pro-
jects on iNat:

1. Collections projects: this is in essence a saved 
observations search. A set of requirements are 
chosen for these projects and observations that 
fit those requirements are displayed in the project. 
Every time that project page is loaded, iNat will 
do a quick search of observations that fit the re-
quirements and display those observations in the 
project. Observations do not have to be added to 
the project. If the observation meets the require-
ments, it will be displayed in the project. There are 
no additional fields to be completed. E.g., if you 
wanted to see all the observations for the Aster-
aceae family in the Western Cape, then you could 
create a project with those requirements and all 
observations of Asteraceae will be displayed in 
that project.

2. Traditional projects: this type of project allows for 
additional functionality, like adding observation 
fields, taxa lists and access (with permission) to 
true coordinates of private and obscured observa-
tions. Observations has to be manually added to 
these projects and the required observation fields 
must be completed. Also, users have to join the 
project to contribute.
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3. Umbrella projects: these projects are used to 
collate, compare or promote a set of existing pro-
jects. A good example of an umbrella project is the 
City Nature Challenge Project that collates data 
from various projects.

The CREW projects on iNat are as listed below.

Collections projects

CREW Contributors: this project was created for 
CREW reporting purposes and to track the con-

tributions of CREW volunteers. This is a collections 
project and observers that are linked to the CREW 
project are added to this project by the CREW node 
managers. If you are a CREW volunteer and this pro-
ject is not listed in your projects, then please contact 
your node manager to add you to the project.

South African Red List: Plants and Animals: for 
historical and logistical reasons the South African Red 
List did not completely make it onto the global IUCN 
Red List. This project was started to address that issue. 
When you join this project and load an observation of 
a plant or animal that has a Red List status other than 
Least Concern, it will display in your list of projects. In 
order for this to work efficiently, you also have to join 
all the sub projects listed. We have added the taxa for 
each Red List category so if you load an observation 
of any of these species it will be displayed in your list 
of projects for that observation. Here is the list of all 
the projects you must join:

 z South African Red List: Plants and Animals
 z South African Red List: Plants – Critically Endan-

gered
 z South African Red List: Plants – Critically Rare
 z South African Red List: Plants – Data Deficient
 z South African Red List: Plants – Endangered
 z South African Red List: Plants – Extinct and Extinct 

in the Wild

 z South African Red List: Plants – Near Threatened
 z South African Red List: Plants – Vulnerable
 z South African Red List: Plants – Rare

Important: this is a collections project so it only dis-
plays observations of taxa that are listed in these pro-
jects. The main purpose of this project is to alert you 
when you have loaded an observation of a species 
that is of conservation concern. This project is also 
used by CREW and Threatened Species Unit staff to 
track observations of taxa of conservation concern 
being uploaded onto iNat. To make your observa-
tions useful for the Red List and CREW, it must be 
added to the Red List (s Afr) which is the next section.

Traditional projects

redlist (s Afr): this project has been created so we 
can get the population and threat information re-

quired for Red-listing. We have simplified our data 
collection process so CREW volunteers can submit 
their data via iNat by completing the required fields 
in this project. This is a traditional project so you have 
to manually add your observations to this project and 
complete the required data fields. The data fields that 
have to be completed in the project are:

 z Population size estimate (CREW): this is an esti-
mate of numbers.

 z Population size and extent: how many seen or es-
timated and what area encompassed by the pop-
ulation you observed. E.g., 200 plants seen in 2 ha 
or 50 plants in 100 × 100 m.

 z Population threats: those visible or present influ-
ences that might threaten the existence of this 
population.

Important: for your data to contribute to CREW and 
the Red List, you have to add your observations of 
taxa of conservation concern to this project.

CREW and citizen science international 
events in 2021: are you ready?
South Africans will be participating in two major 

citizen science events in 2021:

 z The City Nature Challenge from 30 April to 4 May 
(and IDs until 10 May).

 z The Great Southern Bioblitz in October (date to be 
confirmed).

CREW will be intimately involved – diarise the 
dates now! Five cities will be taking part: Cape Town, 
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Garden Route, Nelson Mandela Bay, eThekwini and 
Tshwane. And let us not forget Gaborone in Bot-
swana. Yes! That is you! But are you ready for it?

However, two large events are a major investment 
of time, money, staff and resources. So most cities 
have decided on a dual approach. Participating soci-
eties and organisations are encouraged to follow suit.

The City Nature Challenge will focus on publicity, 
recruitment and training – that is, a people empha-
sis. The idea here is to get people into our nature re-
serves, into our open spaces and into our societies. To 
have events focusing on training and exploring our 
biodiversity. Both friends and reserve staff will show-
case their plants, animals and fungi with an eye to 
getting people interested and involved. Here we will 
measure totals: numbers of observations, numbers of 
species, and numbers of participants. Who will record 
the most observations? Who will record the most 
species? And for extra fun: both between cities and 
within reserves within cities. How well will your fa-
vourite reserve do? Which reserve will have the most 
observations and observers?

By contract, the Great Southern Bioblitz will be 
an opportunity for monitoring and surveillance. 
Being spring, our emphasis will be on updating our 
reserve and park species lists. Focusing on species 
not seen for many years and threatened species that 
need special attention. Finding species not recorded 
before. And don’t forget the aliens. For CREW, this is 
our bread and butter. Here our measure will be new 

data – new species recorded, long-lost species re-
discovered and threatened species monitored. In an 
ideal world, this is where we send out those recruited 
in the City Nature Challenge, and whom we trained 
in the interim, to whet their teeth on the real thing. 
Saving our biodiversity.

Our challenges make provision for the fact that 
schools are on a very tight schedule catching up 
with the syllabus. So we probably won’t get as many 
schools participating as we would like: certainly not 
on both the Friday and Monday. So, what about 
COVID-19? Well, we have no idea if we will be in the 
third wave, or if we will all be vaccinated. But we will 
make appropriate adjustments nearer the time. For 
now, we will assume a low-level status-two alert, with 
outdoor activities all allowed. So please get planning.

But even if worst comes to worst, we did it under 
total lockdown in 2020 and we did very well – in 
our gardens. Who said that conservation is only for 
nature reserves and national parks? Conservation 
starts in our own backyards. To prove this point, have 
a look at: https://www.inaturalist.org/posts/33149-
how-can-our-cities-be-so-different.

The approach will largely be the same for both 
events. Societies and staff will organise bioblitzes, 
open days and tours. Enthusiasts can organise 
atlases, surveys and competitions. But the emphasis 
will be different. For the City Nature Challenge it will 
be to get people involved in the fun, to participate 
and record, to explore our biodiversity and discover 
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it, to get outdoors, meet fun people and find exciting 
things. For the Great Southern Bioblitz the emphasis 
will be on inventorying and monitoring: to discover, 
find, map and count species. Still fun, but with more 
of a target and a focused approach.

So this is your chance. How can you get more 
people, new people and everybody else involved 

in CREW and in helping reserve staff by being more 
aware, interested and involved in our nature areas? 
How do we enthuse the youth, invigorate the old and 
involve the families?

Any ideas? What can you do? Contact your CREW 
City Nature Challenge Organiser and your local 
reserve manager and get planning!

Links

Please join your Cities Project, and help:

 z https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-
challenge-2021-city-of-cape-town

 z https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-
challenge-2021-ethekwini 

 z https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-
challenge-2021-gaborone-and-se-botswana

 z https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-
challenge-2021-garden-route 

 z https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-
challenge-2021-nelson-mandela-bay

 z https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-
challenge-2021-tshwane 

A youthful perspective
By Jeremy Gilmore

I have lived in Cape Town all my life. I am in high 
school and whenever I get the opportunity, I enjoy 

hiking, hacking invasive species, and learning about 
their impact on the environment. Once I have fin-
ished school, I plan to start studying nature conser-
vation and specialise from there to play my part in 
protecting threatened species.

Over the past two years much of my free time has 
been spent on iNaturalist, ever since Dr Tony Rebelo 
introduced me to it through the iNaturalist City 
Nature Challenge for Cape Town in 2019.

I have various favourite plant species of which my 
most favourite is Lachenalia viridiflora, along with its 
companion Ixia viridiflora. Both are now threatened 
in their natural habitats, but can easily be found in 
cultivation due to their attractive turquoise-green 
flowers. I am also fascinated by our indigenous Fuma-
rioideae species.

Figure 1: My Hymenophyllum marlothii 
find on Table Mountain.

https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-city-of-cape-town
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-city-of-cape-town
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-ethekwini
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-ethekwini
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-gaborone-and-se-botswana
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-gaborone-and-se-botswana
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-garden-route
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-garden-route
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-nelson-mandela-bay
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-nelson-mandela-bay
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-tshwane
https://www.inaturalist.org/projects/city-nature-challenge-2021-tshwane
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My most interesting find in the field was when I 
stumbled upon Hymenophyllum marlothii on Table 
Mountain earlier this year. Hymenophyllum marlothii 
is a very uncommon, yet distinct, member of the 
filmy ferns. I was very chuffed that my observations 
of it was the first on iNaturalist!

Because I live in Cape Town, most of my experience 
of the natural world has involved the Cape Peninsula 
or its surrounds, making me most familiar with the 
fauna and flora of this area. I have grown to love the 
areas that I am most often in, such as at home on the 
Cape Peninsula, the endless mountains of the warm 
Cederberg, and in contrast, the cool afrotemperate 
forests of the Garden Route.

Throughout my field trips I have witnessed many 
funny moments. Perhaps most memorable was 
during a camping trip with friends when a vervet 
monkey or two had somehow breached my tent se-
curity and stolen a bag of chips and soap!

Figure 2: Hacking Acacia pycnantha (golden wattle) with the Friends of Tokai Park.

Figure 3: The rare Cape Peninsula endemic, Geissorhiza 
bonaspei (Goodhope satin), at Cape Point National Park.
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While the world was dealing with the an outbreak 
of COVID-19, the Threatened Species Unit had 

to quickly adjust to new working conditions and also 
chase the IUCN deadline to complete Red List assess-
ments of all South Africa’s iconic proteas (refers to 
all Proteaceae). For the team it meant working extra 
hours to push through in addition to dealing with the 
anxiety caused by the pandemic. However, having ac-
cess to a team of fynbos experts made it much easier.

Upon completion, an analysis was done to assess 
how many of our proteas are at risk of extinction. The 
IUCN Red List revealed that 47% (165 of 353 species) 

of these striking flowering plants are assessed as 
threatened (Critically Endangered (CR), Endangered 
(EN) or Vulnerable (VU)) with extinction. A number 
of these species have restricted ranges, making them 
more vulnerable to pressures and extinction. Pres-
sures driving our species to extinction include loss of 
habitat to agriculture, severe recent increases in the 
spread of invasive alien species – especially in the 
Fynbos region of the Western Cape Province – and 
changes to natural fire cycles caused by humans.

As a result, some wild populations have gradually 
decreased to single individuals, e.g., the Swartland 

IUCN Red List update reveals high 
numbers of South Africa’s iconic 
proteas threatened with extinction
By Threatened Species Unit

Figure 1: Protea odorata. Photograph: Ismail Ebrahim. 
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sugarbush (Protea odorata). The Swartland sugar-
bush has declined from four subpopulations total-
ling 1 090 plants in 1975 to three mature individuals 
from one subpopulation in early 2020. As this small 
sugarbush depends on fire for seeds to germinate, its 
ongoing survival is dependent on correct fire return 
intervals and being burnt in the correct season. The 
last remaining habitat for the species was burnt in 
February 2020, in a controlled burn organised by 
the City of Cape Town’s Biodiversity Management 
Branch. Seeds were augmented from the Millennium 
Seed Bank collections at Kirstenbosch National Bo-
tanical Garden, banked from the population over the 
last decade. It is unknown if the plants will recruit and 
survive to maturity, if not, another fynbos species will 
be listed as Extinct in the Wild (For more info on the 
Protea odorata restoration project refer to Mashudu 
Nndanduleni’s article on page 75).

There are an additional 37 Critically Endangered 
species on the brink of extinction, where urgent re-
introduction and habitat restoration actions are re-
quired to reverse declines. Fortunately, there is hope. 
A recent focus on conserving CR vegetation through 
conservation stewardship on private land has meant 
that the daggerleaf sugarbush (Protea mucronifolia), 
which has only two subpopulations remaining, is 
listed as EN instead of CR – the category it would have 
qualified for in 2006 after losing 96% of its former 
habitat to wheat farming. Its improved status is due 
to 95% of its remaining population, recently being in-
cluded in a new stewardship contract nature reserve 
where its habitat is being well managed.

Looking at the state of Proteaceae globally, South 
Africa’s proteas are not the only ones in trouble. This 
assessment reveals that three species of Macada-
mia are threatened with extinction in the wild. The 
commercially important macadamia nut (M.  integ-
rifolia) from Australia, which forms the bulk of com-
mercial production, is listed as VU, with fewer than 
1  000 mature plants left in the wild. The rough-
shelled bushnut (M. tetraphylla) and Queensland nut 
(M. ternifolia) are both EN. All three species have de-
clined due to land clearing for agriculture and urban 
development, as well as invasive alien species that 
dominate their natural habitat.

As the Threatened Species Unit, we are pleased to 
have been able to contribute to the release of the first 
comprehensive Southern Hemisphere’s Proteaceae 
assessment. Without the hard work of CREW citizen 
scientist and experts, this would not have been pos-
sible. Siyabonga!

Figure 2: Protea mucronifolia. Photograph: Ismail Ebrahim.

Figure 3: Serruria elongata (NT) habitat with alien 
Hakea species. Photograph: Dewidine van der Colff.
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A collaboration between SANBI (Kirstenbosch) and 
the City of Cape Town (CoCT), to conserve and 

restore the Critically Endangered (CR) Protea odorata, 
has been well underway since 2016. I have been in-
volved with the restoration and conservation of the 
Swartland sugarbush since the inception of the pro-
ject, when the committee formed to ensure that the 
amazing, slightly sweet fragranced fynbos species is 
conserved and rescued from extinction.

Kirstenbosch has been curating Protea odorata 
in the Threatened Species Field Gene Bank (TSFGB) 
since 2004. These mother stock beds contain numer-
ous threatened species growing in terraced beds 
on granite soil. The curating of this living collection 
includes finding the right soil conditions, refining 
specific propagation techniques, and controlling 
diseases and pests. The management of the seeds 
include hand pollination, protecting, collecting, 
cleaning and storage.

Kirstenbosch has been doing tremendous work 
since 2016. We have been replacing the senescent 
plants with healthy and vigorous seedlings in the 
TSFGB to protect the plants from extinction in ex 
situ. We have about 15 plants in the TSFGB. We have 

developed propagation and monitoring protocols 
of the species to ensure that the species is properly 
managed, and seeds are collected for long-term 
storage and provided for restoration and research 
projects.

We have germinated the smoked seeds sowed in 
soil collected in their habitat and fynbos mix easily, 
but to keep the seedlings alive for a year in the pots 

At the edge 
of extinction - 
Protea odorata
By Mashudu Nndanduleni

Figure 1: Protea odorata flowering in ex situ cultivation in 
March at the Threatened Species Field Gene Bank (TSFGB), 

Kirstenbosch. Photograph: Mashudu Nndanduleni.

Figure 2: Healthy seedling, with only two true 
leaves, planted at Joostenbergkloof 30 days after 

germination. Photograph: Clifford Dorse.

Figure 3: Seedling removed from the tray, 
to be planted in situ, Joostenbergkloof. 

Photograph: Mashudu Nndanduleni.
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needs a special magical curation! The developed 
monitoring and spraying programme have been 
working very well to protect the seedlings from 
disease infestation. Once the plants are planted in 
the ground, they are more resistant to diseases and 
respond very well to only receiving natural, predom-
inantly winter, rainfall. The seeds are collected once 
a year, 12  months after fruiting, dried, cleaned and 
stored. The young plants begin to flower in their third 
year with one or two flowers.

The decline of the species continued every year and 
in 2018 the CoCT implemented an ecological burn on 
the site (Joostenbergkloof) with the plan of scatter-
ing seeds obtained from Kirstenbosch and hoping 
for the seedbank to sprout after the fire. The burn 
was not that successful due to conditions not being 
hot and windy enough to get the senescent veld to 
easily burn. Kirstenbosch provided approximately 
2 000 seeds that were broadcasted in an area within 
the reserve which had burnt. Unfortunately, no seeds 
germinated in situ.

In 2020, CoCT conducted another ecological burn 
and the last remaining two Protea odorata plants 
were burnt. Kirstenbosch supplied 24  000 seeds to 
scatter on the burnt areas and to propagate for res-
toration planting. Many of the scattered seeds were 
covered by a thin layer of soil in an attempt to prevent 
them from being eaten by rodents. Some seeds were 

also sowed at Westlake Conservation Area and ger-
minated in great numbers. About 57 recently germi-
nated seedlings were planted in situ in June. They 
did very well but many were eaten by insects or dis-
turbed by porcupines and gerbils. At the moment, 
only six of these are still alive in the field. We have not 
found any seedlings that have germinated in situ yet, 
as we are avoiding trampling the area and hoping 
that they are there but just hidden by the vegeta-
tion for now. There are also about 40 seedlings being 
grown in pots which will be planted in the field at the 
onset of the winter rains.

Figure 4: One-year seedlings in the collection nursery at Kirstenbosch. Photograph: Mashudu Nndanduleni.

Figure 5: Mashudu Nndanduleni monitoring the 
seeds at TSFGB. Photograph: Vuyani Nqumla.
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The power of your iNaturalist 
observations beyond the CREW project
By Sisipho Ngebe

The National Vegetation Map (NVM) is a project that 
was developed by mapping the extent of South 

Africa’s vegetation types and describing the charac-
teristics and species of each type in a book edited by 
Mucina & Rutherford (2006). With only essential data 
included, the book weighed over 4 kg! Therefore, the 
authors focussed on recording the dominant, endem-
ic and biogeographically important taxa for the spe-
cies lists of each vegetation type. In a megadiverse 
country like South Africa, that meant that a long list 
of plants did not make it into the book. Therefore, 
people who only use species from the book for appli-
cations such as Environmental Impact Assessments 
often miss important taxa.

In this digital age many of the NVM resources have 
been migrated online and we are excited to do the 
same with the species lists. Hence, we turned to ob-
servations on iNaturalist to get a more comprehen-
sive species list for each vegetation type to update 
the NVM species database.

Combining iNaturalist 
observations with GIS data

We extracted only the more precise species oc-
currences from the iNaturalist website by se-

lecting a bounding box over South Africa using the 
‘explore’ button on the iNaturalist interface. We re-
stricted the search by filtering on verifiable ‘eligible for  
research-grade’ plants, and only those observations 

that had unobscured localities. The species occur-
rence data was then downloaded as an excel spread-
sheet using the Global Biodiversity Information Facil-
ity (GBIF).

We then linked the species observations with the 
2018 version of the national vegetation types (down-
loaded from Biodiversity GIS (BGIS) website https://
bgis.sanbi.org/) in a Geographical Information Sys-
tems (GIS) programme. This allowed us to extract 
a list of taxa per vegetation type from iNaturalist. 
Lastly, we combined the taxa list extracted from iNat-
uralist with an excel version of the original species 
list recorded for each type in Mucina & Rutherford 
(2006), removed the duplicates and created new list.

So, what did we achieve?

The original NVM list had about 31 963 plant spe-
cies and a total of 84 191 additional species from 

the iNaturalist taxa list were added to the database. 
Thus, the updated NVM species database now has a 
total of 116 154 plant species. The number of taxa for 
68 vegetation types remained unchanged, 40 vegeta-
tion types increased by 50% and about 33 vegetation 
types doubled. For example, Cape Flat Sand Fynbos 
had the highest addition of species to the database 
with more than 1 800 species, while vegetation types 
like Southern Cape Valley Thicket had no addition on 
their taxa.

Figure 1: This figure shows the number of species in the original list (in red) and the added species from iNaturalist (in blue). 
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Where can you find the 
updated species lists?

If you would like to access the updated species lists, 
you can contact vegmap@sanbi.org. We have made 

sure to tag the species that we extracted from iNat-
uralist so that you can still opt to use the Mucina & 
Rutherford (2006) list if you prefer.

The team at SANBI would never have been able to 
collect this data without the help of observers (in-
cluding observations from CREW) on iNaturalist, so 
please continue to add your observations to iNatu-
ralist as we hope to continue further periodic species 
updates of the NVM species lists. Happy iNatting!

Research plan for plant 
taxonomy 2020–2025
By Janine Victor and CREW

Taxonomic research involves discovering, naming, 
describing, and classifying biological organisms. 

The plan for plant taxonomy in South Africa is a na-
tional strategy that provides specific priorities for 
plant taxonomic research, developed through con-
sultation with a wide audience of local and interna-
tional botanists. This strategy gives guidance to plant 
taxonomists, who are interested in what the most 
urgent taxonomic research gaps and needs are for 
South African plants.

Taxonomists in South Africa contribute towards 
documenting the country’s flora through taxonomic 
research, produce updated taxonomic treatments 
and identification guides/tools for South African 
plants; investigate relationships between plants, 
engage in plant collecting to ensure adequate rep-
resentation of herbarium specimen collections; and 
populate and correct specimen databases. SANBI tax-
onomists are responsible for producing the Checklist 
and e-Flora of South Africa. There are seven strategic 
objectives that cover the responsibilities of taxono-
mists. Here are examples of how CREW can contrib-
ute to these objectives.

Strategic objective 1: document the 
South African flora and maintain 
this checklist in an up-to-date 
state, accessible to the public

The South African National Plant Checklist is main-
tained in a taxonomically up-to-date state and is 

available on the SANBI website (http://posa.sanbi.
org/). The website is user-friendly and enables one 

to retrieve information about South African plant 
names, specimens and botanical records. The data 
collated in the National Plant Checklist, is gathered 
from the Botanical Database of Southern Africa, and 
comprises of botanical records from SANBI’s herbar-
ia, and thus containing specimen data collected by 
CREW citizen scientists across the country.

Strategic objective 2: develop and 
maintain South Africa’s e-Flora

The e-Flora of South Africa is a database of de-
scriptive information on all plants of South Africa 

and will be available online as part of the World Flora 
Online. This represents South Africa’s commitment 
to meeting Target 1 of the Global Strategy for Plant 
Conservation (GSPC). The information available on 
e-Flora of South Africa will serve as a reference point 
and aid conservation-based projects (such as provin-
cial biodiversity stewardship, plant restoration, envi-
ronmental management plans, protected area plans, 
environmental education and plant conservation in-
itiatives), many of which the CREW Programme con-
tributes to.

Strategic objective 3: conduct taxonomic 
research and produce publications

Taxonomic research focusses on plant genera 
that need revision, to fill in data gaps that exist 

in South Africa’s flora. A list of genera prioritised for 
taxonomic revision has been compiled using specif-
ic indicators for identifying taxa most in need of re-
vision. This list is accessible on the SANBI website at 

mailto:vegmap@sanbi.org
http://posa.sanbi.org/
http://posa.sanbi.org/
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http://www.sanbi.org/sites/default/files/documents/
documents/priority-plant-genera-revision.pdf. Over 
the years, taxonomists have forged relationships with 
CREW citizen scientists whereby material is collected 
for further study during a family or genus revision.

Strategic objective 4: create 
identification guides

Interactive electronic keys with explanatory details 
are a vital way to enable end-users to identify South 

African flora in future, especially as taxonomic capac-
ity declines worldwide. These keys are slowly becom-
ing available to the general public and is an added 
resource to the CREW identification guides for taxa of 
conservation concern, which are available on request 
from the CREW Nodes.

Strategic objective 5: conduct 
research to enhance understanding 
of relationships between taxa

The aim of this strategic objective is to investigate 
phylogenetic relationships of groups to lead to 

improved taxonomic treatments and revisions. This 
ultimately results in improved understanding by all 
end-users. As stated already, CREW citizen scientists 
contribute by collection of plant specimens used in 
these research projects.

Strategic objective 6: develop and 
improve quality of primary datasets

Databases of plant specimen information from her-
baria are critically important products, with infor-

mation disseminated online being available to end- 
users. The high-quality botanical specimens collected 

by CREW citizen scientists are collated by herbaria 
across the country and feed into these databases.

Strategic objective 7: improve 
comprehensiveness of information 
provided from herbaria

Exploration to discover and catalogue South Afri-
ca’s flora has long been a priority of taxonomists. 

Priorities are now extended to sampling and storage 
of material for DNA barcoding. Herbaria should strive 
to improve collections as a research resource by pri-
oritising collecting activities towards plant taxa that 
are underrepresented in herbarium collections; and 
surveying and documenting flora of poorly known 
areas that are underrepresented by specimens in 
herbaria and are potentially under threat from devel-
opment. The CREW Programme actively participates 
in the surveying of under-sampled sites across the 
country. Many of the sites surveyed by CREW citizen 
scientists are under-sampled and underrepresented 
in herbarium collections, thus making the work done 
by the CREW Programme a vital component in docu-
menting botanical records in these poorly represent-
ed areas.

The SANBI website hosts a list of taxonomic priori-
ties for research and expertise of botanists, both pro-
fessional and amateur, from herbaria and universities 
countrywide, as well as priority genera for research. 
The CREW Programme is working towards expanding 
this list to include iNaturalist usernames, to improve 
the interaction between plant taxonomists and the 
CREW network. It is hoped that this research plan 
with seven objectives for taxonomy will act as a re-
source to stimulate interest in taxonomic research 
and will serve to coordinate taxonomic research on 
South Africa’s plants.

Protecting Gauteng’s biodiversity pockets 
from the impact of invasive species
By Thulisile Jaca

Although Gauteng is South Africa’s smallest prov-
ince, it is a significant fiscal province as far as busi-

ness, modern turn of events, mining and agriculture 
are concerned. In view of the rapid expansion of the 
urban areas that are encroaching biodiversity areas, it 

is paramount to protect the few remaining biodiver-
sity pockets such as nature reserves, conservancies, 
nature parks, etc. Often, these biodiversity pockets 
are under threat from invasive alien species that are 
continuously escaping our gardens.

http://www.sanbi.org/sites/default/files/documents/documents/priority-plant-genera-revision.pdf
http://www.sanbi.org/sites/default/files/documents/documents/priority-plant-genera-revision.pdf
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It is, therefore, in the mandate of the Biological Inva-
sions Directorate to protect the biodiversity of South 
Africa from the threats of invasive alien species, by 
coordinating the incursion detection, rapid identifi-
cation, verification, and analysis of the threats posed 
by alien species and subsequently conduct eradica-
tion planning, management and monitoring effec-
tiveness of management interventions.

The Gauteng–North West region has been engaged 
in several projects, controlling the invasive alien 
species that threaten the biodiversity in the region to 
stop small invasion populations before they become 
uncontrollable.

Although 2020 was a challenging year as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Gauteng–North West 
region managed to work on two emerging species 
in Gauteng, Aloysia gratissima and Acalypha poiretii. 
Aloysia gratissima is indigenous to South and North 
America and was probably introduced to South Africa 
as a beeplant for the production of honey. It is a slender, 
densely branched shrub that grows in grassland and 
savanna biomes, where it forms dense thickets. It is 
poisonous to animals especially horses. We conducted 
surveys and quantified a population of Aloysia gratis-
sima currently invading the Buffelsdrift Conservancy 
area in the north of Pretoria, and are now able to un-
derstand the local distribution of this species.

Acalypha poiretii, indigenous to Mexico, Central and 
South America, was introduced to the African conti-
nent and has been observed in Cape Verde, Ghana, 
Sierra Leone and South Africa. This species is currently 
known from one population in the Korsman Conserv-
ancy, Benoni, Gauteng where it threatens grassland 
habitats and is rapidly expanding. It is not known 
yet how the species might have been introduced to 
South Africa, however, we suspect that it got to the 
conservancy through seeds escaping from gardens 
via stormwater systems. Since 2019, the Gauteng Bio-
logical Invasions Directorate team has been working 
together with conservancy volunteers to eradicate 
this species before it becomes a problem.

What you can do to help?

To assist with the detection and management of 
Aloysia gratissima and Acalypha poiretii, please pro-

vide us with the following information where possible:

 z Locality – supply any landmarks or GPS info that 
will assist us to locate the plants.

Figure 1: Aloysia gratissima. Photograph: 
Tshegofatso Napo.

Figure 2: Aloysia gratissima, white flowers. 
Photograph: Thulisile Jaca.

Figure 3: Aloysia gratissima survey in 
Buffelsdrift. Photograph: Ntokozo Nkosi.



CREW newsletter July 2021 81

 z A photograph of the population and/or individual 
plants.

 z An estimate of the surface area of invasion and/or es-
timated number of plants found at a particular site.

The Biological Invasions Directorate relies on 
the awareness and sharp eyes of you and others to 
achieve its success. The effort of observers is encour-
aged to alert the BID staff about new sightings of 
these target species.

If you see these invasive plants, please get in touch 
with us so that the infestation can be included in the 
overall management plan.

Contact details

Ms Thulisile Jaca
Gauteng–North West Regional Coordinator
Tel.: +27 12 843 5143
E-mail: T.Jaca@sanbi.org.za

Ms Nkhangweleni Sikhauli
Senior Technician
Tel.: +27 12 843 5029
E-mail: N.Sikhauli@sanbi.org.za

Alternatively, or for more information, you can 
email us at Invasivespecies@sanbi.org.za.

Figure 4: Acalypha poiretii flowers. 
Photograph: Ntokozo Nkosi.

Figure 5: Acalypha poiretii removal at Korsman 
Conservancy. Photograph: Tshegofatso Napo.

A year of growth
By Rupert Koopman

The start of a new era: on 2 January 2020, after 
more than a decade as a botanist at CapeNature, 

I became Botanical Society Conservation Manager. 
As a long-time BotSoc member and an officeholder, 
I look forward to providing strategic leadership in 
plant conservation and broadening my botanical fo-
cus nationally.

The year started with the Lady Tate Botanical Art Ex-
hibition at Kirstenbosch; presenting at the launch of 
botanical sculptor Nic Bladen’s Proteaceae exhibition, 

at the Everard Read Gallery in Cape Town; visits as the 
BotSoc national team, to branches and curators of na-
tional botanical gardens... Then life turned surreal.

We managed to conduct Bankenveld, Pretoria and 
Lowveld branch visits in early March before we had to 
move online. This presented the opportunity of more 
interaction, not less, including attending AGMs and 
doing much groundwork. Masks at the March Me-
dicinal Plant Biodiversity Management Plan meeting 
in Nelspruit sped straight to the last day before 
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lockdown – I drove to Briers Louw Nature Reserve 
to see a well-loved, threatened habitat and species. 
Who knew when we’d be out in the field again?

The BotSoc team adapted to working remotely, 
upgrading IT and admin operating systems, rede-
signing BotSoc’s website, refreshing BotSoc’s social 
media and introducing the Webtickets membership 
system, all in the name of enhanced accessibility. Bot-
Soc’s new Zoom licence allowed us to assist Ismail in 
hosting the annual CREW Cape Floristic Region Node 
workshop online.

I missed the field but in early June, University of 
Stellenbosch Botanical Garden curator Don Kirkwood 
and I masked up to go north of the Koringberg, col-
lecting conservation-grade material of Critically En-
dangered, Presumed Extinct Oxalis fragilis – a species 
not seen since 1936. Always eager to experience 
other biomes, I attended my first Grassland Society 
of South Africa conference – online. Later, we held 
Fynbos Forum online, too.

In early August, Ismail and I facilitated a bioblitz – 
complete with masks, temperature checks, regular 

sanitising and COVID contact attendance register, at 
Vrolijkheid Nature Reserve. Ultimately, feedback re-
sulted in a conservation talk at the online McGregor 
Magic Festival.

BotSoc hosted its first publication launch on Zoom 
for the much-anticipated Field Guide to the Renos-
terveld of the Overberg. It was a real privilege as MC 
to introduce a broader audience to the knowledge 
and enthusiasm of several authors, long-time con-
servation collaborators and CREW stalwarts – Odette 
Curtis, Rhoda McMaster, Prof. Charlie Stirton and 
Sean Privett.

Mercilessly, much of the Cape had the best 
spring-flowering season in years. I was delighted 
to have joined some weekend CREW trips. BotSoc 
General Manager, Antonia de Barros, Council member 
and West Coast Branch Chair, Hedwig Slabig, and 
I made a quick visit to Hantam National Botanical 
Garden to meet curator Eugene Marinus and see mil-
lions of spectacular spring bulbs.

With Suvarna, we have been reinvigorating the 
CREW Gauteng group, dovetailing with re-energising 

Figure 1: A masked Ismail Ebrahim about to brief 
participants at the McGregor Magic Bioblitz, Vrolijkheid 

Nature Reserve. Photograph: Rupert Koopman.

Figure 2: Happy new year! The BotSoc hat sees 
in 2021 by visiting Critically Endangered Erica 

jasminiflora in the Hemel and Aarde valley, north 
of Hermanus. Photograph: Rupert Koopman.
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BotSoc’s Pretoria branch. It bodes well for the 
Tshwane leg of this year’s iNaturalist City Nature Chal-
lenge and shows how the BotSoc/CREW collabora-
tion benefits South Africa’s indigenous plants and the 
people who care for them.

BotSoc remains a strong supporter of the CREW 
Programme and we look forward to collaboration 
on many fronts. Better coordination of branches 
and CREW to consolidate resources and make sure 
that plant people have a community and purpose to 
plant activities is an obvious area worth strengthen-
ing. We are also looking at ways of providing BotSoc 
members with practical tools of assisting conserva-
tion actions, such as an upcoming course on the Envi-
ronmental Impact Assessment process.

As a response to many of us travelling less, we 
have had a concerted effort to have a more active 
presence on social media such as our The Botanical 
Society of South Africa Facebook group (https://www.
facebook.com/BotSocSA) and BotSocSA Instagram  

(https://www.instagram.com/botsocsa/) celebrating 
flora and plant loving people from across the country. 
Regular blog posts on various plant related topics 
on our www.botanicalsociety.org.za website have 
spanned topics such as the Red List, Ericaceae and 
World Wetland Day, and we are featuring blogs from 
members and branches too.

Finally, remember BotSoc’s new webinars showcas-
ing great plant-conservation work. For our launch, 
Tilla Raimondo and Jacques van der Merwe of the City 
of Cape Town excellently showcased respectively the 
state of South Africa’s threatened plants and effort 
needed to maintain a species on the brink. See you 
all on the last Thursday of the month, whether on 
Zoom or a streaming option such as YouTube. The 
next two topics are ‘What you need to know about 
ecological restoration’ and a feature highlighting the 
contribution of citizen scientists in the City Nature 
Challenge to raise awareness before CNC 2021 at the 
end of April.
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Group Champion E-mail address

Cape Floristic Region (CFR)

CFR office and C-Team Ismail Ebrahim i.ebrahim@sanbi.org.za

Cape Peninsula Sharndre Coutriers s.coutriers@sanbi.org.za

Darling Flora Group Helene Preston prestons@telkomsa.net

Friends of Tygerberg Hills &  
Blaauwberg CREW

Petra Broddle petrabroddle@yahoo.com

Swartland CREW Fiona Hellman hellmann@mweb.co.za

George Outramps Jenny Potgieter or  
Di Turner

cliviaclose@gmail.com or  
di@strawberryhill.co.za 

Hottentots Holland Carina Lochner cariloc@iafrica.com

Hermanus Di Marais dimarais@kingsley.co.za

Jacobsbaai Elize Claassens koosclaassens@gmail.com

Kogelberg Magriet Brink magrietb@gmail.com

Napier Odette Curtis info@overbergrenosterveld.org.za

Nieuwoudtville Shannon Parring shannon@indigo-dc.org

Piketberg Angela Langton eaglespride@patat.co.za

Swellendam Alouise Lynch alouise.lynch@bionerds.co.za

Worcester/Robertson Robert Mckenzie  
or Carina Becker

robt.mckenzie@gmail.com or  
manager@rooibergbreederiverconservancy.org

Eastern Cape (EC)

EC office Vathiswa Zikishe v.zikishe@sanbi.org.za

Fourcade Botanical Group (St Francis) Caryl Logie b.logie@telkomsa.net

Port Elizabeth (Gqeberha) Adriaan Grobler adriaan.grobler85@gmail.com

Summer-rainfall Region (SR)

SR office Suvarna Parbhoo- 
Mohan

s.parbhoo@sanbi.org.za

A-Team Kaveesha Naicker k.naicker@sanbi.org.za

Rudatis Rangers Kate Grieve kw.grieve@gmail.com

Pondoland Anne Skelton anne.skelton@webmail.co.za

Durban Bertha Pitout bertha.pitout@gmail.com

Midlands Alison Young YoungA@ukzn.ac.za

Underberg Julie Braby or  
Ansell Matcher

juliebraby@gmail.com or  
matchersnr@telkomsa.net

Mpumalanga Plant Specialist Group Troos van der Merwe troos@fevertreenursery.co.za

Limpopo Bronwyn Egan Bronwyn.egan@ul.ac.za

Gauteng Arista Botha aristavs@gmail.com

Contact details for  
CREW Group champions
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