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Fire, fynbos and wildlife
On 8 January 2022 a fire started on the DFFE property along the Highlands Road, Elgin
Valley. Over the next few days the fire spread towards the town of Kleinmond and Elgin Valley
destroying 5300 ha of land. The burnt scar included property of CapeNature, DFFE,
Overstrand Municipality and private property. – all within the boundaries of the Kogelberg
Biosphere Reserve.
Fynbos is a fire-adapted vegetation and is dependent on
regular fires for its survival. Fire drives this cycle, and at
appropriate intervals it stimulates re-sprouting and
seedling recruitment, which leads to better species
diversity. The return intervals of fires should not be too
long or too short (Holmes et al. 2016). Slow-maturing,
serotinous Proteaceae species are used as indicator
species to determine acceptable fire return intervals.
Short return interval fires that occur before insufficient
numbers of serotinous Proteaceae have reached
maturity and set seed, can lead to population decline or
local extinction and cause dramatic structural changes in
communities. Sections of the 5300 ha that burnt during
the Kleinmond fire had a fire interval of less than 10
years. These areas could have a loss of re-seeding
vegetation like Proteaceae due to the fact that the area
did not have enough time to build up a sufficient seed
bank between fires.

WOF helicopter with water bucket
above the Kleinmond Golf course.

During the fire a team of Kogelberg Biosphere
volunteers did a search and rescue operation at
the Kleinmond Golf course and Nature Reserve
and managed to rescue 70 angulate tortoises, 16
Cape dwarf chameleons and 50 legless skinks.

Cape dwarf chameleon rescued during the fire.
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The public was requested to share info on injured or dead wildlife to determine the impact
on the wildlife. Mortalities included 76 angulate tortoises, 6 cape dwarf chameleons, 5
legless skinks and 6 snakes around the Kleinmond Golf course area. We also received a
report of an injured grysbok, but his injuries was not too serious so he recovered quickly.

Injured grysbok and burnt angulate tortoise.

The wildlife rescued during the fire was released after the fire in unburned fynbos areas to
ensure that they have sufficient food and shelter.

Tortoises released back into the unburnt area.

The Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve is concerned about the number of fires and the size of
the fires occurring in the Biosphere over the last 10 years. As mentioned above,fires can
have a significant impact on the biodiversity and ecosystem services. The partners and
stakeholders of the Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve should actively find solutions and adopt
strategies to limit the number of fires and reduce the spread of fires in the Kogelberg
Biosphere.
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The impact of fire on water
Once a fire is extinguished we think that it is the end of the fire, but the impact on biodiversity
and ecosystem services will be present for a long time. Fire, for example has the potential to
alter the dynamics of stream ecosystems and degrade the water quality. High intensity fires
can cause enormous damage to water catchments by destroying ground cover and changing
hydrology, as well as altering the structure, behaviour and erosion of soil. The most critical
effects occur if there is heavy rain soon after a fire. The loss of vegetation and altered soil
structure can make fire-affected soil more erodible. Runoff can carry sediments and pollutants
that affect aquatic environments, drinking water quality and agricultural industries. When
vegetation is burnt, changes in the storages and processes of the hydrological cycle can also
take place.

The loss of riparian vegetation may result in high
volumes of sediment (measured as turbidity) entering
the stream and may also increase stream temperatures
due to a lack of shade. Chemical reactions triggered by
fire can release nutrients, metals and other toxicants
stored in vegetation and soil. Rainfall after a fire washes
these contaminants into waterways and reservoirs, which
can have a substantial implication on agriculture, human
safety and amenity.

Burnt area that can lead to increase in soil erosion.

The degree to which water quality is affected by fire
depends on factors such as:
• Geographical features and size of the catchment area.
• Size and extent of the fire.
• The time period between the last fire and a significant
rainfall event.
• Type of surrounding vegetation, soil and erosion.
The local food chain can also be affected which leads to:
• Higher water temperatures
• Increased light availability
• Loss of habitat
• Reduced protection from predators for instream
biota.,
Exposed riverbank after a fire.
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Possible post-fire changes to a water catchment.

What can be done to minimise impact on water quality following a fire?
• The installation of erosion and sediment control measures to prevent debris being
washed into waterways.
• Control measure can include silt fences, hay bales and planting vegetation to stabilise
soil.
• The restoration of burnt riverbank vegetation must be prioritized.
• Establish a water quality monitoring program to monitor the quality of the water
following a fire.
• Aquatic ecosystems are remarkably resilient and often recover quickly if there is
connectivity between affected and unaffected habitats.

Aquatic ecosystem that can be affected by fire.

The Kogelberg Biosphere is classified as a strategic water source area. It provides good quality
water for the Cape Metropolitan Area. Frequent fires can decrease the rate of infiltration
resulting in less water entering rivers and dams.
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Let us have some fun in the sun….
The Kogelberg Biosphere partnered with SANBI and Cape Winelands Biosphere to introduce the
mobile classroom STEAM-Y (Science, technology, engineering, art, and mathematics) and its
different hands-on activities to Grade 7 learners from Kleinmond. The event took place in
January at the Harold Porter Botanical Garden.

The group were led by the SANBI Senior
Environmental Officer, along with CWBR and one of
Kogelberg Biosphere director’s. The group explored
the space with the binoculars and magnifying glasses
given to them after an introductory session at the
Mobile Classroom STEAM-Y. The group learned that
trees, succulents, and other plants have different
features that enable them to survive.

Learning about forests and trees.

The Kogelberg Biosphere are planning to have more similar education events to inspire a
love for nature amongst the youth!

The learners after completing the hike to the waterfall .
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Frog fun facts
There are over 5,000 species of frogs in the world, they are found on every continent except
Antarctica. Frogs do not need to drink water - they absorb water through their skin. Some frogs
can jump over 20 times their own body length. In Egypt the frog is the symbol of life and
fertility. Frogs come in all sorts of colours, the colourful skin of many tropical frogs acts as a
warning to predators that these frogs are poisonous. Frogs have excellent night vision and are
very sensitive to movement. The bulging eyes of most frogs allow them to see in front, to the
sides, and partially behind them.

Like all amphibians, frogs are cold-blooded; which means their body temperatures change with
the temperature of their surroundings. When temperatures drop, some frogs dig burrows
underground or in the mud at the bottom of ponds. They hibernate in these burrows until
spring. A group of frogs is called an army - mimicking an army, large groups of frogs come
together during the breeding season to search for food. Moving in a large group provides frogs
who would otherwise be vulnerable traveling alone, with an increased chance of survival.
Frogs can’t eat and keep their eyes open at
the same time. The anatomy of a frog
doesn’t allow it to keep its eyes open and
swallow prey at the same time. The eyes
help push the food down the frog’s throat.

Arum lily frog.

Many species of frog care for their
offspring - if food becomes scarce, the
female can deposit unfertilised eggs for the
tadpoles to eat.
Cape river frog.

For more information:
Contact Corlie Hugo at admin@kogelbergbiosphere.org.za
Website: www.kogelbergbiosphere.org.za
Facebook: Kogelberg Biosphere Reserve Company
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