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SETTING THE SCENE
The Soutpansberg Mountains within the Limpopo Province are South 
Africa’s most northern mountain range, and are full of mystery and 
magic. This is largely due to the fact that they are home to thousands of 
species of insects, plants, birds and mammals that are found nowhere 
else on earth. The Endangered Wildlife Trust (EWT) has identified this 
region as being in urgent need of protection due to the high presence of 
threatened species, its extraordinary variety of important habitat types, 
its crucial role in water production, and its value as a centre of cultural 
heritage for many communities. 

Furthermore, the Soutpansberg is also recognised as:

•	 A Priority Conservation Area by the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute (SANBI);

•	 A Critical Biodiversity Area by the Limpopo Department of Economic 
Development, Environment and Tourism (LEDET), the provincial 
conservation authority; 

•	 A Strategic Water Source Area by WWF-South Africa; 
•	 Part of the National Protected Area Expansion Strategy by South 

Africa’s Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA);



•	 Lying within the UNESCO Vhembe Biosphere Reserve, proclaimed 
in 2009; and

•	 An Important Bird and Biodiversity Area (IBA) by BirdLife South 
Africa. 

Worryingly, the Soutpansberg Mountains currently receive little 
conservation support, with less than one percent of the area formally 
conserved in nature reserves. The EWT is however about to change all 
that.

The EWT has embarked on a long-term project to realise the dream of 
establishing the Soutpansberg Protected Area (SPA), spanning 23,000 
hectares. With an initial purchase of 1,400 hectares of largely pristine 
mountainous environment within the western Soutpansberg’s Sand 
River Gorge, through the generous support of the Roberts family in 
Australia, the EWT has taken the first step in our journey to protecting 
this unique landscape. 

OUR CHALLENGES
The key threats to the unique biodiversity of the western Soutpansberg 
Mountains include:

• Illegal killing of wildlife for the local bushmeat and skin industry 
(e.g. for skins of wildlife such as the African Leopard, (Panthera 
pardus). Leopards have shown a 66% decline in population density 
over the past eight years, mostly due to illegal snaring; 

•	 Illegal killing of wildlife for export trade (e.g. the scales of 
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Temminck’s Ground Pangolin (Smutsia temminckii) and the horn 
of the Southern White Rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum simum);

•	 Illegal and unsustainable harvesting of medicinal plants such as the 
Endangered Pepperbark Tree (Warburgia salutaris) as well as the 
uncontrolled collection of firewood (66% of which is for local 
households) in the area; 

•	 Ongoing illegal sand mining in the Sand River for local house 
construction; 

•	 Illegal fish poaching; 
•	 Illegal clearing of indigenous forest for macadamia nut and 

avocado production, and to enlarge cattle grazing areas around the 
proposed SPA; and

•	 Spreading of invasive alien plants, especially within the 
riparian zones (on the banks of rivers), threatening freshwater 
biology, water quality, and the region’s water security.

Most of these threats are strongly linked to the lack of economic 
opportunities for the rural communities surrounding the western 
Soutpansberg. 

The lack of socio-economic development results in communities 
relying heavily on extracting natural resources, directly from their 
surrounds, in order to survive. Our approach to this challenge is to 
facilitate the development of local micro-enterprises in the ‘green’ job 
sector. We are actively engaging with all of the communities within and 
surrounding the Soutpansberg in order to build capacity, generate 
awareness, and create resilience against environmental change. In 
order to achieve this, we are seeking sustainable natural products 

that can generate consistent income while simultaneously improving 
natural systems. Examples include alien invasive plant byproducts, 
eco-tourism and bee-keeping initiatives. We aim to collaboratively build 
communities of conservation practice across the region for the benefit 
of not only natural resources and wildlife but also for future generations.

A HAVEN OF BIOLOGICAL ABUNDANCE
There are 18 recognised centres of endemism in southern Africa – 
localised areas with high occurrences of species found nowhere else. 



The Soutpansberg is one of these, and has the highest plant diversity 
of all these centres, playing home to a variety of rare and threatened 
plant species. Approximately 3,000 vascular plant species are known to 
occur in the 6,800 km²  that comprise the Soutpansberg Mountains. There 
are six biomes found in the Soutpansberg: forest, thicket, savannah, 
grassland, fynbos and wetland. The Soutpansberg is also known for its 
high level of animal diversity, with many species found nowhere else on 
earth. 

19 The number of scorpion species found here – two species are endemic. 
The Soutpansberg Rock scorpion (Hadogenes soutpansbergensis) is one 
of the biggest scorpions in the world. Males can reach more than 20 cm 
in length, but their venom is weak and harmless to humans. They do 
have powerful pincers, however. The female could easily crush the male 
during courtship.

133 The number of ant species in the western Soutpansberg, which is 
considered a hot spot for ant biodiversity in southern Africa.

140 The number of reptile species in the area. Sixteen species are 
endemic, like the Soutpansberg Dwarf Gecko (Lygodactylus 
soutpansbergensis) and the Soutpansberg Rock Lizard (Vhembelacerta 
rupicola).

152 The total number of mammal species found in the 
Soutpansberg – 63% of all the mammals found in South Africa. This 
number is comparable to the Kruger National Park, even though the 
Soutpansberg area is only about a third as big.

309 The number of butterfly species found in the area – that’s 37% 
of all butterfly species in South Africa! One of the most interesting is 
the Endangered Induna Acreae (Telchinia induna salmontana) which 
is only found on the slopes of Mount Letjume, the highest peak in the 
Soutpansberg. There have also been over 550 spider species recorded, 
and many more have not been catalogued…
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542 The number of recorded bird species, making up 59% of South 
Africa’s avifauna. One Cape Vulture (Gyps coprotheres) colony 
consists of 215 breeding pairs and between 600 and 800 individual birds – 
potentially 8.5% of the global population estimate!

A CENTRE OF CULTURAL HERITAGE
The rock art of the Soutpansberg is outstanding, with some of the 
finest examples of Khoekhoe and San paintings found at the Sand River 
Shelter on the EWT’S Medike Nature Reserve. To date, 41 sites have 
been documented in the Soutpansberg, with many still undescribed.

The cultural heritage of the area is predominantly that of the 
vhaVhenda and vhaTsonga people. Their vibrant traditional culture 
of storytelling and production of rich arts and crafts are still practiced 
today. The vhaVenda artists are regarded among the finest in Africa and 
their original works are collected worldwide. 

There is a wealth of indigenous knowledge in the area within the 
following disciplines:

•	 Potters (Mukhondeni and Mashmba are the most well-known).
•	 VhaVenda drum makers (such as Phineas Masuvhelele).
•	 Textile co-operatives (most of these are women’s projects such as 

Tsonga textiles and Twananani).
•	 Traditional Shangaan and vhaVenda dress manufacturers.
•	 Beadworkers.
•	 Cultural performing artists (such as the Bungeni Women’s Group).
•	 Cultural village experiences such as the Luvhola cultural 

village and vhaTsonga Cultural Experience.
•	 Traditional healers (whilst not to be seen as an artistic form, this 

nonetheless has become a niche attraction for tourists).



Since the arrival of the first people of European descent in 1821, the 
Soutpansberg Mountains have had influences from a variety of other 
communities as well, such as the Afrikaner, British, German, Portuguese, 
Indian, Swiss and Scots.

A FAR-REACHING VISION
The EWT aims to safeguard the future of hundreds of threatened 
species through our local conservation activities, which will protect the 
unique biodiversity and landscapes, and support the development of 
sustainable livelihoods in the western Soutpansberg Mountains. 

We will achieve this through strategically addressing threats to 
species and their habitats across the region and the establishment of a 
formal protected area corridor for the western Soutpansberg. In 
essence, we will work with the existing landowners and the communities 
to establish one large protected area corridor with the aim of saving 
species and habitats, providing critical ecosystem services (such 
as clean water), developing climate change resilience and building 
communities of conservation practice. Climate change resilience will 
also be developed at the community level by creating awareness of 
permaculture principles in food production at local schools.

MAKING MAGIC HAPPEN
The EWT will lead in the establishment of a series of Private Protected 
Areas in the western Soutpansberg through a combination of land 
purchases and biodiversity stewardship, in which landowners 
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enter into binding agreements to 
manage their properties in a 
conservation friendly manner. 

The EWT’s acquisition of over 
1,400 hectares within the Sand 
River Gorge marks the beginning 
of the establishment of a corridor 
of protected areas in the western 
Soutpansberg. This will result in the 
conservation of the region’s unique 
biodiversity, sustained integrity of the 
water resources and catchments,-
improved land management, 
reduced human-wildlife conflict, 
and sustainable livelihood options 
for the local communities. 

Providing jobs within the 
conservation and eco-tourism 
sectors in turn stimulates growth 
in the local industries supporting 
these sectors and reduces pressure 
on the surrounding environment. 

Our ambitious project will 
expand the EWT Soutpansberg 
Protected Area network to 
form a critically needed wildlife 



corridor that links the Luvhondo 
Private Nature Reserve (in yellow) 
towards the western edge of the 
mountain, to the Happy Rest Provincial 
Nature Reserve in the east (in red). 
This will create a continuous Protected 
Area covering 23,000 hectares that will 
protect a number of Critically Endangered, 
Endangered, and locally endemic species 
of animals and plants. 

CONSERVATION FOR AND WITH 
COMMUNITIES
A key component of the EWT’s vision for 
the Soutpansberg is our commitment to 
bringing socio-economic development 
opportunities to this under-developed 
region. This will  be achieved through the 
establishment of a conservation-based 
economy, linked to innovative local 
micro-enterprises, such as cultural back-
packers within the local tribal villages 
linked to the eco-tourism sector in the 
Soutpansberg. 

Other initiatives will include subsistence 
organic farming and artwork production. 
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Much needed local employment opportunities will include field 
rangers, guides and alien clearing teams for which skills development will 
be provided.  We will also network with other partners in the region, 
to support elements such as community development and health care 
and we will expand the environmental education initiatives at the rural 
schools in the surrounding communities. 

Some of the EWT’s work revolves around addressing human-wildlife 
conflict. Placement of livestock guarding dogs on local farms is just 
one of the ways we support communities, as these dogs protect their 
livestock from predation by carnivores such as Leopards, while also 
creating safe space for the carnivores.

HOW YOU CAN GET INVOLVED
Contribute through donation
You can become an investor in our Protected Area Expansion 
project in the western Soutpansberg. Your conservation legacy in the 
Soutpansberg will ensure that this forgotten mountain range unique 
wildlife will continue to thrive for generations to come. Please contact 
us at ewt@ewt.org.za for more information on how you can support the 
development of South Africa’s most exciting new conservation area.

Share some of your time and skills with us
As we develop the new Soutpansberg Protected Area, we may need 
help in which volunteers can assist with removing invasive alien plant 
species or developing socio-economic opportunities for local people. If 
you would like to offer your assistance, please email ewt@ewt.org.za. 
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