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Thick vegetation along
Lutzville’s Olifants River hides
the surrounding farmland.

RIVER FACTS
• Nobody owns the rivers in
South Africa, or rather we
all do. Property boundaries
end at the water’s edge.
• Anglers need a permit to fish
on any river or public dam in
the Western Cape. Permits
cost R45 for one year.
capenature.co.za/permits
• The Olifants River mouth is
the only permanently open
estuary on the West Coast,
a vital nursery for both freshand salt-water fishes.
• The Olifants was once part
of the Orange River system
and, like the Orange, flushed
diamonds from the interior
to the sea. Due to mining
operations, the northern bank
of the Olifants Estuary is
off-limits to the public, but
deposits are small compared
to those up the coast.
• The Olifants’ tidal surge travels
30 kilometres upriver to the
Lutzville low-water crossing.
• The Olifants was so named by
settlers in 1660, who crossed
the river at Citrusdal and saw
a huge herd of elephant on
the opposite bank.
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DEEP

waters
Travelling for a purpose keeps
growing as a trend. Getaway’s
Chris Davies takes a trip with
a difference – an educational
expedition on the Olifants River

two more
projects you can
engage with

t started as a doodle on a paper tablecloth five
years ago. Now it’s an award-winning education
initiative that’s already seen more than 15 000 kids
pass through its Education Through Adventure
programmes. It’s called Explore4Knowledge
and it’s the reason I found myself sitting in
a low cave on the banks of the Western Cape’s Olifants
River on a damp September evening in 2015.
A diesel generator thumped softly in the distance as
the flickering light of a film projector bounced from
a small screen onto a row of captivated faces. We were
watching The End of the Line, a deeply disturbing
documentary on the sad state of world fish stocks.
It was the final night of the ‘Water Warriors’ expedition
and the small group of students who’d been paddling
and portaging from the mountains above Ceres were
nearing their goal. The estuary and river mouth were
just a few kilometres downstream and their 10-day,
source-to-sea adventure was almost complete.
Two years of planning had gone into this moment,
and although the students may not have noticed,
their attentive silence and thoughtful post-film
comments had made John Lucas, the project organiser,
smile. It had been no simple feat to bring this all
together – to arrange canoes and guides with Gravity
Adventures, vehicles from Land Rover, food
sponsorship from Pick n Pay, fuel from Total SA and
gear from Cape Union Mart; not to mention daily talks
and presentations from the Endangered Wildlife Trust,
the Freshwater Research Centre, Ground Truth,
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CapeNature and WWF South Africa. It’s
a logistical juggle making projects such
as this happen and he can only have been
pleased at the students’ keen response.
John began Explore4Knowledge in
September 2011 after that inspired
night of scribbling on the tablecloth
in a Cape Town restaurant.
‘I feel strongly that everyone can
and should leave
a positive legacy,’
he told me. ‘This
Water Warriors
project has been
a two-year dream,
but it’s just one of
many we’re
fortunate to be
able to run
through the help
of our sponsors
and donors.
I believe that if
conservation has
any future, it’s
essential to get
kids out into the
veld to learn an
appreciation of
the environment. Most don’t get
that opportunity.’
In the almost five years that
Explore4Knowledge has been running,
upwards of 15 000 students have been
touched by its Education Through
Adventure projects and John has won
numerous awards for his contribution to
conservation and youth empowerment
including the Enviropeadia Eco-Youth

‘If conservation
has any future,
it’s essential to
get kids out into
the veld to
[appreciate] the
environment’

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE Learning
miniSASS, a simple sampling technique
used to determine a river’s health; enjoying
a sustainable fish braai on day two; crossing
the Olifants; camping at Boesmangrot,
19 kilometres from the river mouth.

Daniel Nicholson

Award, the SANParks Kudu Award and
a gold President’s Award. Although
small in terms of student numbers,
Water Warriors is by far his most
ambitious undertaking to date, and one
John hopes to grow in coming years.
‘Next up is our Cederberg programme
in March 2016,’ he continued. ‘That’s
our regular March project where we
take grade six and sevens from local
community schools, and grade 10 and
11s from Cape Town schools, on camps,
workshops and hikes, clearing invasive
species and teaching them about the
local ecology.’
According to WWF’s Klaudia
Schachtschneider, who spoke to the
‘warriors’ earlier in the week, invasive
species account for seven per cent of SA’s
annual freshwater run-off. Clearing
these makes a big difference to the
amount of water available to agriculture,
and reduces the need for dams –
something relevant on the Olifants
where work is under way to raise the
wall of its largest dam at Clanwilliam.
The health of the Olifants River system
is of special interest to John who is doing
his master’s thesis on the elevated levels
of heavy metals in the water, believed to
be caused by plant fertilisers.
He feels that, for the most part, the
river is still in reasonable shape,
although vigilance is required to keep
it that way. Reports of a failing sewage
treatment plant near Citrusdal, as well as
over-pumping by some farmers were his
main concerns, and we discussed all this
as we paddled serenely downstream,

falling slightly behind the more youthful
efforts of the kids in front.
I had joined the expedition late,
jumping in at the low-river crossing at
Lutzville on the R362. Winter rainfall
had been so poor (another major
concern), and the water level so low,
that the team had only been able to
paddle properly since the previous day
and everyone was enjoying the now
widening waterway.
Fish were jumping and a pair of fish
eagles soared on high. There were red
bishops in the reeds and cormorants
swimming under the boats, and it felt
idyllic, tucked away on this little river
that supported so much life.
We passed farm labourers fishing
from the banks, farm pumps anchored
between the reeds, and small
communities with their fishing boats
pulled up on slipways. A lot of people
make use of our rivers, and in very
different ways – something easy to see
out on the waterways, but less obvious
from a world where water is often just
something that comes from a tap.
The students were singing as they
paddled, and calling out to the people
we passed. They were seeing it all
for themselves too, in each case for
the first time. I don’t think the lesson
was lost on them.
DO IT YOURSELF Join E4K’s open events,
which include cleaning rivers and
removing alien vegetation. E4K is
sponsor-based, but donations of money
or equipment are always welcome.
See explore4knowledge.com.

getaway.co.za 97

T R AV E L C O N S E R VAT I O N

2 more water projects to support in 2016
WWF JOURNEY OF WATER

Did you know that only eight per cent of
South Africa’s land area generates more
than half of the country’s water? Few
people do, and so this is why spreading
this message is vital and this is what
Journey of Water’s sole purpose is: to
reconnect South Africans to their water
source in order to protect it. The project
kicked off in 2013 with a hike that took
24 people, including celebrity Derek
van Dam, members of the public and
ecologists and conservationists from
the Council for Scientific and Industrial
Research (CSIR) and the University of
Cape Town, from the source of the Berg
River in the The Hottentots Holland
Nature Reserve just outside Franschhoek
to its final destination: the tunnels
underneath Cape Town. The journey
took four days and highlighted the
biggest threat water in the Western Cape
faces: pollution. According to Dr Jeanne
Nel, principal scientist of biodiversity
and ecosystems at CSIR, 80 per cent of
the rivers in the region are critically
endangered. The statistics in the rest

THIS PAGE Hikers head out on the four-day
Journey of Water trek from Highmoor
Nature Reserve to Pietermaritzburg.
OPPOSITE Sustainable Seas Trust and SeaChange aim to foster a deeper relationship
between humans and the ocean.
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of the country are no better and led
to Journey of Water embarking on
a second campaign: a four-day trek from
Highmoor Nature Reserve in the
Drakensberg to Pietermaritzburg. Future
journeys are planned with the aim to
introduce more South Africans to the
idea that saving water is a shared

responsibility. Understanding that water
does not simply come from a tap is the
best chance we have of protecting it.
DO IT YOURSELF The next Journey
of Water hike is planned for 2016 in
Gauteng. Visit journeyofwater.co.za to
get involved. Donations can also be
made at wwf.org.za/donate.

SST AND SEA-CHANGE

Craig Foster, Scott Ramsay

The first time I went out into the sea
with Craig Foster and Ross Frylinck
of Sea-Change something simple but
scary was brought home to me.
I’d been under the impression that
most of our immediate world had
been studied. But on our first foray
into some rock pools, Craig found
a tuberculate cuttlefish devouring
a tiny fish. It was the first time this
had been caught on camera, he said.
I’ve realised this fact many times
since then: we humans are
voraciously harvesting the sea
without any accurate knowledge
about what’s in this ‘ocean basket’
and the effect this has on our planet.
There are certainly enough scientists
out there ringing warning bells, and
yet governments continue to dodge
the issue of over-fishing. I once
heard a biologist say a threatened
species’ survival is now directly
linked to man’s ability to tell that
species’ tale – we save those things
to which we relate. And this is
fundamentally what these organisations are about. Sustainable Seas
Trust (SST) focuses on education and
skills training in relation to marine
resources, while Sea-Change is
about bringing us back into a deep
relationship with the ocean.
DO IT YOURSELF Join one of the
photo walks along shores hosted
by SST, or help improve an estuary
near you are just two ways you can
interact with this initiative. Visit
sst.org.za for more options. Go
see Sea-Change’s exhibition at
CapeNature’s Lambert’s Bay site,
and read more about it on
seachangeproject.com.
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