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Wildlife Report 
 

For the month of June, Two Thousand and Fifteen 
 

 Temperature          Rainfall Recorded      Sunrise & Sunset 
 Average minimum:  11.2˚C (52.2˚F)      For the month:   0 mm    Sunrise  06:30 
 Average maximum:  24.6˚C (76.3˚F)      For the year to date: 397.3 mm  Sunset  17.21 
 Minimum recorded:  07.0˚C (44.6˚F)       
 Maximum recorded:  28.0˚C  (82.4˚F)     
 
Chilly mornings (by our standards), have made way for glorious hot afternoons this month, and the sightings 
have been terrific: 
 
Lions:  
We've seen some interesting movement and behaviour this month between our various prides and coalitions of 
males. It seems that the drying conditions have been putting pressure on the prey species and thus drawing the 
lions towards the permanent water. We have witnessed interesting interaction whereby different prides have 
congregated on kills and shared the spoils. A coalition of four males has certainly and opportunistically made the 
most of this and spent more and more time with the lionesses – over 70% of our sightings of this coalition have 
been associated with the prides. It looks like their days of bachelorhood are coming to an end! 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leopards: 
With the Hlab N’kunzi female still traversing the core of her home range, she’s remained the most-viewed 
leopard, with a third of our leopard sightings attributed to her and her young male cub. They are currently 
providing such great viewing as the young cub tests the waters of personal boundaries. Male leopard sightings 
were high in June; this is possibly as a result of a number of newly-independent younger males moving within 
the area and drawing the attention of larger, older territorial males who hold territory.  
 
Cheetahs:  
We enjoyed a great increase in cheetah sightings as their main competitor, lions, concentrated close to the 
water sources, and cheetah could safely increase their presence in the marginal areas.  
 
Elephants:  
There's been a surge of elephant sightings, and what is notable is their change in feeding habits, with a large 
focus on roots and bark and less on grass.  
 
Buffalos:   
With less palatable grazing available, the larger herds have divided, with sightings of breeding herds of between 
50-100 individuals.  
 
Birds:  
186 species recorded.  

The highlight for the month of June was a Denham’s Bustard, a near 
threatened and vulnerable bird here in South Africa. The Denham’s 
Bustard is named after the English explorer, Major Dixon Denham. This 
bird generally prefers more open areas and grasslands and thus is not 
usually associated with habitat in this area. 
 
Denham’s bustard fact file: 
Diet: Omnivorous – insects, small snakes, rodents, nestlings of other 
birds, green plant life.  
Predators: Martial Eagle, Verraux’s eagle owl, Jackal buzzard. 
Display: Mostly silent. Male inflates throat to show conspicuous balloon of 
white feathers.  
 
With the bush drying out and fewer and fewer insects around, bird 
behaviour has changed slightly. Southern yellow-billed hornbills (cover  

photo) seen pecking at the openings of active termite mounds in early morning light is one of the nicest ways to 
start ones drive. Seeing birds pecking apart herbivore dung in their quest for food suggests that the birds have 
needed to become more resourceful in their searches. One particular bird observed doing this is the crested 
barbet, who from time to time can even be seen following ungulate species in order to pick dung beetles from 
the ungulate droppings! 
 
Crested barbet fact file: 
Diet: Insects, other bird’s eggs, fruits.  
Predators: Raptors. The Crested Barbet’s nest is often parasitized by Greater and Lesser Honey guides. 
Display: Call is a long trill “di-di-di” sung loud from exposed branches. Mates can perform duets.  



A mother’s love  Article by Michelle Campbell 

 
You can’t wish for too much more than seeing a leopard on a kill, but now add a playful cub and some incredible 
acrobatics, and you may start to imagine something close to the sighting that we were privileged to witness!  
 
The leopard in reference was the Hlaba’Nkunzi female who, five months ago, gave birth to two cubs between 
Boulders & Ebony Lodges. Life ended for her female cub, which was seen being carried off by hyenas one sad 
morning. Her son, however, has been doing very well, growing evermore into his oversized paws and becoming 
more playful and adventurous by the day! Leopards with cubs tend to traverse a reduced area of their territory 
for the first year or so, preferring to keep their cubs within the core of their territories and out of sight and smell 
from other territorial males and females. Choosing this area is thus extremely important, as they have to leave 
them unattended for extended periods of time whilst hunting. We’ve been in the incredible position to observe 
our young cub’s progress from birth onwards, with full admiration for the Hlaba’Nkunzi female who continues to 
provide unfailingly for him, and to teach him the vital skills he'll need upon becoming independent.  
 
In was during such an interaction that we had our special sighting. The Hlaba’Nkunzi female killed an impala and 
had hoisted it high into a dead tree. Upon being re-united, and with a little food in his tummy, the cub was full of 
beans, leaping and bounding all around her, stalking, pouncing and wrestling. The moment was truly magical, 
and heartwarming to see the mother actively encouraging this skill-building behaviour, swatting her son, tripping 
him up and pinning him down in the grass. It was as if she decided it was time for him to move onto the next 
level though, and bounded effortlessly up the tree, grabbed the carcass in her mouth, did a full 180 degrees and, 
with extreme strength, skill and grace, carried the carcass DOWN the tree! Upon reaching the bottom, the cub 
pounced on the Impala and wrestled it, then grabbed its neck as if it was suffocating it himself. Once he had 
decided it really was dead, he dragged it under the nearest bush, where he began feeding and chewing on the 
ear.  
 
What a feat to have to protect, feed and raise a cub in an environment so full of dangers, but what an incredible 
job this mother is doing to prepare her young son to be successful.  
 
  



The Cheetah:  A bright future or not? Article by Michelle Campbell 

 
Cheetah… the world's fastest land mammal, boasting an impressive 0 - 60 km/hour in three seconds or less, 
able to leave any regular automobile in the dust (and regularly us, too). I am often asked during safari why we 
see comparatively fewer cheetahs than other predators, especially lions and leopards. There are a number of 
general answers, ranging from territory size, competition, topography and other factors, but I’d like to explore 
which of the reasons most affect the cheetah population at Singita Sabi Sand, and, if at all, we will see changes 
in the coming few months and years.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ten years ago, there were reports of some 35 different individual cheetahs that were regularly seen in this area. 
Today, numbers are significantly less, certainly fewer than 10 at any one time. And we are not alone in reporting 
such a dramatic decrease; according to the Wildlife Conservation Society, cheetah numbers have dwindled 
globally from 100 000 in 1990 to less than 15 000 today… a mere 7 000 if you prefer the Africa Geographic 
figures. This makes the cheetah one of the most endangered big cats in the world. 
 
For a species that has been around for 2.2 million years, what has been the catalyst for such a sudden drop in 
numbers? Many will say the threats are primarily human ones, responsible for encroaching on their territory, 
dispersing both cheetahs and their prey, not to mention direct human conflict, especially over cattle and goats (it 
is worth noting that over 90% of cheetahs live outside conservation areas). No doubt these are huge contributing 
factors. Luke Hunter, executive of Panthera, makes an interesting point though. With the addition of a new 
cheetah fossil found in 2008, that brings the tally of cheetah and cheetah-like specimens known to have existed 
to 5/6 - only one of which is still alive today. Hunter states, “It suggests that the 'sprinting cat' specialization is a 
fragile one, prone to extinction even under natural circumstances."1 It is an interesting analogy, and fragile they 
certainly seem to be. But fragile to what and to whom? 
 
Predators, namely lions, leopards and hyenas, affect cheetahs in a variety of ways; restricting access to high 
resource areas and thus limiting their food intake, stealing their kills (e.g. 10–12% of kills are kleptoparasitized 
(stolen) in Serengeti National Park (SNP) and predating on their cubs, reducing population sizes via increased 
cub mortality (e.g. 73% of cub mortality was due to predation in the SNP).2 



 
At Singita Sabi Sand, whilst we have witnessed a drop in 
cheetah numbers, the lion population particularly has done quite 
the opposite, and expanded tremendously. Is this see-saw effect 
a coincidence, or is it proof that lions have outcompeted the 
cheetah? Research carried out in the Serengeti found that 
“cheetah numbers decreased when lion densities were high.”3 It 
is worthwhile noting that an increase in the lion population has a 
two-fold effect, not just in there physically being more lions, but 
that hyenas, as scavengers, are drawn to areas with more lions 
due to the larger number of kills, and it is they too who play a 
significant role in this competition scenario. 
 
To confirm the fact that lions and hyenas, particularly, have a 
negative affect on cheetahs, a study on avoidance tactics to 
these animals by cheetahs found that; “cheetahs actively moved 
away from lion and hyena playback experiments…(they) 
showed no differences in their responses to playbacks 
dependent on their sex or reproductive status, suggesting they 
were responding principally to a competition rather than a 
predation threat. However, cheetahs were much less likely to 
hunt after competitor playbacks than after dummy playbacks, 
and this resulted in a lower kill rate after competitor playbacks, 
demonstrating that the perceived presence of competitors had a 
noticeable impact on the foraging rate of cheetahs. Furthermore, 
while cheetahs moved just as far following lion playbacks as 
after hyena playbacks, they spent significantly more time looking 

 at the loudspeaker and were less likely to make a kill after lion playbacks, suggesting that cheetahs perceive 
lions to be a greater threat than hyenas.”4 

 

Avoiding the competition and having kills stolen is 
one thing, but a key problem facing the cheetah 
population is high cub mortality. Cubs are most 
vulnerable when at a carcass, which attracts 
other predators, often ending in disaster for the 
youngsters if they can’t keep up with their mother 
as she runs for safety. Recent research into cub 
mortality notes;  “Generally, recruitment (cub 
survival) declined with increasing lion numbers, 
regardless of other factors such as whether 
rainfall was high or low or whether gazelle 
numbers were high or low. The only exception to 
this pattern occurred when the number of female 
cheetahs in the population was high, when there 
was an increase in numbers with lion numbers”. 
Our experience here in the Sabi Sand seems 
aligned with these theories. The maps below 
illustrate the overlapping home ranges between 
 lions, leopards, hyenas and cheetahs and demonstrate clearly that competition, in its multiple formats, is a very 
real problem facing cheetahs in the Sabi Sand. We witness it too on game drive; the nervous behaviour of 
cheetahs, not just when they are on a kill but as they move from place to place. Furthermore, just last year, we 
witnessed an entire litter of five cubs disappear in less than a month, predated upon by lions, hyenas and even 
another male cheetah. 
 
It is thus clear that cheetahs don’t do as well in areas where they have to compete with larger predators for herd 
animals. This is major problem for reserves however, which despite succeeding to conserve and protect the 
animals from negative human affects, fence all of the animals in together, forcing cheetahs to compete with 
these larger predators.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Rainy season Sept-Apr (Total 
accumulated rainfall, mm)

 
No animal got through evolution without adapting and 
changing to new environments however, so surely there is 
something these cheetahs can do to improve their 
situation? Recent research from Hunter and colleagues on 
cheetah kill site selection found evidence that perhaps 
cheetahs are doing just that – adapting to survive.  
 
“Due to the cheetah’s high-speed hunting strategy, it was 
long assumed that the species relied on open habitats such 
as grasslands. However, research showed that woodland 
vegetation, often assumed to be sub-optimal for cheetahs, 
increased cub survival, and therefore was suggested to be 
key in the ultimate survival of the species. Although  

cheetahs preferred open (over closed) habitats in previous studies, they used denser habitat for hunting or to 
reduce kleptoparasitism. Retention of kills was longer and kleptoparasitism rates were lower in thicket vegetation 
for cheetahs in areas of South Africa under study.”. 
 
Based on our sightings capture, we certainly have 
viewed cheetah on a more regular basis in thicker 
vegetation then you otherwise would have expected, 
suggesting compliance with Hunter & Co’s theory. 
Saying that, the majority of sightings continue to be in 
the southern sections of the reserve where it remains 
a more grassland environment. Don’t discount the 
cheetah yet though. Although there are presences of 
predators in the south, it is certainly not a regular 
hangout for them. Rather, a majority of the predators 
are found in the middle of the reserve where the 
perennial Sand River runs through, attracting many a 
water dependent animal… cue the lions. It seems that 
the cheetahs share this understanding and that their 
habitat as a result is determined both by an 
abundance of prey and lack of other big predators, as 
opposed to strictly terrain and vegetation.  
 
There is a further positive to this story though, and 
here it is: According to Durant, 2000b; “It is possible 
that low rainfall may benefit cheetahs indirectly 
because it forces lions, which are water dependent, to 
remain near water sources, thus restricting their 
range. Cheetah mothers may therefore be able to 
avoid lions more easily in years of low rainfall”  
 
Have a look at this next graph, showing average 
rainfall for our rainfall season (September - April) over 
the last 10 years: 
 
Rainfall this season has been significantly below that of other years and some say that we are at the beginning 
of a six-year dry spell. Should this be the case, the lions will be further limited on their movements, leaving 
cheetahs to roam the south in peace, and give the species valuable time to recover their numbers (which at an 
average litter size of four, can change quickly). An added bonus would be an increase in adult females, 
potentially eliminating the lion versus cheetah problem all together, as earlier discussed that, “when the number 
of female cheetahs in the population was high…there was an increase in (cheetah) numbers with lion numbers”. 
So, despite our worries for the dry season and its implications for many the animals, it may well turn out to be a 
positive for our cheetah population.  
 
  



Interesting and cited articles: 
1. Ancient fossil suggests origin of Cheetahs http://www.google.com/url?q=http://www.livescience.com/5257-ancient-fossil-suggests-

origin 
cheetahs.html&sa=U&ei=8bFYVbjhFeLG7AbnjYH4Dw&ved=0CBQQFjAA&sig2=JNFwSM6iV8DtIQJpq6rDAg&usg=AFQjCNH2f4x
1J2xbTXLJ8IerNAJbIsIKFA 

2. “To Kill, Stay or Flee: The Effects of Lions and Landscape Factors on Habitat and Kill Site Selection of Cheetahs in South Africa” 
by Susana Rostro-García1, Jan F. Kamler1, Luke T. B. Hunter2. Plos One, April 2014 
http://www.panthera.org/sites/default/files/Rostro-et-al-2015-Cheetah-Habitat-Kill-site-selection-SAf-PlosOne.PDF 

3. “Factors affecting life and death in Serengeti cheetahs: environment, age, and sociality” by Sarah Durant, Marcella Kelly and Tim 
Caro, Oxford Journals, December 2002. http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/content/15/1/11.full 

4. “Living with the enemy: avoidance of lions and hyenas by cheetahs in the Serengeti” by Sarah Durant, Behavioral Ecology (2000) 
11 (6): 624-632. http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/content/15/1/11.full 

5. Cheetah Information pack: http://www.cheetah.co.za/pdf/CheetahInformation.pdf 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How and why some predators become specialists Article by Leon van Wyk 

 
As discussed in an article that I wrote for a previous journal many months ago, many of us are fascinated by 
predators. We are somehow drawn to them because of the very fact that they are meat-eaters, and often need 
to kill in order to survive. In this article we are going to explore this topic from another angle, and that is how and 
why certain individual predators become specialists at hunting certain species of prey animals.  
 
One of the prides of lions that we see frequently on Singita Sabi Sand, the Mhangheni pride, has developed 
something of a reputation of being a very capable buffalo-hunting unit. The Ravenscourt male leopard, ever 
since independence was thrust upon him when his mother was killed, seemed to focus much of his time and 
energy on hunting warthogs. Many years ago, a pride of lions known as the Charleston pride became well-
known for midday hunting of large antelope, particularly kudu. Certain other prides might do almost all their 
hunting at night, and might account for proportionately more zebra or wildebeest than other prides. Some 
leopards might wait at waterholes for prey animals to come and drink, while others might opt for a more active 
method of hunting. Most of them need to be quite adaptable, rather than relying on just one method of hunting, 
or on one species of prey.  
 

http://www.google.com/url?q=http://www.livescience.com/5257-ancient-fossil-suggests-origin
http://www.google.com/url?q=http://www.livescience.com/5257-ancient-fossil-suggests-origin
http://www.panthera.org/sites/default/files/Rostro-et-al-2015-Cheetah-Habitat-Kill-site-selection-SAf-PlosOne.PDF
http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/content/15/1/11.full
http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/content/15/1/11.full
http://www.cheetah.co.za/pdf/CheetahInformation.pdf


My opinion is that it is not 
necessarily a preference for the 
flavour of the flesh of a 
particular species of prey animal 
that leads to particular predators 
hunting these species more 
than others. Sure, this might 
play a role to some extent, and 
there is no doubt that certain 
species of animals killed are a 
good deal more palatable than 
others. If lions kill a warthog, for 
example, they are likely to 
devour it with a great deal more 
gusto than if they kill a baboon.  
Often if lions kill another 
carnivore, such as a hyena, they 
will not eat it at all, presumably 
because they find its flesh 
distasteful.   
 

Predators, and all other animals for that matter, obtain their energy from the food that they eat. Surviving and 
being able to remain in good condition is a factor of energy flow and exchange. Some energy needs to be spent 
in order to obtain food, but it is obviously desirable that the amount of energy spent in obtaining the food is less 
than the energy that the food itself will deliver to the consumer. Through experience, animals learn ways of 
obtaining maximum energy input with the least possible expenditure of energy. As they go about finding food for 
themselves, they discover (sometimes by accident) methods that work for them. Different methods work for 
different individuals and under different circumstances or conditions. 
 
Consider some of the different conditions that face some of the predators in their quest to satisfy their hunger 
(and replace energy that has been spent.) Let us imagine a group of six or seven young male lions, perhaps 
around three years of age, that have recently been forced out of the pride in which they were raised. It is 
generally accepted that female lions are more skilful hunters than their male counterparts, and even as 
youngsters of 18 to 24 months of age, the females show more potential in planning a successful stalk and / or 
ambush. The young males usually tend to be clumsier, and are far more likely to botch an attempted hunt than 
are their sisters or female cousins. What the males might lack in finesse, however, they more than adequately 
make up for in raw strength. It often happens, then, that a group of sub-adult males will, through necessity, find a 
technique that works for them. They might soon learn that old buffalo bulls could be something that they should 
target. They normally learn very quickly that a buffalo bull, while not the fastest creature on four legs, is certainly 
a very formidable opponent, and 
buffalo hunting is a dangerous 
occupation not for the faint-hearted.  
The rewards of buffalo hunting are 
obvious - a large volume of very 
good meat can be secured in a 
single hunt, which would satisfy the 
needs of six strapping young male 
lions for two or three days. It is 
certainly a case of high risk and high 
reward. 
 
A small pride of lions that I knew 
well had a nucleus of two adult 
lionesses. There were three sub-
adult males and two sub-adult 
females in this pride, at a time when 
the pride seemed to specialise in the 
hunting of large antelope (often adult 
kudu bulls) during the heat of the 



day, when these antelope would come down to the Sand River to drink. For many months, we hardly ever saw 
this particular pride of lions hunting at night... in fact, one could often find them the next morning, still sleeping in 
exactly the same position they had been left the previous evening! 
 
We can only speculate how this particular pride of lions learned that for them the most efficient hunting method 
was the daytime hunt, which often did not require the expenditure of too much energy. The pride used to spend 
many daylight hours just resting in the shade of reed beds close to the diminishing watercourse of the Sand 
River, particularly in the dry season. 
 
  



  



A young lioness in another pride, several years ago, used to enjoy hunting baboons. She discovered that if she 
moved rapidly towards a large tree in which baboons were roosting, some of the baboons would invariably make 
the potentially fatal error of leaping out of the tree and running for cover! For an animal as intelligent as a 
baboon, this was not the smartest thing to do, because a baboon cannot match the speed of a lion!  This young 
lioness, however, probably unnerved the baboons, because she was quite a good climber of trees, being 
relatively light and agile. When she killed a baboon, she often ate it 'with long teeth,' confirming that it was by no 
means her favourite food, but it was better than nothing! 
 
Old male lions and leopards who have not only lost their territorial status, but have also lost a lot of their speed 
and agility, often resort to scavenging as their main means of obtaining food. They watch the sky for vultures 
descending, and make their way steadily in that direction, where they might find a carcass. Experienced male 
leopards in particular will often walk along a route which takes them past trees in which kills have previously 
been hoisted... it is very common for a male leopard to benefit from the efforts of other leopards! 
 
While there may not always be an obvious answer to the question of why or how certain individual predators 
become specialists to some extent, I have little doubt that they do. I also have absolutely no doubt that 
intelligence plays an integral part in the way that animals learn methods that work for them. I also am of the 
opinion that luck; chance and fortune probably all contribute to the initial chain of events that lead to some 
measure of specialisation. Yes, it can happen purely by accident! 
 
All in all, though, it would not be in an individual's best interest to rely too heavily on a specialist method. To 
some extent specialism is great and it works, but what is also essential is that the animal can be adaptable. The 
environment changes, circumstances change, and the individuals that are most likely to survive and thrive in all 
conditions that they encounter, are those individuals that can best adapt to those conditions. Survival of the 
fittest, of course.  

 
 
Termite feast  Article by Andries Mohlala 

 
Summer is definitely gone, the green grass has subsided revealing the bone-dry soil underneath, leaves falling 
off trees making visuals much easier through the bush. 
 
As all of these things happen, for guides it’s a new adventure to view all the small secretive animals that hide in 
the lush summer vegetation. Mornings are somewhat on the cold side, but well worth going out. On one of the 
morning drives we observed a business of dwarf mongooses moving around a live termite mound, and one 
mongoose would go inside the mound and would come out covered by termites and the whole family would 
gather around this one animal as if grooming it. It took some time before we all realised what was happening 
because to us it was just another sighting of one of cutest little animals in the wild.  
 

A look through a pair of binoculars revealed the 
mongoose that went into the mound came out and 
allowed the whole family to feed on the termites that 
covered her body. Now for me this was quite 
unbelievable, it still is today! I have never read anything 
on that behaviour nor heard anyone talk about it. I have 
often seen the crested barbets and the hornbills in 
winter mornings sitting on termite mounds feeding 
because of a lack of resources in winter, but never 
mongooses. This was the highlight of all my winter 
sightings and I am hoping to see a lot more in this dry 
cold winter month. 
 
  
 

*Editor’s note:  A similar sighting was witnessed by another guide, Sipho Sibuyi, last year, and he described it in 
our wildlife journal. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photographs on location by Ross Couper and Michelle Campbell 
Singita Ebony and Boulders Lodge  
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