
Papers: Localities

Introduction to Witsand Nature Reserve

Jeanene Jessnitz
P/Bag X3006, Postmasbu rg, 8420

This article is not an official document of the Northern Cape Nature Con-
servation Service, and is merely an interim measure until an official brochure
becomes available.

Welcorne to Witsand Nature Re serve. We
wish you a most pleasunt and enriching visit!

Witsancl is the mc'rst rcccnt acquisition ol'
thc Northern Cape Nature Conservalion Ser-
vice. Thc larger portion of thc rcscrvc was
purchased during mid-1993. and the alea
gainccl nature-reserve status on procl amation
in April 1994. The Witsand Naturc Rcscrvc
is approxirnately 3500 ha in sizc. most of
which compriscs the unique clune syslem. Al-
though Witsand is a relatively small reserve.
it has ncvcrthcless already -eained popularity
through its cxtraordinary splenclour.

Witsand is roughly 80 km SW o1'Postmas-
burg. (Scc Fi-'r. l.) It is linked to the main route
between Kimberley and Upinuton (R6.1t by a

40 km gravel roacl branchine o1'1'about .59 km
east of Groblershoop. From the R27. thcrc is

a turnoff to Witsand some -5 krn sor"rll-r of
Olil'antshock. whereafter' 78 km of -sravel
road will lead onc to Witsand. Thc roitds are
wcll signposted. although the condition ol'the
gravel road is variable.

Please note that the Bcrgcnaar's Pass is an
extremely steep I:-5 pass. Heavy vehicles and
vehicles towing laden trailers or caravans arc
advised to make use o1'allernalive routes. Thc
ncarcst filling stations ale in Postr-nasburg.
Groblershoop and Olifantshock. Thcre is no
lilling 'trtion al Wilsnntl.

The Witsand Dune Systcrn is situatecl
apploximately 1200 m above sea le",el. and
compliscs a combination of lincar and para-
bolic clunes which vary bctwccn 20 m and
30 m in height. Thc duncs run a len-eth of
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9 knr in a NE SW direction and are approxi-
matclv 5 km in u,idth. Several thcories cxist
as t0 how the Witsancl S)'stem cvolvcd. Onc
theory is that thc fcrriclete outcrops, wl.rich
ovcrlie vast expanses of'yellow sancl, rcvcal
that lhe climatc conc'litions durir.rg the Upper
Pleisrocene periocl (ca. 20 000 to 45 000 BC)
d itfered radical ly l-rom moclern conclitions.
and that the oxide was leached Ironr thc typi-
cally rcd Kalahari sand in wel 'bottomland'
conclit ion s.

Anothe r thcory sug-liests that the Witsand
S1'slenr consist cntirely of winclbome sand.
This extremely li-eht ancl finc Kalahari sand
was blown into the qualtzite basin or basins.
which underlic the system. ancl holcl vast
quantities o1' spring. run-off and rainwater.
Here the oxicles have in tirne been leached
frorn the sand, provicling thc many ditterent
colours and nuances which givc thcsc cluncs
their particular bcauty. This theory woulcl
irrtliclrlc tlrut the proce\\ i\ ()ngoing.

The cntirc system overlies al lcast two varst

quartzite basins which hold substantial quan-
titie s of subterranean watcr. It is estimated
that the southernmost biisin holds no less that
l2ll million cubic metrcs of water at any
particular tirne. The w'ater is purc throughout
the s1'stem. ancl contains f-ewer solids than
rainwaterl

Another intcrestin-e phenomenon is the
l'act that thc dunes are higher than tl'rc sur-
roundin-e plains. and that they are kept intact
solely by stron-u NW and ESE w,ir.rcls.

Many visitors to Witsand are intrigued



\\ hcn thc\ \cc thitt thc surrrls ttl' dill'crcrrt
colours don't ntir. lloucrr.r-. lltir i: tlLritc err:r
to ttntlerstltrttl uItcn onc c()n\i(l!.r\ tlltl tlr..
Vitr,\ lng sltntl c()l0LrIr inrliclttc tllL, itI]t()r1lt1 ()l
lcachine to *Irich thc sancl hus been crposcrl.
The tlil'lercnt sund colouls lll r.cltr.cscnl r lrrr -
in{ cle gre es o1'oritic dcplction. \\'hitc sarrtl is
virtuallv fl'ec ol' uluntiniunt oridc rlcposits.
Thus it is li-shtcr than thc olhcr \lrn(ls iut(l i\
lullval's distlibutcd on tl.rc surlucc. on t()p ol'
clarke'r santl. 'fhe ri incl altrl othc-r.nltur.al con-
ditions pllLr.' intportant rolcs in :cttlinq thc
hcavicr stnd lt tht' bottorn lncl rhc li!htcr
sand on the surflcc.

Thc Witsancl duncs clcarlv illr,rstnttc thc
tnct that cluncs arc not nterclr randorl lteaps
ol'sancl. but havc spccilic str-uclur.e-s untl
characteristics. u,hich urc ll.ugi lc. ancl casilv
clcstrovccl or clurnagccl. In adrlition. plants ancl
anintals fbund on n tlunc also (1o r)()t occLlr ilt
randotl. bnl are r.rsr,mllv rclatc-cl to vcr\. \ltc-
cific zoncs. to *hich thcr art suitablv
aclaptccl.

Thc phenontcnon o1' lhc Roarins Sancls
has also sivcn risc to clifl'ering the-orics. All.
hou ever. ilgre e that thc sarrcl ne eds to l)c
u'arnr. clrl'and clean in orclcr.to cntit thc
sound w'hich nttv \,ar\ florl a hunt to l roilr.
This e1'lect is thor.rsltt to bc a rcsull ot'intense
friction build-up as thc l'inc. ide.ntical sancl
particlcs are scourcd tOgethcr.

Sadlr'. sotne. ol the dunes nrost oltcn ll.t--
quentccl bv tor-rlists in the park no lonser r-oar.
Coulcl it be tltat thesc cluncs ltare bcc-n pol-
luted (b1'litter. braai-firc ash. Itunran anil
animiil ercrenrcnt. crlraust etlissions ll.ont
vehicles, ctc.) to such an cxtcnt that tlteY are
no longer clean enough lo roar. or could it be
that the lrany years o1'toboegannine has
clestroyed the actual sand structure'l

Thc Witsand Naturc Rescrve is cornpara-
tivell, speaking still in its infiurcy. and clearlv
not enou-eh is knor.r'n or unalct.stoocl abor-rt this
uniquc dune svstent. This arca has becn sub-
jected to severe abusc for rnanv decades
belbrc lrt lurt lrcquilirrs (.on\L,r'\ lrtiorr .tlrlu..
How much of this cxploitation rnur, be rcnt-
edicd or rcversecl lemains to bc secn. Wc clo
know that humans hai.c inhabitecl thc ar.ea Ior.
thc past,+0 000 r,ears. ancl thut ntost ol thc
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rlcrlrLr,- liorr hiL\ lltk{.lt ltlltec or L:r' tltc llst J()
,\ ail \ l rlrtl lclle t tion ol oLrr tintcs.

[;Lrlgtrltl,'lr lr',] \hlrll\ ol luserl siliclr rltr.r-
ittl itr .lr:'1'r' rIil riz... I ltt.r ,rr','..tt.lrl.',1 Irr
liglrtlring :tr rkr's into the rr Ititc surrrl. [:ltclusc
ol thc ltiglt \\ ittcr.-litirlf . rrltl tlrc clcr alton ol
lltc durrc \\ \tr'nt. lii:lrttrirrq rrltcrr :tlikcr in tlrt
rlunc\. iut(l r i:ilorr irr.!' cltirliot)(,'(l to ttr,.,;r.1 ,,,"
rlLrrrc: rltrrirt!t tltLrnclclslor nts. ri Iticlr occrrr-
rnost oltcn irr :rrrrrlrrcr trnd irr tltc llltcflloolt.

I hc r cgctltlion is a contplcr colt\ crgcncc
,/rrnl' r!l' 11r1..1' 111;1.j,r1 lri'rli\ !.on)lilttttitie..
nlnrclr:

L Kallhari/Kltnro \anrib tlunsitron corn-
nrurritr. chilflctcrircd bv spalse lr r',ooclerl
gllLsslrrnrls on rlrrnc crcsts artd shrubbr
!llrrrl;r11,1 i1 (lr'( l)e l t1,rrSltr. Tlle L1ir...i.
arc l)r.fcnniill urrcl plants t\pical Of tltis
lnilc lrc ..\t tttitt t'tittIrtlttt (Clrtrcltltorn).
At ut itr Ittrt'rttrIrt.t.t lttrt ((jrcr Clunte.Ithrtrn ).
Brt.st itt ulltitrtrrtt tt (Shcphcld's ft.ce) uncl
RIti,qt,:Ltttt Irit ltrttrtrtttutt. to llunc ll Ic\\'.

l. Kalahur-i [)ecitluor.rs ,\cacia Wooclccl Grass-
lund ancl l)ccicluous Birshllncl urc chlrmc-
tcrizecl br clense br.rshlancl on storrv soil.
Thc slasses arc npicallr 'sweet (ofeood
nr-r1r'itivc valuc uncl pllutllrlc thr.or,rchnut
the vcar). ancl thc t\\'o ntost ubuntlant tr-ccs
in tlris ccllrnunitr lu'c ,\L trtiu t'r.ittloltu ancl
Brt.tL itt ttIltitr ttttL tr. Shlrrbs ntost collllon-
lt lirunrl ule /)i).r/)\'/ /).r 1.r.r.roirlt's (Bluc
hush ).

.1. Bushr Kaloo \liurilr slrrublurrd. u hich
largelr ccrnrpriscs snrall hrrshv trccs ancl
lar-ge sltrubs. Thc lrrr'tr hls bccn 'cr crelr,
o\\'r'Stir/L'(l lirt nrltrt) tle.1t,1,... \..,,t'tlittl
to Acocks'the grass Ihaslbccn gnrzc-d to
e.\tinctiou'(Acocks 1975. Ve-ld trpes ol'
South Afl'ica. Mcnt. Bot. Sr-rr.r. S. ,\ll . 5l:
I l:16).

On-eoin-r corrtrol ol alien vegctation is a
priontl lirr the Nortltern Cape Naturc Con-
senation ScfVicc. arrcl tlte stabilization and
restomtion of thc indicenou\ \'egctation \\'ill
be a slor,i bLrt vital proce\5.

Witsancl has Lrecn identil'icd as possibll,
lhe onir aLcl of localizcil endentisrn in the
\orlhcln Cupc. \,1ost of thc plturts thousltt tct
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be cndcmic to Witsancl occur irt tlte secps antl
cleprcssions betwcctt the clunes. Onc is lclt
u,onclering whcther nrore entlentic specics
nray havc been lost cluring thc 

"ears 
of Iat'se-

scale ahuse o1'thc clr-rne area bv otl'r'oad
vehicle o\ /ners and their uttcolttrollccl re crea-
tional activities. The seeps are palticularl)'
sensitive arcas. and damage to thcsc areas

cannot be as rcadily restorecl by thc lorces of
thc ntrtural clcmcnts as. lirr exatrple . tlle dullc
crests arc.

Furthermore. most of thcse rare platlts
appear only aftcr -good rains: thcrcfore the
problem is aggravatcd by thc fact that onc
cannot see obvious signs of an)' vegetation
tbr rnany months of the 1ear. and damagc and

destruction is olten totally inadvertent.
Springbok. duiker and stcenbok arc rtbun-

dant on the rese rve. Sirtce \\'itsancl ha: bc-cn

Jessnitz: lntroduction to Witsand

assignecl conservation status. a small herd of
kuclu has cstablished ilselfon the rcscrve too.
'l'he I'ormal reintrocluction ol' additional
specics will be considerccl oncc the natural
vegctaticxr has lecuperatcd sul'l'icie ntly. Never-
thelcss. some particulally rarc and interesting
spccics. such as pangolin ancl aardvark occur
on the reserve. and thc v isitor to Witsand can
ncve r be sure of ri'lrat hc ol she may be likcly
(or luckt'enouqh) to see! N'lany species show
aclaptations typical of species livin-e in hot
desert cnvinrnnlcnts. This is particularly true
of thc nrant' beetles and othcr insects lbund
in the dunes. The avicl birclrvatcher's skills
will also be put to thc test b1' the abundance
ol LBJs. Witrund ol-l'urs an intcrcsting e om-
bination of arid-re-sion and bushvelcl birds ttt
keep all fnrm thc complete novice to thc com-
pr-rlsir e t\\ itchr'r happy.

Fig. 1. Roadmap for Witsand Nature Reserve


