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Comments relating to the success of our project at Paarl Bird Sanctuary (PBS) 

have been requested, and are set out below. They do not cover every aspect, 

but should be useful to those who have supported us. Without this support, 

especially from Engineer Ronald Brown and municipal staff, the project would 

not have been possible. 

Waste Water Treatment Works is abbreviated to WWTW in the text that follows. 

1. The project was started because the continued existence and functioning of PBS 

is threatened by criminals and vandals, and the 3 initiators of the project did not want 

to watch the destruction of a facility that has unique educational, research and 

tourism potentials. For instance, it has been published that there were approximately 

5000 visitors to PBS in 2004, many of whom were from overseas (Ostrich 2008, 

79(2), 147-163). It is well-known that tourists will travel globally to see birds and 

other natural phenomena. By 2017, visitors to PBS have dwindled to less than 10 

local people per weekend, under security cover. During the week, most of PBS is 

closed to the public. International visitors no longer come to PBS because warnings 

of the risks of robbery have gone viral. 

2. The same threats to environmental assets and tourism exist throughout our 

country and globally. So, if a successful solution exists and is sustainable, it will have 

widespread relevance in SA, and in other countries. 

3. If communities in Drakenstein do not understand that PBS and the WWTWs are 

unique assets for education about the environment and health, as well as tourism 

and research, no attempt will be made by local people to protect these assets from 

vandals and criminals. So it was proposed to approach communities through the 

schools that serve them, to start to explain, and to show by on-site tours, supported 

by commentary and the necessary tools to visualise birds and related phenomena, 

that PBS and the WWTWs are real assets that need to be protected and used 

wisely. 

4. The project has been highly successful (more so than the initiators thought was 

possible), mainly because of the enthusiastic participation by the teachers and 

scholars of Mbekweni and Groenheuwel Schools, both primary and secondary. 

Manual presentation by the 3 instigators reached 210 teachers (in 7 schools), and 

808 pupils have made educational tours of PBS/WWTW. Putting the project on video 

and television would be ways to extend the reach country-wide, and to other 

countries. The procedure perfected is summarised in the bullet points that follow: 



 It is essential to approach a school through the Principal, in order to arrange a 

meeting with the staff. There is a time gap after 14.00 when teachers are 

available. 

 The power of birds as environmental indicators is described at a range of levels, 

using a slide show. 

 Globally on land, migrants are warning of habitat destruction along and at the 

ends of the flyways. Some of the waders that can be seen at PBS are used as 

examples. 

 Globally in the oceans (which are >70% of the total surface), using albatrosses 

and the African Penguin, as examples. We are stealing their food through 

industrialised over-fishing. And we have introduced predators that are killing the 

chicks on the islands where they breed. 

 Regionally in southern Africa: the avian messengers of disaster in this sector are 

the vultures, eagles and Secretarybirds, some of which have disappeared, and 

others are in severe decline. In South Africa there are many places named 

aasvoëlskop/krans, but the vultures are no longer there. The Region has been 

carved into 7 countries and numerous provinces by politicians, with no regard to 

environmental principles. The biomass of migratory game was in excess of 

current farm animals. Migration routes have been cut by numerous barriers, 

including veterinary fences in Botswana and Namibia, at the insistence of a 

remote EU, as a condition for importing beef. To add insult to injury, there are 

now wind turbines, as well as the lesser threat of solar facilities. 

 Local urban. Crows are cited as important scavengers that help to clean up litter. 

But inevitably with litter there are rats, mice, fleas, lice and worm (helminths) 

eggs (where there is promiscuous defecation by people). The illustration of a 

piece of intestine excised from a 3-year old from Gugulethu, because it was 

blocked by Ascaris worms, elicits gasps from the audience. 

 Local rural. Crows are again used to describe the situation through the way they 

are decimating tortoises in some places, mainly because tortoises are the only 

remaining prey in the impoverished environment. Some local tortoise species are 

on the verge of extinction.  

 Water usage: we describe the way we take clean water from rivers, emanating 

from natural wetlands, pollute it seriously, and must then return it to the river for 

use downstream. The necessity to clean the water thoroughly is emphasised. 

 Following this introduction to school staff, they have been eager to continue the 

educational exercise by having pupils undertake guided tours to PBS/WWTW. 

 The extent of ignorance has been emphasised by one boy in grade 7 who, when 

shown the range of some of the birds in PBS, remarked: "I thought that doves 

were the only birds". 

5. There are many other schools in Paarl, Wellington, the Winelands, and the CCT 

Metropole, that would benefit from this project 



6. The main reason for the success is that the PBS/WWTWs are a unique outdoor 

classroom for education about issues that go far beyond birds, that are vital to the 

future of South Africa, and globally. These issues include, but are not restricted to, 

the following: 

 The public and clinical health of downstream users of the treated water. There 

are 11 towns, dozens of schools, and hundreds of farms downstream from the 

WWTW. They all use water from the Berg River in various ways. Hence, water 

that is returned to the river after serious contamination in Paarl & Wellington 

(including toilets, washing, hospitals, industry & agriculture), must not 

disseminate pathogens, toxins and pollutants. 

 Environmental damage across the whole range of biodiversity from microbes to 

trees, including the hydrology or the Berg River, and the devastating impact of 

human population pressure on habitats (locally & globally). E.g. the banks of the 

river are heavily invaded by alien trees that are impeding the hydrological cycle 

and adversely affecting most forms of indigenous riverine life. The alien trees 

also increase the flood damage to the bed and banks of the river by changing the 

flow dynamics and patterns.  

 The serious global declines in the populations of migratory birds have been 

confirmed by monthly bird counts over 23 years at PBS, as well as universally 

over decades. The declines are caused by habitat destruction and exploitation by 

human pressure along the flyways, and at both ends of the flyways. More 

pressure is from trapping of migrating birds for food by subsistence populations, 

as well as from shooting by sport hunters. These migratory birds are powerful 

indicators of environmental destruction caused by human population pressure 

globally. 

 The current crisis over water in the Western Cape. Warnings that the City of 

Cape Town and peripheral towns would run out of water started more than 50 

years ago. The demand for water now exceeds the supply from rivers, even after 

augmentation by several dams. Population pressure was the main reason for the 

Great Trek (1835–1846) by Afrikaners away from the Cape, in that all the best 

farms had been taken, and more land was needed. Many Afrikaners moved to 

Kenya and Rhodesia, which shows that political dissatisfaction with British rule, 

was not the main reason for population dispersal. History is now repeating itself 

in reverse, in that people are flocking back to the Western Cape in numbers that 

surpass the supply of potable water. 



7. Tools that were provided for use by the scholars, were a big part of the reason for 

the success that was achieved. The tools that were used included:  

 20 pairs of binoculars on loan from the Cape Bird Club (CBC);  

 2 or more telescopes on loan each day, manned by volunteers from bird clubs. 

'Scopes are more effective for seeing details of birds than binoculars;  

 ID charts showing 18 of the commonest birds in colour photos. These were 

laminated for re-use;  

 score sheets in 4 languages to record birds identified by a specific scholar, thus 

providing a task for completion on the day; 

 a video on computer showing common microscopic, non-pathogenic, organisms 

that are normally present in water filtered by natural wetlands; 

 an A1 size map showing the layout of the PBS pans; 

 cameras for creating a photographic record; 

 for Afrikaans children, the spoken introduction to the proceedings was in their 

home language. In Drakenstein, Afrikaans may be the home language of about 

70% of residents; 

 a laptop and projector to show slides to teachers at school meetings, and videos 

to scholars during tours. 

9. Perhaps in future the binoculars and telescopes could be provided by one or more 

commercial sponsors. 

10. It is important that without an outdoor classroom similar to PBS/WWTW, and the 

tools described in para. 8 above, it will be difficult to replicate this project. It is 

essential to excite and hold the interest and attention of the scholars. 

11. A Camino River Walk along the bank of the Berg River from the source in 

Franschhoek to the mouth at Velddrif, is a great concept with huge potential, that the 

Western Cape Department of Agriculture is trying to develop. It could attract hikers 

from all over the world, bringing in hard currencies, like the Otter Trail at Tsitsikama 

does. But it will not work if hikers are robbed, assaulted, stabbed, shot and raped en 

route. 

12. Drakenstein Municipality has funded a lot of the essential bus transport from 

schools to PBS. Dalweide Primary has its own transport. Importantly, after the 

municipal budget for buses was depleted in October 2017, Ihlumelo High School was 

asked if they could recommend an operator. This they did promptly on the basis of 

previous usage. The recommended operator has an excellent VW bus, supported by 

Toyota Quantams as required to make up numbers (contact details can be 

provided). His total charge for a return trip was R1200, which is substantially lower 

than the range of R1800 to R2200 charged by municipal service providers for the 

same trip. This implies that the municipality is being seriously over-charged by some 

service providers. 



13. Funding for the project up to the end of 2017 has been received from: the Cape 

Bird Club, Tygerberg Bird Club, the Western Cape Birding Forum, BLSA Western 

Cape, and the Junior Land Care Project of the WC Dept of Agriculture. The total 

funding from all sources was potentially R75000.00 (see point 14 below). In addition 

there were substantial pro bono inputs in the initial phase (before Land Care). 

14. The final phase of the project was funded mainly by the Junior Land Care project 

of the Western Cape Department of Agriculture, which was an excellent step. 

However, their protocol was too wide to cover effectively in this project. Nevertheless 

we were authorised to proceed. We were also not briefed sufficiently on the budget 

stipulations, in that it is apparently not necessary to itemise expenditure within the 

approved total. Because we did not know this, some funding was not used. 

15. Evaluation of the Project and recommendations by scholars & teachers.  

The quantitative cost/scholar in the Land Care Phase can be estimated with 

reasonable accuracy. This excludes the cost of time municipal staff put into making 

the project possible, but this was not high/scholar.  

An unknown cost prior to the Land Care Phase was the big pro bono inputs of time 

by two of the instigators, which are impossible to estimate. Hence no attempt has 

been made to include the pre-Land Care phase in a costing. 

A number of significant qualitative evaluations are also summarised. 

Evaluations are itemised in the bullet points that follow: 

 392 scholars made educational tours in the Land Care Phase, and 808 overall. 

 Total expenditure during the Land Care Phase was close to R40000, comprising 

R27000 from Land Care, R6000 from BLSA (WC) and about R7000 for municipal 

buses. Thus cost/scholar in the Land Care Phase was approximately R102. 

This excludes cost of municipal staff, which was small/scholar.  

 Based on cost/scholar in the Land Care Phase, a projected cost of R150/scholar 

might be safe for budgeting future projects. 

 210 teachers in seven schools were addressed prior to educational tours by 

pupils to PBS and the WWTW. It is not possible to estimate the cost/teacher 

because there were large pro bono time inputs before the Land Care Phase. 

 A qualitative measure of success was the prestigious Owl Award conferred on 

Skhumbuzo Mbewu by Bird Life South Africa (BLSA). This was based largely on 

his key inputs to this project, and partly on his previous role as an environmental 

educator at Intaka Island (Century City). In Mbekweni, he initiated and maintained 

contacts with the Xhosa schools, and he made presentations to teachers and 

other groups. He also gave practical demonstrations on biodiversity and ecology 

to groups of scholars from all the schools, during the excursions in PBS. 

 An important qualitative assessment of the project came from the Principal of 

Dalweide Primary School, Mr Chris Bam. He wrote: "Let me start out by thanking 



you and your team for making our school part of this programme. What started 

out as just an awareness programme developed into a well organised extra 

curricula programme for our learners. Your co-ordination of the programme was 

crucial and made it so much easier for us to take part. One of the biggest spin-

offs for us is the possible establishment of a school bird club. To sustain our 

wildlife, appreciation of nature is crucial. The rest of the learners are looking 

forward to the future visits and the excitement is tangible. Thank you for time and 

effort. May this program get the much needed continued support. I will stay a 

supporter and advocate for this." 

 Scholars from two Senior Schools, 298 in total, completed a questionnaire that 

included a request for a personal evaluation of how they experienced the 

educational tour. There was only one critically negative evaluations by a girl who 

stated that she was not interested in birds. 

A typical positive comment from a Matric grade pupil from Desmond Mpilo Tutu 

High School (DTHS) was: "The out of class lesson is much better because you 

are taught on what you can see and I would like it to be done every week, just 

one day a week so we can understand what we are taught and help us to know 

how birds are essential in our environment. It gave me an interest to learn more 

about nature and water." 

Grade 10 & 11 pupils from Ihlumelo High School also commented positively: e.g. 

"I’ve learnt a lot and it’s an interesting place to be. As our facilitators have said, 

we need to take care of water and birds so that PBS can have more tourists from 

all over the world, then there will be more jobs." 

Several pupils from DTHS mentioned that they would like to bring their families to 

see PBS. One Ihlumelo scholar commented that he would like to bring his young 

brother to see the bird sanctuary. 

 Nine teachers from Dalweide Primary School submitted evaluations. They all felt 

that PBS could be useful for education about nature, environment and tourism, 

and all agreed that visits should take place 2 or 3 times a year.  It was 

encouraging that most of them felt that PBS could be used for educational 

projects run by teachers.  They also agreed that water purification fitted the 

school’s curriculum and that the facility could also be used for other subjects. 

They recommended that the residents of the surrounding area should be 

informed about the value that PBS holds for tourism and that new job 

opportunities can be created. Residents must work together with PBS to fight 

crime. 

It was also stated by the teachers that: "This is such a valuable part of our 

environment. So, if we can get more schools to visit the sanctuary, 

people/community will become aware of how to appreciate, respect and conserve 

our environment. Educational tours/excursions like these expand the learners’ 



frame of reference and make the curriculum more 'alive'. It also teaches them to 

appreciate and respect our environment and to conserve our animals and plants."  

16 A final recommendation: the intensity of human population pressure on the 

environment is not sustainable. Humanity needs to go into negative population 

growth by any practical means, urgently. 

 

Appendix: a summary of the introductory talk given to groups of scholars 

Welcome to Paarl Bird Sanctuary (PBS) and the Drakenstein Waste Water 

Treatment Works (WWTW).  

Thank you for coming to this outdoor classroom. You can learn much more 

outside than when you are closed inside a room. 

There are some people who will help you to identify birds, and in other ways. 

First, a Chemist in the laboratory at the WWTW will tell you about how waste 

water is processed here in order to make it safe to return to the Berg River, 

and how it is tested for safety.  

Before the Chemist speaks to you, we need to tell you briefly why the 

information you will get today is very important for your education. 

Natural wetlands are the sponges that start the rivers from which all the water 

we need must come. They are also filters that clean the water.  

We take river water and contaminate it by using it for many things, including 

toilets, washing, hospitals (where there are sick people), industrial use, and 

agricultural use. Some of the fertilizer used on agricultural crops, gets into the 

water. Crops are sprayed with poisonous insecticides, traces of which get into 

water. 

These pans around us are an artificial wetland, because we have made them 

(they did not occur naturally).The pans are big, more than 50 hectares. There is 

a map you can look at. These pans help to clean the contaminated water 

before it is returned to the river. 

The artificial wetland here is very important to the flow of the Berg River, after 

the water has been cleaned. This is because Paarl and Wellington use a lot of 

water every day. Returning this to the river (after cleaning) helps to maintain 

the flow of the river for downstream users. Especially in the dry summer 

months. 

Between here and Velddrif, where the Berg River enters the sea, there are at 

least 11 towns and hundreds of farms and schools. All of them must use water 



from the Berg River in various ways. This is why it is so important to clean the 

water properly at this WWTWs. 

Biodiversity means all forms of life, from microbes to big trees. Humans are 

part of biodiversity; we are not separate. Understanding biodiversity is 

fundamental to your education. 

This artificial wetland is rich in biodiversity. The birds you will see are part of 

that. They are here because there is a lot of food, ranging from the microbes 

you will see on the video, to fish, tadpoles, frogs, crabs, and some plants that 

they eat. 

There is a natural balance in biodiversity. Upsetting this balance can cause 

disasters for people and other animals or plants. For example, the shortage of 

water in the Cape is because sometimes there is not enough water in the rivers 

for all the people. So the human part of biodiversity is out of balance with the 

water supply. We can't use sea water because it is too salty. 

Making the soil infertile because of bad farming is another way of upsetting 

biodiversity. A result can be that people will starve because not enough food 

can be grown. This has already happened in some parts of the world. 

Please remember these facts because they are important to your education at 

school and when you are an adult. 

 


