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Introduction 

PHS Consulting has been engaged to undertake a Basic Assessment for a proposed agricultural 
development (orchards and farm dam) on Portion 3 of Farm Aan de Valsch Rivier 186 and Farm 
Horeb 149, approximately 20 km northeast of Riversdale. 

An online site sensitivity report was generated by PHS using the National Web based Environmental 
Screening Tool (https://screening.environment.gov.za/screeningtool/). The screening tool uses 
faunal species data provided by the South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). 

The Screening Tool rated the development footprint of the above project as overall High sensitivity 
for the animal species sensitivity theme. Eight animal Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) were 
flagged, with possible suitable habitat for:  

• Six bird species: 

• Black Harrier (Circus maurus): High sensitivity 

• African Marsh Harrier (Circus ranivorus): High sensitivity 

• Denham's Bustard (Neotis denhami): High sensitivity 

• Martial Eagle (Polemaetus bellicosus): High sensitivity 

• Crowned eagle (Stephanoaetus coronatus): Medium sensitivity 

• Knysna Warbler (Bradypterus sylvaticus): Medium sensitivity 

• Two insect species: 

• Yellow-winged Agile Grasshopper (Aneuryphymus montanus): Medium 
Sensitivity 

• Dickson’s Sylph butterfly (Tsitana dicksoni): Medium Sensitivity 

Jonathan Colville and Callan Cohen were appointed through PHS Consulting to assess the faunal 
sensitivity and provide a report in compliance with GN 1150 of 2020 for the animal theme. 
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Figure 1: Location of the proposed development and its regional context in the Western Cape Province. 

 
Figure 2: Selected sites that were assessed and photographed by faunal specialists. 
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Terms of Reference 

Jonathan Colville and Callan Cohen were appointed on 19 November 2024 to conduct a Site 
Sensitivity Report, including a desktop study and a site visit to assess the site sensitivity and the 
possibility of suitable available habitat for the faunal SCC at the project area. Based on the 
information obtained from these two phases, either a Terrestrial Animal Species Compliance 
Statement would then be issued, or a Terrestrial Animal Species Specialist Assessment would 
subsequently be required, as stipulated in the Government Gazette, No. 43855 (Published in 
Government Notice No. 1150) of 30 October 2020: “Protocol for the Specialist Assessment and 
Minimum Report Content Requirements for Environmental Impacts on Terrestrial Animal Species”. 

1. Carry out a desktop study to determine if the faunal SCC have been recorded at or 
near the project area and to ascertain the habitat requirements of the SCC. 

2. Conduct a site visit of the project area to assess the physical and biological 
characteristics of the site with regards to habitat suitability for the faunal SCC and 
identify any sensitive areas. 

3. Prepare a report detailing the findings of the desktop study and site visit, confirming, 
or disputing the environmental sensitivity theme as identified by the screening tool, 
and the issuing of a Terrestrial Animal Species Compliance Statement or a 
recommendation that a Terrestrial Animal Species Specialist Assessment would be 
required. 

 

Assumptions and Limitations 

The following limitations and assumptions apply to this assessment:  

• It is assumed that all third-party information used (e.g. GIS data and species historical 
records) was correct at the time of generating this report. 

• The site was visited during summer (late-December 2024). Seasonality is not considered 
as important as this site sensitivity assessment relied on surveying and assessing broad 
habitat features and utilising ecosystem-level data, such as intact vegetation type, and 
known habitat and distributional records for the faunal SCC. 

• The site was visited during summer (17/18 December 2024). Undertaking a site visit in 
summer is an opportune time for the detection of several of the faunal SCC at the project 
site. For example, the flight period of the butterfly SCC flagged falls over 
December/January (Mecenero et al., 2013). However, this assessment relied on surveying 
and assessing broad habitat features and utilising ecosystem-level data, such as intact 
vegetation type, and known habitat and distributional records for the faunal SCC. 

• This scoping assessment was undertaken based on the information provided to date by 
PHS Consultingfor the proposed development. 

 

Site Sensitivity Verification 

The screening tool indicated “High” sensitivity for the listed animal SCC. The site visit revealed that 
the site is in poor to good ecological condition with several areas of natural vegetation having 
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experienced some degree of disturbance. The nature of the site and its suitability as habitat for the 
listed animal SCC is discussed in the remainder of the report. 

             
Figure 3: Sensitivity map (animal species sensitivity) of the proposed development area, as classified by 
the National Web-based Screening Tool. 

Methodology 

The methodology used in this report, including a background desktop study and site visit, is 
outlined in the subsections below. 

Desktop Study 

• Ecosystem-level data and broad-scale habitat was assessed using the following 

resources: 

o Vegetation Map of South Africa (SANBI, 2018; Skowno et al., 2019). 

o Land cover based habitat modification (Skowno, 2020). 

o Ecosystem Threat Status and Protection level of South Africa’s ecosystems 

(Skowno et al., 2019; South African National Biodiversity Institute and Department of 

Forestry Fisheries and the Environment, 2022). 

o Maps generated by overlaying the project site onto GIS files were carefully 
examined to compare to what was observed in the field. 

• Distributional records for insect SCC were extracted from digitized databases of several 
South African museums (e.g., Iziko Museum of South Africa, Ditsong National Museum of 
Natural History, South African National Collections of Insects). 

• Online resources, such as the Orthoptera Species File Online 
(http://orthoptera.speciesfile.org/HomePage/Orthoptera/HomePage.aspx), the Atlas of 
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African Lepidoptera (https://vmus.adu.org.za/), GBIF (https://www.gbif.org/), and 
iNaturalist (https://www.inaturalist.org/) were also consulted for information on 
geographic distributions of invertebrate and other faunal SCC. 

• IUCN Red List of Threatened Species (https://www.iucnredlist.org/) was consulted for all 
faunal SCC flagged for the project. 

• Distributional records from the Southern African Bird Atlas Project (SABAP2 data 
(http://sabap2.birdmap.africa/)) for the bird SCC were examined. 

• Taylor, Peacock and Wanless (2015) and online resources, such as BirdLife International 
(https://www.birdlife.org/projects/iucn-red-list/), were consulted for information on the 
conservation status of bird SCC. 

• A map of South Africa’s Important Bird Areas (IBA) (Marnewick et al., 2015) was overlaid 
onto the project area. IBAs are selected using the presence of globally threatened species, 
groups of species with a restricted range (<50 000 km2), species assemblages confined to 
a single biome, and congregations of one or more species. 

• Published information on all faunal SCC were investigated to further assess their distribution 
range, ecology, habitat, and any life history requirements. 

 Site Visit 

• The project site (Figure 1) was surveyed 17/18 December 2024 to assess habitat quality, in 
terms of the type and amount of natural vegetation remaining. The extent of disturbance 
that the project area has experienced, in terms of changes to its vegetation and physical 
properties (e.g. soil) was also considered. 

• Season: Summer. 
• Areas at and around selected points were investigated by the specialists across the project 

area. 
• At certain points the surrounding habitat was characterised and the likelihood of any of the 

SCC being present was assessed. 
• Seasonal Relevance: 

o Summer is mostly an ideal time to detect the animal SCC flagged. However, it must 
be noted that this site sensitivity report focussed primarily on surveying the state of 
the habitat quality at the project area and its connectivity to surrounding natural 
vegetation and to areas of known biodiversity and conservation importance. 
Seasonality need only be considered for surveys of animal SCC species should the 
required habitat be present. 

Results 
 

Desktop Study 

The main vegetation types found at the project site (Figure 4) is: 

• Swellendam Silcrete Fynbos (Endangered; 48% natural extent remaining) 

Based on landcover models, the project area is classed as mostly natural vegetation (Skowno, 
2020) (Figure 5). The project area falls across an modelled ecosystem type with a South African 
Red List of Ecosystems Status of Endangered (Figure 6) (South African National Biodiversity Institute 

https://www.iucnredlist.org/
http://sabap2.birdmap.africa/)
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and Department of Forestry Fisheries and the Environment, 2022). However, ground-truthing during 
the site visit indicated that several large areas of the project site have been disturbed (agricultural 
activities, and dense alien invasive plants), and they have lost aspects of their original natural 
vegetation. 

The project site falls close to Important Bird Areas (IBA) (e.g. Overberg Wheatbelt IBA) or marginally 
within (Langeberg Mountains IBA) (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 4: The vegetation types found at, and bordering, the project site (SANBI, 2018; Skowno et al., 

2019). 
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Figure 5. Land cover derived terrestrial habitat change layer overlaid onto the project site (Skowno, 

2020). 

 

Figure 6. The project site falls over an area that is considered as natural remnants of an Endangered (EN) 

Red Listed Ecosystem type (South African National Biodiversity Institute and Department of Forestry 

Fisheries and the Environment, 2022). 
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Figure 7. The project area (blue dot) in relation to Important Bird Area identified for South Africa 

(Marnewick et al., 2015). 
 

Bird SCC 

Circus maurus (Temminck 1828) Black Harrier 

• This species of harrier is endemic to southern Africa and has an IUCN Red List Category and 
Criteria of Endangered C2a(ii) (Taylor, Peacock and Wanless, 2015; BirdLife International, 2017). 

• This species occurs widely in South Africa, but fewer than 1000 birds are thought to occur, and 
habitat transformation is a major threat (Taylor et al. 2015). 

• This species breeds on the ground in low, shrubby vegetation in spring, mainly in the Western 
Cape, before undertaking complex and variable post breeding movements that can take 
birds to the Drakensberg (Taylor et al. 2015). 

• Prey is mainly rodents and birds. 
• Even though no Black Harriers were seen on the site visit, the open, relatively undisturbed 

habitat at the site is suitable for this species for foraging and potentially breeding, although 
the wetland edge areas that might be most suitable for breeding are heavily disturbed by 
alien invasive vegetation. 

Circus ranivorus (Daudin 1800) African Marsh Harrier 

• This species of harrier is endemic to Africa and has an IUCN Red List Category and Criteria of 
Least Concern (Taylor, Peacock and Wanless, 2015; BirdLife International, 2016). 

• This species is associated with aquatic habitats and often nests in extensive marshes (Taylor 
et al. 2015). Prey included rodents, as well as birds and amphibians. 
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• Although this species occurs in the general region, the small amount of wetland habitats 
associated with this site mean that it is not an important site for this species. 

Neotis denhami (Children & Vigors, 1826) Denham's bustard 

• This species of bustard is endemic to Africa and has an Regional Red List Status of Vulnerable 
however in the global context an IUCN Red List Category and Criteria of Near-Threatened 
(Taylor, Peacock and Wanless, 2015; BirdLife International, 2022b).  

• This species inhabits and breeds in open vegetation types in this area of the South Coast 
(Taylor et al., 2015). It can also occur in recovering vegetation that has been previously 
disturbed. Denham’s Bustard shows local movements and are more common as breeders after 
fires have made the vegetation more open. 

• The upper ridge area of open habitat offers ideal habitat for this bird SCC, both in terms of 
foraging and breeding. This species was seen flying over the project site and foraging in 
adjacent open areas. 

Polemaetus bellicosus (Heine, 1890) Martial Eagle 

• This species of eagle is endemic to Africa and has an Regional Red List Status of Vulnerable, 
however in the global context an IUCN Red List Category and Criteria of Endangered (Taylor, 
Peacock and Wanless, 2015; BirdLife International, 2022c).  

• The species is wide-ranging and likely hunts over the site from time to time, but there are no 
known nesting sites at the project site and the site is not considered of significance for the 
species. 

Stephanoaetus coronatus (Linnaeus, 1766) Crowned eagle 

• This species of raptor is widely distributed in Africa and Eurasia has an IUCN Red List Category 
of Near Threatened, but in South Africa its regional Red List Status is Vulnerable (Taylor et al., 
2015; BirdLife International, 2023). 

• This species is localised in the forests of the eastern and southern parts of South Africa (mostly 
the eastern coastal forests) and 800 adults are thought to occur (Taylor, et al. 2015). 

• Natural prey is mainly mammals such as antelope, monkeys, and hyraxes (Taylor, et al. 2015), 
but birds such as Hadedas can also be taken (Shane McPherson, pers comm.). 

• This species was not seen at the site and is not known to breed at the site, although it might 
occasionally pass through the area and use the forested parts of the site. 

Bradypterus sylvaticus (Sundevall, 1860) Knysna Warbler 

• This species of warbler is endemic to South Africa occurring patchily along the southern coast 
from Cape Town to Mbumbazi Nature Reserve, KwaZulu-Natal, and even being recorded more 
recently near Durban (pers. obs.). 

• It has an IUCN Red List Category and Criteria of Vulnerable (B1ab(i,ii,iii,iv,v); C2a(i)) (Taylor, 
Peacock and Wanless, 2015; BirdLife International, 2022a). 

• It creeps around in thick undergrowth and tangles in forest, forest edges, and coastal thickets. 
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• When a forest becomes overshaded by too many trees, this species will vacate the habitat as 
it prefers dense bush, which cannot grow in low light conditions. In recent years it has resorted 
to living in woodlands invaded by alien plants. 

• This species was not recorded and is very localised in this area. It might occur dense forest 
edge tangles but the amount of habitat is not considered significant for this species on the 
site. 

Invertebrate SCC 

Grasshopper SCC 

Aneuryphymus montanus (Brown 1960) Yellow-winged Agile Grasshopper 

• This species of grasshopper is endemic to South Africa and has an IUCN Red List Category 
and Criteria of Vulnerable B2ab (iii,v) (Hochkirch, Bazelet and Danielczak, 2018). 

• Within South Africa, the species has a broad distribution occurring across mountainous 
habitats of the “Cape Region” from the north-western winter-rainfall areas near Clanwilliam, 
eastwards until just before East London (Brown, 1960). The species appears to be associated 
with several fynbos vegetation types (e.g., Leipoldtville Sand Fynbos, Kogelberg Sandstone 
Fynbos) and “south-facing cool slopes” (Kinvig, 2005). 

• It has a large estimated extent of occurrence of 172463km2 and its estimated geographic 
range overlaps the project area (Bazelet and Naskrecki, 2014). 

• The species has not been historically recorded from near the project area; the closest known 
record is approximately 91 kms north-east for a collection record from South Swartberg 
Sandstone Fynbos. 

Butterfly SCC 

Tsitana dicksoni (Evans, 1956) Dickson’s Sylph 

• This species of butterfly is endemic to South Africa and has an IUCN Red List Category and 
Criteria of Least Concern (Rare)(Mecenero et al., 2013, 2020). 

• The species is relatively widespread and is known from the Eastern Cape and Western Cape 
Provinces, from Franschhoek in the west to Baviaanskloof near Patensie in the east, 
widespread on the Langeberg and its foothills. 

• It has an estimated extent of occurrence of 50 000 km2, and although widespread, it is 
considered generally rare. 

• It favours habitat associated with grassy spots in montane fynbos vegetation. 
• A species of grass is known as a larval host plant: Pseudopentameris macrantha (Schrad.) 

Conert (Poaceae). 
• The species has been historically recorded relatively close to the project area; a known record 

is approximately 15 km south-westwards of the project site from Eastern Ruens Shale 
Renosterveld. 
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Site Visit 

• Habitat characteristics and likelihood of any faunal SCC being found at the project site is given 
below. 

• The site appears in poor to good ecological condition and some areas of the site offer habitat 
suitable for the bird and insect SCC. 

• The sensitivity themes are considered mostly inaccurate for the animal theme assessed, with 
most areas considered a low sensitivity, except for three areas that are considered as higher 
sensitivity, owing to river and associated wetland habitat, and mostly intact fynbos habitat (see 
constraints map of Figure 8) (see also Botanical Sensitivity Report) and sighting of Denham's 
bustard on the western ridge above the project area. 

Constraints Map 

• Based on the faunal survey undertaken, the project area is classed as mostly Low, with two 
areas classed as higher faunal sensitivity, mostly based on the sighting of the Denham’s 
Bustard, intact fynbos habitat, and falling within an IBA. 

• Ideally, these areas should be excluded from the development. 

 
Figure 8. Constraints map for the project area: The upper western ridge is considered as higher sensitivity 

owing to the sighting of Denham’s Bustard. The northern parts are considered higher sensitivity owing to 

the intact fynbos vegetation and the area falling within an IBA. 
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Figure 9. Faunal specialist searching for butterfly SCC at a south-western point of the project site. Several 

areas have been brush cut and/or previously ploughed. 

 

Figure 10. Looking north-eastwards across the southern parts of the project site. Several low-lying areas 

are disturbed through agricultural activities and dense alien plant growth, such as along the main river 

that runs through the project site. 
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Figure 11. Areas on the south-eastern side of the main river are mostly disturbed as indicated by the weedy 

plant elements including Helichrysum spp; note the large stand of Black Wattle in the background. 

 

Figure 12. Clearing activities of Black Wattle trees is on-going at the project site. The dense stands of these 

invasive trees are a major disturbance at the project site. 



Faunal Sensitivity Report |  Riversdale | Page 23 of 37 

 

   

 

 

 

Figure 13. Dense black wattle trees have infested the small ravines and valleys on the project site; alien 

plants should be removed from the project site as they are a serious threat to plant and animal SCC. 

 

Figure 14. Areas of the north-eastern parts are disturbed through brush cutting (foreground) and alien 

Black Wattle trees (background). Open brush cut areas are mostly dominated by weedy fynbos plants. 
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Figure 15. Eastern areas of farm Aan De Valsch Rivier are heavily infested with Black Wattle. 

  

Figure 16. Small Black Wattle and invasive Hakea trees were noted in areas of brush cut fynbos of farm 

Aan De Valsch Rivier; this is a concern and an alien plant removal plan for the project site should be 

implemented. 



Faunal Sensitivity Report |  Riversdale | Page 25 of 37 

 

   

 

 

 

Figure 17. Open brush cut slopes (note the parallel lines made by the brush cutter) on the north-eastern 

parts of farm Aan De Valsch Rivier. These areas may be used by Denham's bustard but would depend on 

the frequency of brush cutting disturbance and on the quality of the habitat related to fire cycles as the 

birds can be locally nomadic. 

 

Figure 18. Looking northwards into farm 149; the northern area of farm 149 borders and important bird area 

and has good quality fynbos habitat. 
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Figure 19. The northern areas of farm 149 are considered as medium to high sensitivity from a faunal 

perspective. 

 

Figure 20. The area bordering the two farms is heavily disturbed with eucalyptus gums. 
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Figure 21. Western areas of farm Aan De Valsch Rivier have good quality fynbos habitat; a Denham's 

bustard was sighted near here on the neighbouring upper ridge area of open habitat. 
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Figure 22. Western parts of farm Aan De Valsch Rivier are considered as medium to high sensitivity from 

a faunal perspective, mostly for the Denham's bustard SCC. 

 

Figure 23. Open habitat such as this near the western ridge are suitable for the Denham's bustard SCC. 

Conclusions 

o The information in this report is applicable to the project area shown in Figure 1, and as 
described in the documentation provided to date to us by PHS Consulting. 

o Based on the available species-level information for the animal, their known habitat 
preferences, it is considered that there is a medium to high probability of all SCC utilising some 
of the areas at the project site. 

o The project area falls within the geographic distributions of the Yellow-winged Agile 
Grasshopper SCC and the project site offers suitable habitat in parts. However, considering the 
wide distributional range of the species, occurring across several different vegetation types, 
the project impact on the Yellow-winged Agile Grasshopper is considered low. 

o Similarly, the Dickson’s Sylph butterfly is a wide-spread species, and although is likely to occur 
on areas of grassy fynbos at the project area, the project impact on this butterfly SCC is 
considered low, especially if areas of intact fynbos habitat are excluded from the proposed 
agricultural development (see also the Botanical Sensitivity Report). 

o The Black Harrier (Circus maurus) does occur in the general area and vegetation type of the 
project site. The project area represents high-quality foraging habitat and possibly breeding 
habitat. However, given the wide range of the species in that area, the small size of the site, that 
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and that their preferred wetland breeding habitat is degraded, it means the site is likely of low 
significance for this species. 

o The African Marsh Harrier (Circus ranivorus) is largely restricted to wetland habitats; such 
habitat is seen at the project site and associated with the Valsrivier. The Marsh Harrier might 
only briefly visit on passage to other more suitable areas, and the site does not represent a 
viable habitat for the species. 

o The Knysna Warbler might occur in the dense tangles of alien Black Wattle trees growing in the 
ravines; however, this is unlikely a significant area for this species.  

o The two large raptors species may occasionally visit the project site, considering the large 
eucalyptus and Black Wattle trees that have become established in parts. However, the project 
area is not considered as important for them and they are not know to breed in the area. 

o The vegetation of semi-intact fynbos on the western ridge appears to be utilised by Denham’s 
Bustard and this area should be excluded from the proposed development (see Constraints 
Map). 

o The northern areas of good quality fynbos habitat should also be excluded from the proposed 
development (see Constraints Map). 

o Dense Black Wattle growth has become established along the river and associated wetland 
habitat, and within several deep ravines on the project area. These invaded areas should be 
cleared of alien plants. 

o Areas of sensitivity include the river and associated wetland habitats – these areas need to be 
cleared of alien plants and restored. 

o Good quality fynbos habitat on the western ridge is considered as high sensitivity and should 
be excluded from the development. 

o Northern and eastern areas on farm 149 are also considered as high faunal sensitivity. 

o Low sensitivity areas are associated with the low-lying disturbed areas (see botanical 
specialist report) and most eastern areas of the farm Aan De Valsch Rivier. It is suggested that 
any agricultural expansion be undertaken here considering the already high agricultural 
disturbance in this area associated with the neighbouring farm (ploughed fields). 

o One concern to note, if the entire area of the two farms is developed then cumulative impacts 
may become high. It is recommended that development is concentrated in low sensitive areas 
(see botanical specialists report). 

o Overall, the proposed development is unlikely to generate significant negative impacts on any 
of the faunal SCC flagged. It is the specialists’ opinion that the proposed development will have 
an overall low significance on the faunal SCC flagged: on the condition that the sensitive areas 
(river and associated wetland habitat, western ridge and fynbos habitat, and northern fynbos 
areas of farm 149) are excluded and that an alien plant clearing plan be implemented. 
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