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The Burn
We burnt three sections on different days 
in August, after ensuring the optimum wind 
and humidity conditions for each section. 

Smoke was controlled by wind direction 
and by lighting the grass a distance away 
from the fence,  to draw air towards the 
area of low pressure created by the heat. 



The  burning  plan  was  a  "back  burn", 
against  the  wind,  for  maximum  safety. 
The flames stopped by themselves at the 
firebreaks. 

A  good  turnout  of  volunteers  including  from 
Homestead Helpers and Homestead Conservancy. 

CWAC
The Winter Co-ordinated Waterbird Count took place on 3 July, led by the East Rand 
Bird  Club.  We  counted  a  total  of  460  birds  over  30  specified  waterbird  species, 
including 23 African Darters (below left, photo by Jonathan Sellors) and 9 Little Grebes 
(below right, photo by Jackie du Plessis). 



Managing Shot Hole Borer
Polyphagous  Shot  Hole  Borer,  or 
PSHB,  has  been  known  in  Cape 
Town and Johannesburg for a few 
years. It has spread into Benoni. A 
favourite host tree is the Plane tree, 
an alien species,  but  hundreds of 
these  line  the  streets  of 
neighbouring  suburb  Western 
Extension. 

It  usually  causes  tree  death  not 
from  the  beetle,  but  from  the 
fungus it carries. The beetles then 
leave the dead tree to seek a new 
host.  If infested wood is  burnt  or 
transported,  it  spreads  the  beetle 
further.

When we discovered an infestation 
in  the  plane  tree  growing  near 
Sanctuary  Lane,  we  asked 
Ekurhuleni to cut it down to ensure 
that  the  beetle  didn't  spread. 
Chipping the entire tree would have 
been  ideal,  but  not  practical,  so 
next best was to cut the wood into 
firewood-sized pieces.

We wrapped the logs in plastic 
to  'solarise'  the  wood.  This 
raises  the  temperature  in  the 
sun to kill the beetles. If they fly 
out they are trapped inside the 
plastic.  The  plastic-wrapped 
wood must be left in place for 
at least six months. 

A  symptom  of  PHSB  is  oozing  and 
staining around tiny holes in the trunk 
and branches



Matilda and Georgie: A Modern Couple
This up-to-date story touches on Woman Power and 
fluid gender identity. In May and June, a Goliath heron of 
nearly two years old (by my assessment of its plumage) 
gave courtship displays and calls, clearly looking for a 
mate.  Scientific  literature  states  that  in  most  heron 
species, courtship is carried out by the male. 

I named the bird Mat, for Male - Almost Two. The mate 
this bird paired with was a subadult,  less than a year 
old. This bird, now presumed a female, had previously 
defended its territory and chased other birds, so Grumpy 

Girl = Gigi. 

There's a twist in the tale: One afternoon I saw the 
birds mating on the rock island and I thought I was 
seeing things. I watched the next evening and willed 
the birds to confirm the sighting… and they did. The 
male mated with the female,  but the male was the 
subadult and the female was the two-year old who 
had formed a pair with him as her mate. 

So Goliath Herons have a gender swap when it comes 
to courtship, and Mat and Gigi are now Matilda and 
Georgie. The role reversal continued to nest building. 
It is reported that male herons collect sticks for the 
nest and take them to the female who constructs it, 

but Matilda, identifiable as the older bird, collected sticks and 
Georgie wove them into the nest. 

Mat(ilda)  performs 
a  courtship  display 
to  woo  the  bird  in 
the foreground 

Modern  but  traditional: 
Tying  the  knot,  officiated 
by an Egyptian Goose?

Georgie  and  Matilda  are 
set  to  turn  heron 
research upside down

Two  of  their  three 
eggs have hatched. 
Photo:  Cameron 
Scott



First,  we needed historical  rainfall  records  which  are  hard  to  come by.  They needed to 
measured as close to Korsman as possible, because thunderstorms are localised. We struck 
gold when we managed to get rainfall records from 1921 to 1963, when a horse racecourse 
operated at Dunswart. It's expensive to get them from the SA Weather Service, but I got them 
for free with sneaky subterfuge, collaborating with a sympathetic scientist. 

John  discovered  an  amazingly  rich  source  of  historical  rainfall  records  on 
https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/cdo-web/ which  has  over  1000  South  African  stations  going 
back  to  the  early 1900s.  We built  a  complete  record  from 1907  to  1997  from the  most 
proximate stations, mainly Boksburg Civic Centre, before and after our Benoni Race Course 
data. From 1997-2012 we used John's records from Rynfield and after that, Westdene. 

People asked that surely, records from Johannesburg airport would do? I was given some 
data, but saw red flags in when I started crosschecking with community records, especially 
on high rainfall days. This may have been failures of their equipment. 

Rainfall Trends at Korsman
How is our rainfall affected by climate change? In our project 
assessing  the  hydrology  of  the  pan, John  Livesey  and  I 
discovered that both the amount and intensity are increasing. 

Example: 9 March 2016. 110mm was recorded in Rynfield and 100mm in Westdene, but only 
56mm at Joburg Int WO. In our home weather diary it was noted "Rained all day!" Clearly a 
widespread, extreme event, it is inconceivable that Joburg Int received only half the rainfall.

https://www.ncei.noaa.gov/cdo-web/


In  2021,  I  bought a generic plastic  funnel  rain gauge for the Sanctuary,  as sold by many 
hardware and garden shops. In 2023 I replaced it with a Garden Master brand. However, the 
markings  were  different.  I  calibrated 
both  the  gauges  using  a  measuring 
cylinder  for  each  marking,  using  the 
amount  of  millilitres  that  would  be 
collected from the area of the funnel 
lid. 

Don't try this using kitchen measuring 
jugs:  they all  read  differently  too.  In 
fact,   they probably come out of the 
same  factory  as  the  inaccurate  rain 
gauge. The old  rain  gauge over-read 
by up to 20%, and the Garden Master 
rain gauge is accurate to within 5%. 

John  drew  up  a  lookup  table  and 
corrected  the  records  from  the 
generic gauge. 

As predicted by climate change experts, rainfall trends are more and heavier. Average annual 
rainfall has increased 8% from 704 mm in 1908 to 761 in 2024 (until early September, just 
before  the end of the South African hydrological  year which runs from 1  October to  30 
September). 

Runoff  events  of  10mm  or  greater  have  increased  10.3%  from  23.3  to  25.7  events  per 
hydrological year (1908 until  early September 2024).  Extreme events of 20mm or greater 
have increased 22% from 9.1 to 11.1 per hydrological year.

Calibrating the rain gauge



Higher, heavier rainfall means more direct runoff, localised flooding and lower groundwater 
recharge. In addition, the suburb in the catchment is continually densifying, resulting in a 
higher percentage of impervious surface. We can expect a greater immediate rise in pan level 
after extreme events,  compared to a  more delayed rise when the pan would be fed by 
subsurface water trickling down.

This graph by John Livesey compares rainfall by month from 1950 to 2024, clearly showing 
higher rainfall in the second half of the period, but also later onset.

 

John's  blog  with  articles  on  climate  change https://www.linkedin.com/in/john-livesey-
21653727/

https://www.linkedin.com/in/john-livesey-21653727/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/john-livesey-21653727/

