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This Powerpoint presentation was delivered to the Limpopo 
Commission delegates following a regional meeting in Bulawayo, 
Zimbabwe in May 2019.

The talk was followed by a field visit to Ntunjambili Wetland in Ward 15 
of Matobo District, to showcase a community-led wetland 
rehabilitation project and to demonstrate the potential for 
rehabilitation of other degraded sites.

Arrangements for the talk and funding for the fieldtrip were provided 
by the USAID Resilient Waters Programme (via Chemonics 
International, South Africa office).



Talk structure

• An overview of the Matobo Hills High Altitude Catchment

• Its relevance to the Limpopo Basin

• Risks, threats and opportunities

• A brief introduction to some of the work being conducted in the 
Matobo Hills



Matobo High Altitude Catchment

• Matobo Hills one of four high altitude catchments in the Limpopo 
River basin

• Matobo Hills cover an area of approximately 3,100 km2

• Exposed granite batholith, with fault lines running NW-SE

• Altitude ranges from c. 1400 to 1549 m.a.s.l. 

• Annual rainfall in West c. 600 mm, increasing to c. 800 mm in East

• Drainage into the Umzingwane and Shashi sub-catchments



From Petrie et al. 
2014 



Importance of the Hills

• Area of high biodiversity

• Long history of human occupation, with strong cultural value

• Much of the area designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
(Cultural Landscape) in 2003

• Includes multiple land uses – protected area (Matobo National Park 
and private land), communal areas, commercial farmland

• Just under 20% of the Hills are protected areas

• About 13% of water in the Limpopo is contributed by the 
Umzingwane and Shashi sub-catchments, both of which drain the 
Hills



Structure of the Matobo Hills and its wetlands

• Granite hills act as “water towers” generating runoff

• Sponges and vleis in valleys retain water and regulate flow into 
streams and rivers

• Most valleys are seasonal wetlands

• Diversity in habitat supports diversity of life



Greater complexity       greater biodiversity 
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Human life

• Matobo Hills have better water and (in places) soils than surrounding 
areas

• Relatively high population density – up to about 40 people / km2

• Highest densities in well-watered areas, including headwaters of 
larger rivers such as the Tuli

• Livelihoods in communal areas primarily agro-pastoralism

• Seasonally high food-insecurity – up to 20% of households are food-
insecure in lean season

• Mostly reliant on surface water and shallow wells.  Thick granite 
bedrock yields very few adequate boreholes.



Risks to sustainability and resilience

• Climate change – increasingly erratic rainfall and more frequent 
droughts

• Poverty and human population growth, which put increasing pressure 
on diminishing natural resources 



Climate change (data from Brazier, 2018)

• From 2050 to 2100, expectations in Zimbabwe are:
• Modest decrease in rainfall

• Changes in the onset/cessation of rainy season

• More frequent, longer mid-season dry periods

• Reduced groundwater recharge

• Erratic rainfall distribution

• Very variable rainfall among years – recurring droughts and floods

• Temperature increases greater than global average

• Essentially, more variable climate; more difficult to make predictions 
and manage resources



Anthropogenic threats to wetlands and water

• Deforestation

• Streambank cultivation

• Rangeland degradation through poor management

• Invasive alien plants

• Siltation

• Toxicity (from unregulated mining) and eutrophication

• Population growth and increased water abstraction



Degraded water sources



Livestock-impacted rivers, and siltation



Streambank cultivation
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Bare earth and entrenched paths



Unplanned grazing and overgrazing



Unsustainable or damaging activities
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Frequent fires
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Alien invasive plants
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Consequences?

• Reduced infiltration / increased runoff

• Loss of topsoil – crop failures, grazing reduction

• Negative impacts on water quality

• Negative impacts on livelihoods

• Biodiversity loss



What needs to be done?

• Education and awareness

• Diversify livelihoods and income 
streams

• Habitat protection and 
rehabilitation

• Introduce innovative ways to 
build resilience



Some community projects already underway

• Communities are seeking 
solutions and welcome practical 
help

• Conservation farming is being 
encouraged by a variety of 
organisations

• Alternative livelihoods projects 
(e.g. beekeeping)



Established initiatives



Wetlands rehabilitation and livelihoods 
projects
• ZHLDT/ EMA/ MRI working in Ward 15 (Gulati and Ntunjambili)

• Fenced off wetland at Ntunjambili to prevent livestock grazing

• EMA cordoned off sensitive area to stop gardens infiltrating wetland

• Irrigation (abstracting from wetland) reduced

• Removing alien plants (primarily Lantana) to restore grazing lands

• Community is exploring holistic grazing management methods

• Community started seeing positive changes within a year

• Potential to roll out to other communities



Protected area of wetland in resettlement 
area



Environmental education

• Encourage stewardship of natural 
resources among the youth

• Several organisations active in the 
Matobo Hills

• E.g. Dambari Wildlife Trust’s 
Biodiversity Monitoring Project 
works with secondary school 
children
• Teaches biodiversity monitoring skills 

and interpretation for community-
based monitoring of resources



Advancing protection

• Process underway to have Matobo Hills designated a Ramsar Site 
(Wetlands of International Importance) due to high biodiversity and 
contributions to the Limpopo River Basin

• Further projects planned, with support sought from the USAID 
Resilient Waters program



Organisations behind this presentation

Dambari Wildlife Trust

• Locally registered wildlife 
conservation and research NGO. 

• Aligned with Matobo Hills World 
Heritage Site aims.

• “Conservation Across Boundaries” 
strategy seeks to involve all 
stakeholders to address common 
challenges in order to meet 
common sustainable resource use 
and management goals.

Zimbabwe Humanitarian Livelihoods 
and Development Trust

• Locally registered livelihoods and 
advocacy NGO.

• Active across Zimbabwe, with
current activities including projects 
in Matobo District.

• Spearheaded the rehabilitation of 
Ntunjambili and Gulati wetlands in 
Ward 15 of Matobo District.



Acknowledgements

• Limpopo Commission organisers

• USAID Resilient Waters Program

• Matobo Conservation Society and Gavin Stephens

All photos © DWT or ZHLDT unless otherwise stated



References

• PETRIE, B., CHAPMAN, A., MIDGLEY, A. & PARKER, R. 2015. Risk, 
Vulnerability and Resilience in the Limpopo River Basin: Climate 
change, water and biodiversity – a synthesis. For the USAID Southern 
Africa “Resilience in the Limpopo River Basin” (RESILIM) Program. 
OneWorld Sustainable Investments, Cape Town, South Africa.

• BRAZIER, A. 2018. Climate Change in Zimbabwe: A guide for planners 
and decision-makers. Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, Harare. 273 pp.



Thank you!


