South Africa
& Botswana

Breaking the 		
Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park, bridging South Africa and Botswana, was the
first peace park. Steve and Ann Toon have visited every year since 1997,
and spent eight weeks there earlier this year. Here, they reflect on how it
has changed, the challenges it has faced and what has made it an enduring
and captivating success. Photographs by the writers

KGALAGADI SUMMER: Dramatic
storms and double rainbows pave
the way for high-octane game
viewing in the Nossob riverbed in
southern Africa’s first peace park
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boundaries
O

ur muscles tense at the sudden movement. We’ve
been watching in silence for over an hour, noting
every twitch, head turn and tail flick. But this
is different. Completely alert with ears pricked
and body low, a cheetah is holding herself in check like a
seasoned athlete on the starting block, eyes trained on the tiny
springbok lamb. It’s been gradually drifting away from the
protection of the herd in the dry riverbed straight towards the
shallow gully where she’s hidden. Any second now…
Minutes later we’re marvelling in awe, and feeling sad
in equal measure, at what just happened right in front of
us. The explosive chase, the twisting run of the panicked
young buck, allowing it to escape the reach of the cheetah’s
claws at first try, followed by a second powerful sprint at full
stretch down the riverbed, then that whirling plume of dust
signalling her success ― it all happened so quickly, yet felt
like ponderous stop motion.
As the sun begins to set, we watch her now, spent from the
chase, but still working hard to carry the dead weight of her
meal out of the open, where she’s vulnerable to lions. We’re
reminded that here in Africa’s pioneering peace park, where
wildlife and arid wilderness are conserved in a partnership
that transcends political boundaries, every day is an extreme
battle for survival.
It’s January 2017 ― the time of year when the Kgalagadi
Transfrontier Park (KTP) is at its hottest, when the mercury
regularly hits 40 degrees and it’s impossible to sleep. It’s a
time of thunderstorms and double rainbows, when heavy
summer downpours briefly revive the baked, semi-desert
terrain. It’s when food for the wildlife becomes plentiful, for
a short while at least, and it’s when many animals have their
young. It’s also the time cheetah chases are a daily spectacle.
For the past 20 years we’ve been lucky enough to be frontrow spectators for dramas like this. The open landscape, only
sparsely dotted with trees, across which top predators like our
cheetah regularly patrol, makes for some jaw-dropping game
viewing. But it’s not just the big cats, for which the place is
deservedly renowned, that have held us spellbound and kept
us coming back every year since.

Each time we return, the Kalahari has something new to
offer us. There’s always that extra special sighting, like, on
our most recent trip, the meerkat colony with the smallest
youngsters we’ve ever seen taking their first wobbly steps
above ground. Last June, it was a chilled female leopard
we photographed every day for a week, and in January of
that same year an amazing encounter with an elusive honey
badger feasting on a tortoise like Pooh with a honey-pot,
oblivious to our clicking cameras.
Whether it’s young Cape foxes, playfully hyperactive after
their mum has gently suckled them, comical ground squirrels
socialising around our feet back at camp, tiny lion and cheetah
cubs, a pair of majestic black-maned lions totally owning the
riverbed, springbok lambs being born, fighting oryx with metrelong horns clashing like sabres, jackals catching doves, or shy,
shaggy-coated brown hyenas skulking on the margins at the
waterholes ― there’s always a surprise in store.
Like nowhere else on the planet, this place rewards the
patient safari-goer with unparalleled, often intimate access
to the life stories of a surprising diversity of desert-adapted
critters. Right across the food chain from pygmy mice to
towering giraffe, from diminutive sociable weaver birds to
striding kori bustards, the Kalahari’s supporting cast is as
compelling as its A-listers. And the dry beds of the reserve’s
two ephemeral rivers, the Nossob and Auob, together with the
sloping calcrete ridges and vivid orange dunes that hem them
in, form perfect amphitheatres in which these dusty, often
adrenaline-fuelled, narratives are played out in full view.
With one last swish of her tail, the cheetah disappears
over the top of the dune. Oddly enough, our very first
wildlife sighting here, all those years ago, was a beautiful
female cheetah resting up in the shade right by the road; her
spots the size and colour of plump dates, close enough to
touch. Desperate to discover what the legendary Kalahari
held in store, we had set off on a game drive just as soon
as we’d pitched our tiny tent, despite the fact it was midday
and way too hot for life to be stirring. And then there she
was, just a few kilometres from camp, her dark-rimmed
amber eyes meeting our gaze directly as we slowed down
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Like nowhere else on the planet, this place rewards the patient
safari-goer with unparalleled, often intimate access to the life stories
of a surprising diversity of desert-adapted critters. Right across the
food chain from pygmy mice to towering giraffe, from diminutive
sociable weaver birds to striding kori bustards, the Kalahari’s
supporting cast is as compelling as its A-listers
beside her. We hadn’t seen many cheetahs then and we still
remember her rhythmic breathing and being mesmerised
by, of all things, the tiny pellets of ox-blood earth plastered
to her fur where she’d been lying. We were hooked. We even
changed careers to try to make this reserve a regular feature
in our lives ― swapping the security of our staff jobs as
journalists for the fierce competition, but rich experiences,
of freelance wildlife photography. It seems like yesterday…
When we first visited the reserve in the mid-1990s
this vast wilderness area, straddling the South Africa and
Botswana borders and wedged up tight against Namibia’s
southern border, comprised two separate national parks:
the Kalahari Gemsbok Park (in South Africa) and the
Gemsbok National Park (in Botswana). Despite the two
distinct countries and separate wildlife management
authorities, even then you’d describe the international
border inside the reserve’s fence-line as ‘soft’, if we can
borrow that term. Long before the peace park concept
came into being Botswana and South Africa were
managing the area cooperatively on an informal basis
(and had been since the late 1940s).
We could go on a game drive back in the ’90s and move
from country to country seamlessly, without the need for
a passport, provided we exited the park through the same
country by which we’d entered it ― much as you do now. The
only clues we were in international border country were the
occasional white concrete marker posts you’d catch sight of as
you followed the concentrations of game along the riverbeds
on the small network of sandy tracks.
In this sense, the place hasn’t really changed that
much, despite the shiny new name. It always was the
working prototype for the whole transfrontier park
ideal under which conservation areas spanning borders
are managed jointly as one whole to the benefit of both
wildlife and communities. Close cooperation between
these two countries had been key in maintaining as large
a conservation area as possible in a place like the Kalahari
to ensure the wildlife could move freely within such a huge
space to maximise the area’s natural resources.
Today this is formalised in a joint committee that oversees
the peace park’s operational strategy, manages its predators
and the movement of people, as well as maintaining the roads
and boundary fences. But in truth, to preserve 37,000sq km
of one of the globe’s most pristine wilderness areas requires
the lightest of human touches.

Apart from the provision of man-made waterpoints in
response to the fact that fences and settlements ultimately
constrict the migration of game and its access to permanent
natural water sources, conservation management in the KTP
is relatively low-key. By the standards of many national parks
and game reserves in southern Africa there’s little need for
extensive intervention to keep the place in balance.
Perhaps the most notable and successful conservation
initiative in the time we’ve been visiting has been the
reintroduction of giraffe to the park in 1998, from a founder
population of just eight animals brought in from Etosha
National Park in Namibia. The giraffe have adapted well to
their new surroundings and their population has expanded
considerably. It’s still a huge treat to encounter them
sashaying down the riverbed in a long caravan against the
haunting desert backdrop. You tend to see them mainly in the
Auob riverbed in the north-west of the reserve, where they
were first reintroduced, but they’re now starting to colonise
more areas, so don’t be surprised if you run into one or two
in the Nossob as well, as we did earlier this year.
With the opening of an impressive new gateway to the
park and a smart, jointly managed border facility in 2009,
the last vestiges of the two former parks disappeared. This
striking building sits up proudly from its surroundings when
you arrive, hot and tired after your long journey, and for us
stands as a totem to the many changes we’ve seen in the years
since peace park status was first achieved.
Not least of these has been the tarring of the main road
to the reserve entrance, which has had a significant impact
on the number of visitors. When we first came, we had to
negotiate the last 100km of the journey on dirt each time
― no easy feat in a little 2WD hire car. The extra effort
added to the general sense of achievement and excitement
in reaching the gate for us diehards, but this last stretch on
gravel deterred many people from making the pilgrimage
in those days. Still a remote safari destination by many
people’s standards ― Upington, the nearest town, is 250km
away ― the park is certainly a lot more accessible and
popular these days as a result.
Accommodation choices were almost as rough as
the access road ― with two options back then: basic or
more basic. There were small, unfenced campsites on the
Botswanan side (still largely the case today) and three rustic
rest camps on the South African side where you either
camped or stayed in small, simple chalets. The latter

OPPOSITE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: A pair of ground squirrels playfight at Nossob Rest Camp; honey badgers are able to feed on tortoises without difficulty
due to their powerful jaws; cheetah commonly use the Kgalagadi’s dry riverbeds as a runway to chase down prey; a gang of meerkats renew their bonds
back at the burrow after a day’s foraging; young Cape fox cubs, often spotted in this park, perform for the camera
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THE PEACE PARK STORY
The Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park (KTP),
established since 2000, is Africa’s first
Transfrontier Conservation Area (TCA)
or peace park.
A peace park is a protected natural
area that straddles international
boundaries yet is managed jointly
through transborder cooperation.
The ideal takes an eraser to lines on
the political map where conservation
areas currently exist, as well as
bringing down border fences, to
create larger single conservation
areas. These are then managed
as a whole through cross-border
partnerships to the benefit of wildlife,
wild places and local communities.
In 1991, WWF South Africa carried out
a feasibility study on proposed crossborder conservation partnerships
between Mozambique, Zimbabwe
and South Africa from which the
current model of the peace park or
TCA was eventually born.
Though really only a feature of
conservation in Africa since the start
of the 21st century, the ambitious
idea of cross-border protected areas
had previously been promoted in
theory by the World Conservation
Union (IUCN). The concept was
boosted with the opening up of
South Africa as a growing tourist
destination in the 1990s when the
peace park movement took root.
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Whether it’s young Cape foxes, playfully hyperactive after their mum
has gently suckled them, comical ground squirrels socialising around
our feet back at camp, tiny lion and cheetah cubs, a pair of majestic
black-maned lions totally owning the riverbed, springbok lambs being
born, fighting oryx with metre-long horns clashing like sabres, jackals
catching doves, or shy shaggy-coated brown hyenas skulking on the
margins at the waterholes — there’s always a surprise in store

Despite the focus of early
discussions around the border with
South Africa and Mozambique, it
was Kgalagadi that became the first
official and formally recognised
peace park because informal joint
conservation management was
already successfully going on there.
Due in part to the sheer scale of the
wilderness area, the KTP had been
operating like an unofficial pilot
scheme for some time.
In the last few years, crossborder cooperation on wildlife
conservation issues has not been
the only shared issue for TCAs.
The current poaching epidemic
in southern Africa has led to the
development of joint wildlife crime
strategies between South Africa
and Mozambique in the Great
Limpopo TCA.
There are now seven established
TCAs in southern Africa, and several
more under varying degrees of
development, but the Kgalagadi
Transfrontier Park remains the only
peace park operating today in the
true sense with tourists able to move
across the international border
freely within the boundaries.
The peace park concept is now
being widened to include wildlife
conservation areas in other regions
of Africa.

FROM TOP: A springbok mother gently assists her newborn lamb onto its
feet; a shy and shaggy brown hyena bolts away from a waterhole
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have since been upgraded and the creation of thoughtfully
designed and well-situated small wilderness camps, plus the
setting up of three private lodges within the park on both the
South African and Botswanan sides, have widened options
in recent years as well as opening up new areas of the park
to visitors. New for 2017 are further luxury ‘riverfront’ selfcatering cottages, this time at Nossob Rest Camp, scheduled
to open in the early autumn.
Whether it’s the provision of wildlife-watching hides, 4WD
trails or plunge pools, the tourist experience has certainly
been enriched and made a whole lot more comfortable over
the years we’ve been visiting. We can remember when there
weren’t any swimming pools and we had to resort to rubbing
ice cube-filled socks over our legs and arms to keep cool.
We’re shamefaced to say we were vehemently opposed to
pools when the idea was first mooted, convinced they weren’t
appropriate in such a fragile ecosystem where water is scarce,
then were among the first to jump in once they’d been built, to
escape the punishing heat of the suicidal summer months.
You can now exit or arrive at the KTP from Namibia, since
the opening of the border post at Mata Mata in the north-west
of the park in 2007, as well as through Botswana and South

Africa. This has made this unique and ground-breaking game
reserve an even more tempting proposition in the last decade;
particularly for self-drive visitors. It certainly offers more
options when planning your route than when we first came
exploring here. (Bear in mind you can’t simply use the KTP as
a transit highway ― you must spend at least two nights in the
park if you want to drive through it.)
Looking back, it’s been fascinating to see these two grand
old national parks regenerate with the new millennium into
the Kgalagadi Transfrontier Park of today. This magical,
mythical and remote region of southern Africa is a whole
lot more accessible than when we stuck our fingers in the
map 20 years ago and decided to go and see what was
there. The added comforts, the opening of new routes, the
improved links between countries, they’re all a big bonus but
they’re not what draws us back. The wildlife, the Kalahari’s
stunningly surreal landscapes and its singular natural
rhythms ― now enshrined forever in that bold peace park
dream ― these are the things that still keep this reserve at
number one in our chart. We’ll never be able to resist its
pull. We plan to be there again next year to witness the next
instalment in its story…
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SAFARI PLANNER
n Getting there Several airlines fly to
Johannesburg from where you can take
a domestic flight to Upington, the nearest
town to the KTP, and then drive the 250km
to the park. There is now a tarred road
all the way. Alternatively, pick up your
hire vehicle in Jo’burg and drive to the
park (more than 1000km), breaking your
journey with a night somewhere en route.
If you’re self-catering, Upington is the best
place to stock up, as only basic supplies
are sold in the park and only one camp,
Twee Rivieren, has restaurant facilities.
n Getting around Although it’s possible
to get around on the South African side in
an ordinary sedan car, we’d recommend
hiring a camping-equipped 4WD so you
can access all areas of the KTP, including
the Botswanan side. The unfenced

campsites are extremely basic on the
Botswanan side but will give you a real
experience of the Kalahari wilderness.
n Where to stay Aim to stay in several
camps to get a feel for the place and
appreciate its scale. There’s now a range
to suit different budgets ― from simple
camping to more luxurious self-catering
and catered private lodges. If possible,
stay in one of the bush camps on the
South African side, which combine
some creature comforts with a sense of
being in the wild. To book national park
accommodation on the South African
side, go to sanparks.org. Campsites on
the Botswanan side can be booked by
emailing dwnp@gov.bw. Private lodges
include !Xaus Lodge (South Africa), and
Rooiputs and Polentswa, run by Ta

Shebube (Botswana). Audley Travel and
Expert Africa, among others, organise
packages to the KTP.
n When to go Book well in advance ― up
to a year is advisable ― as the park is
now very busy all year. Avoid local school
holidays. The summer months, November
to February, can be extremely hot, while
Kalahari winters, June to August, can
be numbingly cold with temperatures
sometimes dropping to -10°C at night.
The wildlife viewing is good all year
round, but bear in mind this is a semidesert biome and you won’t see the
number and diversity of animals you’d
expect in a bushveld reserve.
n Further reading To follow the
peace parks story, visit the Peace Park
Foundation website: peaceparks.org.
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