February 2019 Monthly Report
This month’s report details the Rangers activities, kicking off with Kei and Taylor’s usual compliance
patrols statistics, then details an interview with SFM Radio, the maintenance on the Ranger
accommodation, a short-term feral cat camera trap monitoring project, a heart-warming penguin
release and a uniquely coloured Cape cobra that graced the Conservancy with its presence. This then
follows with a story on a washed out pregnant Pygmy sperm whale which also features in the monthly
species profile.

Bloksebaai facing Fransmanshoek point on a calm day.

Compliance Management
Marine Living Resources Act
During February a total of 27 recreational fishing, spearfishing and bait collecting permits were
checked by Taylor and Kei. Of the 27 permits checked, only 3 people (11%) failed to produce a valid
permit and were issued a verbal warning.

Rangers on Radio
At the beginning of February Taylor and Apogee joined Fred and Cathy on SFM Radio for a short talk
about their lives and duties at Fransmanshoek Conservancy. They started the interview by explaining
each of their own chief responsibilities at the Conservancy; Taylor doing the compliance and Apogee
the Roving Creel Survey. They then went on to discuss a recent project the Conservancy is involved in;
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camera trapping in Vleesbaai (more about this topic below) and Taylor spoke about the recent and
relevant topic of drought.
Parts of the Southern Cape have shown a decrease in rainfall trends over the past number of years. At
Vleesbaai in the previous 2018 year, it proved to be the driest year recorded in living memory with
over 200mm short of the annual average rainfall. This trend in rainfall has adverse effects on the
surrounding ecosystems. As an example: Voëlvlei, a temporary waterlogged pan which is situated
close between the coastal towns of Gouritzmond and Vleesbaai and is a significant productive system
that is an important migratory stop over for birds, has stood dry since 2016. In the recent past, large
flocks of flamingos and other migratory water birds could often be seen wading in and around
Voelvlei, but only when there was water. Therefore, large flocks of diverse migratory water birds no
longer frequent the vlei and it now stands parched and barren.

The Rangers and the SFM Radio team, Cathy and Fred.

The Fransmanshoek Rangers want to thank the SFM team for their hospitality and for allowing the
Rangers to speak about what they love and do best. It was a wonderful experience and look forward
to working with them in the future.

Ranger Accommodation Maintenance
Over the course of February, the Rangers made the best of the warm weather days and set about
painting the Ranger accommodation. Traditionally, the Rangers start off the year maintaining both the
office and formal accommodation buildings each year. So, it was out with the sugar soap, sanding
paper, paint and paintbrushes for a few days of labour-intensive routine maintenance. First the
buildings where washed down to remove all dirt and residues, left to dry and then lightly sanded to
open the grain of the wooden structure. Then the Rangers applied two coats of oil-based paint onto
the building to finish off the job, satisfied that the work will hold off the elements for another year.
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Taylor and Apogee giving new life to the Ranger Accommodation.

Camera Trap Monitoring: Feral Domestic Cats
An interesting issue was raised with the Conservancy during the early weeks of February. The Rangers
were alerted to a potential feral domestic cat, Felis silvestris catus, problem within Vleesbaai. A few of
the residents had noticed litters of young cats in certain areas and were concerned that the feral
population may continue breeding and become out of control, and start decimating the indigenous
wildlife populations.
The presence of feral cats comes with far reaching environmental issues. Feral cats are well known as
one of the most invasive species on a global scale. The house cat is found on every continent except
Antarctica and is responsible for the extinction of many species across the globe including over 33
species of bird. The house cat is an incredibly well adapted species, they can survive in almost any
climate. They are very efficient hunters and are specialists in capturing small living prey that includes
rodents, reptiles and birds. The house cat also has a very high breeding success rate. A single male
house cat can quadruple a population within a year period. Cats are highly capable of living
completely independently of humans and given the chance feral cats will readily set up a population.
The Rangers with the help and advice of CapeNature decided to setup a short-term monitoring
project to roughly determine the cat population size from which more conclusive steps can be taken.
Likely, the feral cats would need to be caught, taken to the local SPCA and sterilised to prevent an
unwanted increase in population. So, during February the Rangers set out to place camera traps at
strategic areas around Vleesbaai to try estimate the population size. The camera trap footage will be
checked weekly by the Rangers to ascertain the number of stray cats roving around Vleesbaai.
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Penguin Release
On the 15th, Kei and Apogee accompanied the SAPREC team on the Stilbaaitjie beach for the release
of six African Penguins, Spheniscus demersus. S. demersus is an endangered species of penguin with a
decreasing population status. These penguins were all found along the Mossel Bay municipality coast
and taken to be rehabilitated at SAPREC’s facility in Mossdustria just outside Mossel Bay where they
were all led to recovery.

A waddle of penguins, happy to be making their way back into the ocean.

It is suspected that three of these penguins were bitten by seals, as there were bite marks on them.
Another two had arrested moults. Arrested moulting is a condition that occurs in birds where their
progress of moulting is suspended for a period. Moulting is an energetically expensive activity. Many
long-distance migrants employ suspended moulting as an energy saving method. Arrested moulting
can also occur when there is a lack in resources. These penguins then need to be force fed to ensure
moulting occurs as normal. The fifth penguin was collected on Kanon beach. It had a fungal infection
in its lungs and needed to be quarantined for six weeks to ensure none of the other penguins contract
the infection.

The penguin release as it happened.
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We ask that if any animals (dead or alive) that is in dire need of help is seen, you contact
Fransmanshoek Conservancy for assistance. The Fransmanshoek Conservancy team would like to
thank Rene Hodges and Carol Walton and her team for including us in the release of these five
penguins. What a memorable day it was.

Snake Captures
This month saw a decrease in snake activity with no snake call outs. However, a large Cape cobra, Naja
Nivea, with an interesting pale colour variation was dropped off. The snake was handed over to the
Conservancy for DNA sampling by a local resident who has experience in snake handling. The large
cobra proved a challenge to work with as it was very strong and aggressive.
Cape cobras are usually gold or dark yellow in colour. However, the species is known to show a high
variation in colour and patterns, as do many other snake species in south Africa. Cobra colour can vary
from almost entirely black to nearly yellow white such as this specific individual. Cobras can also be
bronze colour and are known to show more than two colours “mottled” this variation is commonly
strong yellow with brown mottles. The reason for the variation in colour and markings is still unknown
to the scientific community. The data collected as DNA samples and photo records by the
Conservancy, is sent to an institute whose goal is determining the cause and reason behind the
variation in colour across geographic spaces. This individual, which measured 1,8m in length, was an
uncommon creamy yellow colour, a far lighter variation than commonly found.

The ever so lovely Cape Cobra showing off its impressive hood right after DNA samples were taken.
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Taylor tubing the Cobra in preparation for taking DNA samples.

Pygmy Sperm Whale Stranding
February revealed many interesting events with one being a beached Pygmy Sperm Whale, Kogia
breviceps, that washed up on the Conservancy shore late one evening. This whale was reported the
next day as it repeatedly washed up after being pushed back into the water by one of the locals. Not
knowing at the time what species of whale this was, the Rangers immediately went out to have a look
at this mysterious whale/dolphin-like creature.
Later that day the Rangers joined up with the Oceans Research team who investigated the whale. The
Oceans Research team needed to collect data and samples from the whale for scientific research and
to understand why it decided to beach itself. The Rangers assisted the team with taking
measurements and samples. The team soon realised that it was not a single individual but a mother in
gestation. The pregnant female showed no signs of external injury. It did, however, have several
internal parasites. Samples of almost all internal organs were taken, this includes; the liver, kidneys,
head, heart, intestines and many more. The reason for this amount of data and samples taken is that
very little information is known about these deep-sea dwelling animals and any information about the
species that can be recorded, is considered very valuable. For further information about this species of
whale see the monthly species profile below.
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The Rangers and Oceans Research team busy around the beached whale.

The still born whale calf that didn’t get a chance. Interesting to note is the size of the almost fully developed calf whilst
still in the mother’s womb.

Monthly Species Profile
This majestic ocean creature is a deep-sea diver and very rarely spotted. The shy nature of this whale
led to very little-known facts about its distribution and ecology. The Rangers decided to
commemorate this species in the February monthly species profile.
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Common name
Scientific name
Family

: Pygmy sperm whale
: Kogia breviceps
: Physeteridae

Phylum

: Chordata

Description:
The Pygmy sperm whale is a dark blueishgrey colour with a pink to red under body.
This whale is the larger cousin of the Dwarf
sperm whale, weighing up to 420kg and can grow roughly 3m in length. They can have approximately
10 to 16 sharp teeth in the lower jaw and zero teeth on the upper jaw. They have a pair of flippers on
their side to assist with swimming and to help them turn and steer and have a very small dorsal fin.
Habitat:
These whales are found roaming the Pacific, Atlantic and Indian oceans. They prefer to live in tropical
and sub-tropical oceanic climates, however, not much is known about the greater movement of this
whale species. It is also unknown if this whale species migrates or not.
Ecology:
These mammals are mainly solitary often found travelling alone, however, they are occasionally found
in small pods not exceeding eight individuals. They are a shy and inactive species. It is thought that
this is a tactic to minimize the threat of potential predator attacks. In the presence of ships and boats
they are more likely to keep their distance than to approach. As with other toothed whales their
communication involves high pitched sounds, these are used to locate other whales and indicate their
interests.
As far as predators go, not much is known regarding natural predators to this whale, it is highly likely
that they are hunted by species of large shark and Killer whale.
The average gestation period for a pygmy sperm whale is 9-11 months. After a pup is born, the baby
whale will be nursed for a year by its mother before it can hunt food of its own. It is unknown at what
age these whales reach sexual maturity.
Conservation status: Data deficient:
Their threats include collision with large ships and boats as well as large fishing nets. Human made
sounds often interfere with their echolocation and are known to cause permanent hearing problems.
Human pollution, like plastics, are often found inside their intestines. Heavily commercialized areas
have also caused some whale populations to migrate due to low fish stocks.
Interesting facts:
• The Pygmy sperm whale can blind their predators by releasing black ink when threatened.
• They also use their flippers to disperse the ink creating a large black cloud under water.
• These whales can dive roughly 200m deep below the surface.
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