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Wanderings Adventures of the VA Wetlands Boards

Five Million Acres of Wetlands:  The Okavango Delta
By Glenda C. Booth

How to save a wetland took on a new meaning last fall when I 
spent many nights over a two-week period helping scientists catch 
and study Nile crocodiles in a five-million-acre wetland, Botswana’s 
Okavango Delta.

The Okavango River spills south out of Angola, flows through 
Namibia and into the bone-dry and scorching sands of the Kalahari 
Desert of Botswana, a landlocked country in southern Africa.  
There the river splinters out like an out-stretched hand, with its 
“fingers” creating a watery mosaic of river, channels, flooded 
grasslands, ox-bow lakes, floodplains, lagoons and islands -- the 
Okavango Delta.  Splayed across these unforgiving sands, it is 
Africa’s largest oasis.  The Okavango River never meets the sea.  

Botswana, a country the size of Texas with 1.8 million people, is 
mostly a sun-baked desert, the Kalahari, a vast, gritty landscape 
of grays and browns, dotted with bush, scrub and scattered trees, 
a desert that is 135 million years old.  There is little surface water, 
except after a rain, and that rain soaks quickly into the sand in most places.  

In the Okavango Delta, the world’s largest Ramsar wetland of 
international importance, two plants dominate:  papyrus, a giant sedge 
or grass that grows naturally only in Africa, and the phoenix palm.

The size of the wetland varies by season.  Late in the year, an annual 
rainfall in the highlands of Angola, flows down the river and floods the 
delta, reaching its peak in February or March.  The flood overflows the 
banks and nourishes the wetlands. One authority says the floodwaters 
take five months to traverse the entire delta. 

The Okavango teems with a rich biodiversity of insects, mammals, 
fish, amphibians and reptiles, animals like the sitatunga (a shy swamp 
antelope), fruit bats and crocodiles; birds like skimmers, Goliath herons, 
bee-eaters and Pel’s fishing owls; and fish, like tiger fish, catfish and 
bream.  

What are the challenges for preserving what, to a typical American, 
seems like a healthy, unspoiled wetland wilderness?

Glenda Booth, Chair of the Fairfax County Wetlands 
Board, holding a crocodile, captured temporarily for 
study. Volunteers tape the snout of each crocodile 
before doing measurements.

The river, wetlands and lagoons of the 
Okavango Delta are lined with papyrus, 
a giant grass that grows naturally only in 
Africa.



· The demand for water. The word for rain in Botswana is “pula,” also the name of the 
country’s money, a symbol of the value placed on this most precious resource.  In many years, 
there is a rainy season, November to March, but in some years there’s little rain.  Periodically, 
there are proposals to withdraw water from the Okavango, to, for example, divert it to 
agriculture.

· Providing for one’s family.  Many traditional homes and 
most fences in the delta area are made of reeds.  Women 
walking with big bundles of reeds on their heads or shoulders 
collected from the water are common sights.   People also 
wade in to collect water lily roots and to fish, using hand-
made, reed fishing baskets.  

· Economic survival.  Seventy percent of the people 
depend on cattle in this country of 1.8 million people and 
3 million cows.  Cattle need daily water and they and the 
ubiquitous goats and donkeys wade in frequently to quench 
their thirst.

· Tourism, hunting and sport fishing.  Tourism is 
Botswana’s second largest industry, after mining (mostly 
diamonds).  The number of fishing camps, game lodges, 
safaris and tourist expeditions are rising.  Along with tourism 
dollars come pollution, over-fishing, human encroachment and disturbance of habitat and wildlife.

· Breaking the ecological chain.  The Nile crocodile, as the keystone species of this system, 
is critical to maintaining the wetland’s health.  The top animal predator in the delta, crocodiles 
eat catfish.  Without crocodiles, catfish numbers would explode and the entire ecological chain 
would become unraveled.  The Nile crocodile influences many trophic levels below it and is thus 
“responsible” for the overall system.  

But living with crocodiles can understandably be hazardous.  Crocodiles will leap onto shore and 
grab whatever living being is available -- cattle, goats, donkeys, dogs, people, children. One 
survey found that most crocodiles attacks on humans resulted from swimming, collecting water 
and fishing.  Other activities were boating and playing in or near the water.  A recent survey 
found six attacks on humans per year.  Some people shoot crocodiles if they feel threatened or if 
their livestock is in danger.  

In addition, commercial crocodile farming is growing in Botswana.  Farmers collect eggs under a 
quota system and even though they are required to return five percent of juveniles back to the 
system, enforcement is uneven and egg collection may be occurring at unsustainable levels.

· Exploitation.  Since 1957, hunters have at times killed crocodiles for luxury leather goods 
and meat. While commercial exploitation is well below the historic highs of the 1960s and 1970s, 
some may be occurring.  Botswana has what one official called “a very strict anti-poaching 
regime.”  Even so, it is not clear how many crocodiles are killed for commercial purposes

The government of Botswana is developing the Okavango Delta Management Plan to sustainably 
manage the delta’s resources.  Authorities say the plan uses an “ecosystem approach,” with decisions 

The Okavango Delta, a Ramsar wetlands of 
international importance, in northern Botswana.



“based on a comprehensive understanding and appreciation of the functions and values of wetlands.” 
Several conservation organizations, like Conservation International, are also working on preservation. 

In a country where the annual per capita income is $3,200 and seventy percent of the people 
depend on cattle, devoting government resources to conservation has intense competition with other 
important priorities like jobs, education and health care.

There’s hope for the Okavango.  Former president Dr. Quett Masire, put it this way:  “The Kalahari, 
semi-arid and without streams and rivers, is very different from the Okavango Delta.  Yet both are 
valuable natural resources and both can be sensitive to misuse.  Both could be destroyed through 
ignorance, haste or greed.  It is our privilege to use them, but it is our duty to conserve them for the 
future.”   

Catching Crocodiles

Working all night over two weeks, five Earthwatch volunteers, 
age 28 to 66, helped two University of Stellenbosch graduate 
students catch crocodiles and record data in the Okavango Delta 
in September 2006.  This research is focused on the status, 
abundance, distribution, diet, reproductive cycle, health status, 
human conflict and other factors related to the Nile crocodile, 
with the goal of providing management recommendations to the 
Botswana government.

One volunteer, the spotter, crouched in the bow of the boat 
with principal investigator (P. I.), Kevin Wallace, and slowly 
scanned both shorelines with a high-powered spotlight, back and 
forth.  Suddenly, the light would hit on a bright, unmistakable, 
golden marble gleaming out of the blackness.  Then the spotter 
stabilized the light on this shining orb.  This signaled Audrey 
Detoeuf-Boulade, the driver and second P.I., to zoom over to the 
animal.  As we neared, some crocs ducked under and vanished; 
most froze in the light.  

Workers could grab the small ones – those under three feet 
– behind the jaws.  For larger ones, Kevin used a noose on a 
pole.  He slipped the noose around the snout and over the head.  
When he tightened it around the croc’s neck, the animal would 
violently swirl his powerful tail in all directions, creating a mad, 
thrashing and splashing scene.  This “Animal Planet” wrestling 
match – man with angry, snapping reptile writhing on the end of 
a pole – churned on for 15 or so minutes until the crocodile tired.

Then, Kevin pulled the croc to the side of the boat.  We wrapped 
a towel around the snapping jaws, secured them with several 
rounds of duct tape and hauled our catch into our 16-foot 
aluminum boat.

With the crocodile on its back, Audrey peeked into the cloaca 
with tweezers to determine the gender and then extracted 

Volunteers weighed each crocodile. The largest caught 
was around 141 pounds.

Volunteer Torie Kohler holding a crocodile. Five 
volunteers worked at night catching crocodiles, taking 
measurements and recording data with scientists from 
the University of Stellebosch, South Africa.



blood and urine.  Next, the volunteers measured the snout, neck and body, looked for parasites and 
recapture signs, and weighed the critter.  For big crocodiles, Audrey snapped identification tags onto 
the scutes, those dragon-like leathery points on the back.  She snipped the scutes of the smaller 
ones.  After 15-minutes of “processing,” we released our reptile, somewhat reluctantly, to the wild.

Over two weeks, we covered 60 miles and caught 27 crocodiles, all at night.  The largest weighed 
141 pounds.  In four years, researchers have caught 2,000, including some recaptures.  

= = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = = 

For more information:

The University of Stellenbosch’s website for the project is http://academic.sun.ac.za/consecol/
okavango/index.html.

For information on the Okavango Delta, visit the Ramsar List of Wetlands of International Importance 
at http://www.ramsar.org/index_list.htm.

To learn about Earthwatch, go to www.earthwatch.org.

===========================================

Glenda C. Booth chairs the Fairfax 
County Wetlands Board, a board on 
which she has served since 1988.  
After working in the U. S. Congress 
for 26 years and other related jobs 
in Washington, she is now semi-
retired and working parttime as a 
writer and legislative consultant.  
E-mail: gbooth123@aol.com.  To 
read about her volunteer work for 
Earthwatch in Ecuador’s Galapagos 
Islands, visit http://www.longwood.
edu/longwood/summer06/glenda.
htm.

Sunset in the Okavango Delta.


