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Biodiversity plan means Tokai pines have to be, axed, Zille told


By JOHN YELD

Environment & Science Writer

Cape Town is listed internationally as an environmental "mega-disaster" area because of the significant threats to its rich botanical heritage, an expert has told mayor Helen Zille.

The warning comes in an open letter from ecologist, bio-diversity specialist and protea expert Tony Rebelo.

Any support from the City of Cape Town for Tokai residents who want their local pine plantation maintained at the cost of natural vegetation would run counter to the city's own official biodiversity plan, the letter says.

This follows reports that Tokai residents had appealed to her to intervene on their behalf in long-term plans to fell pine plantations at Tokai and Cecilia forests and rehabilitate this land for incorporation into the Table Mountain National Park.

The councillor for the Tokai area, Leon van Rensburg, has suggested that the city should withhold the R40 million over three years requested by the park, in order to negotiate with it to save the pine trees.

Rebelo, who works for the SA National Biodiversity Institute at Kirstenbosch, said this suggestion was "hypocrisy beyond belief".

"Are the mayor and her councillors unaware of their own city's conservation plans? Are the national and inter-national obligations simply to be ignored for political |expediency?" he asked.

"The truth is that the City of Cape Town should be giving SA National Parks all the support, encouragement and money it needs, so that Cape Town can effectively achieve its own conservation objectives."

Rebelo said about 20% - or one in five - of all plants on the African continent occurred in the Western Cape.

"Cape Town is the heartland of both the diversity and the loss of this diversity," he said.

Of the 21 "critically endangered" vegetation types recognised in South Africa, 15, or 71%, occurred in the Western Cape and nine, or 43%, within the city's boundaries.

The Tokai and Cecilia plantations had been established on two of these vegetation types: the critically endangered Cape Flats Sand Fynbos in Tokai, and the endangered Peninsula Granite Fynbos in Cecilia and parts of Tokai.

"A national target of 30% is required to preserve 70% of the plant species (in Cape Flats Sand Fynbos), but only 17% in 2006 - down from 19% in 2004 - remains. 

"This veld type is endemic to Cape Town and nowhere else in the world. Its conservation is entirely the responsibility of the City of Cape Town and its conservation partners." 

The same applied to Peninsula Granite Fynbos, he said.

Tokai had been identified as a "core" Cape Flats conservation site in 1997.

In another conservation plan it was seen as "totally irreplaceable", and as "critically endangered" in the 2004 National Spatial Biodiversity Assessment. 

Rebelo told Zille: "As mayor, you should be aware that South Africa has ratified the Rio Convention, in which we have pledged to conserve 10% of each veld type, and establish our own conservation plan. This has been done … with a conservation target (for Cape Flats Sand Fynbos) of 30%.

"The City of Cape Town is a signatory to the CAPE (conservation planning) initiative, which endorses these objectives. With critically endangered vegetation within the boundaries of the Mother City, we cannot afford for Cape Town to renege on its agreements."

The argument that the Tokai plantation area could be equitably shared among users was "utterly fallacious. It is simply too late. The slice is too small, and the top priority must now go 100% to conservation." 
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