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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THIS PROJECT 

Transnet is planning to upgrade the Heliport at Richards Bay Harbour which is used to ferry 

the ship pilots to and from the incoming and outgoing vessels. The current Heliport is situated 

near the port exit channel opposite the Alkantstrand bathing beach as shown in Figure 1.1. It 

is currently only able to accommodate two helicopters and Transnet plan upgrade the facility 

so that it will be able to house three helicopters as well as having a 30,000 litres permanent 

storage facility for aviation fuel. Fuel is currently brought in by a tanker truck that is 

permanently based on site till it needs to refill. In order to provide the new facilities required 

there is a need to demolish and rebuild the entire facility. The current layout of the Heliport is 

shown in Figure 1.2 where it abuts onto the Richards Bay Estuary. Figures 1.3 and 1.4 provide 

an overview of the current infrastructure on the site. 

 

Figure 1.1  Position of Transnet Heliport with insert showing demarcation of study site for this 

project (Figure provided by Nsovo Environmental Consulting). 
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Figure 1.2  The current Heliport facility on the edge of the Richards Bay Estuary which is 

only able to accommodate two helicopters. 

1.2 PROJECT BRIEF AND STUDY SITE 

CRUZ Environmental were approached by Nsovo Environmental Consulting to provide a 

quote for undertaking an Aquatic and Terrestrial Biodiversity study of the current Helipad site 

as well as a portion of land immediately to the North of the Helipad. This study area was to be 

based on the co-ordinates provided for the site boundary in the text box on the bottom right-

hand corner of Figure 1.1. These co-ordinates have been plotted on Figure 1.5 to give a clear 

indication of the study site for the project.  
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Figure 1.3  From right to left, Helicopter on Heliport landing platform, hanger and workshop 

containing second helicopter, refuelling tanker and administration building. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 1.4  Car Park behind administration building and next to Helicopter hanger and 

workshop. 
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Figure 1.5  Boundary of Study Site for Transnet Heliport Infrastructure Upgrade based on co-

ordinates provided by Nsovo Environmental Consulting as detailed in the text box 

in the bottom right-hand corner of Figure 1.1. 

 

2. FIELD WORK AND SAMPLE ASSESSMENT  

2.1  FIELD WORK 

Fieldwork for the project was undertaken over the period of 23rd and 24th of May 2022. The 

methodology followed was to undertake an exploratory reconnaissance of the entire site 

followed by a detailed assessment of the flora present, at the same time noting any fauna on 

the site. This was then followed by a detailed period of observation across the entire site 

recording all faunal components observed. Time was also spent in discussion with the 

helicopter crew who perform 12 hour shifts on the site and were able to provide additional 

details relating to the fauna present. All identifiable species were recorded on site whilst 

specimens of unidentifiable flora present on the site were collected and taken back to the 

laboratory for identification.  
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2. 2 SAMPLE ASSESSMENT 

Specimens of unidentifiable flora present on the site were taken back to the laboratory for 

identification. Details of unidentifiable fauna were recorded on site, and these were used to 

identify them in the relevant field guides. These guides included Pooley (1998) and Boon 

(1993) for Floral components, Woodhall (2005) for Butterflies (Lepidoptera), Tarboton and 

Tarboton (2009) for Dragonflies (Odonata: Anisoptera) and Tarboton and Tarboton (2005) for 

Damselflies (Odonata: Zygoptera) 

 
 

3. AQUATIC BIODIVERSITY ASSESSMENT 

Based on the on the fieldwork undertaken on the site the following information has 

been obtained regarding the Aquatic Biodiversity of the site. 

3.1 AQUATIC HABITATS PRESENT  

There are no permanent aquatic habitats present on the study site, however following rain 

events three or four small Ephemeral Pans are present on the northern side of the current 

Heliport property as was the case when the field assessment was undertaken for this study. 

These Ephemeral Pans appear to be present in some 35 to 40% of the historical photos 

currently on Google Earth and it can only be assumed that they are more of a summer 

phenomenon being present during the rainy season. The locality of these pans are indicated 

on Figure 3.1 (encircled in Blue), from them the water flows westwards towards the Richards 

Bay Estuary as indicated by the Blue Arrow. Figure 3.2 provides a general overview of the 

position of the pans on the Heliport. At some points along the flowline the water movement is 

obviously subsurface, however just outside the Heliport boundary fence where a concrete and 

rock sill has been constructed the water appears to come to the surface and then flows over 

the sill and into the estuary (Figure 3.3).  

 

3.2 AQUATIC SPECIES PRESENT ON SITE 

During the day and a half that was used to survey the site no aquatic fauna or stages of aquatic 

fauna were observed in the Ephemeral Pans. However, the adult flying forms of two species 

of Dragonflies (Odonata: Anisoptera) and one species of Damselfly (Odonata: Zygoptera) 

were observed around the pans (Table 3.1). Only one individual of each of the Dragonflies 

was noted, however, more than 25 individual Damselflies of the species Africallagma glaucum 
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(Swamp Bluet) Figure 3.4, were constantly flying over the Ephemeral Pans. It was also noted 

that the males were display flighting, mating and then depositing eggs into the water. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1  Aquatic Habitats present on study site are small Ephemeral Pans within Blue 

Boundary, whilst the Blue Arrow indicates exit route of water/ground water from 

the pans to the Richards Bay Estuary. 
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Figure 3.2 View of the Ephemeral Pans on the Heliport site. 

 

Figure 3.3 Outflow of water from the Ephemeral Pans on the Heliport site. 
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Table 3.1 Species of Odonata observed on the site. 

No. Scientific Name Common Name 

1  Ictinogomphus forex (Anisoptera)  Common Tigertail 
2  Rhyothemis semihyalina (Anisoptera)  Phantom Flutterer 
3  Africallagma glaucum (Zygotera)  Swamp Bluet 

 

During mating, the male Swamp Bluet clasps the female by her neck (Figure 3.5) and then 

she bends her body around to his reproductive organs for mating to take place, this is called 

a mating wheel. The pair flies together over the water and eggs are laid within a suitable plant, 

such as those seen in Figure 3.5, just below the water surface. The eggs hatch and the larvae, 

called nymphs, live in the water until they hatch into adults. During the entire period of the field 

assessment these Damselflies were busy mating and depositing eggs in the water. 

 

 

Figure 3.4 Male Swamp Bluet (Africallagma glaucum). 
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Figure 3.5 Male Swamp Bluet (Africallagma glaucum) clasping female behind the neck prior 

to copulation taking place in flight. 

 

3.3 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The Aquatic Biodiversity of the Helipad site is very low due to the total modification of the habit 

over time to form nothing more than an area of short, manicured grass. This contains some 

small depressions which accumulate and hold water for periods of time during the rainy 

season. The three aquatic associated species recorded on the site occur commonly on the 

Zululand Coastal Plain and elsewhere and are not considered endangered. 

It is therefore concluded that the site is of Low Sensitivity in terms of Aquatic Biodiversity and 

whilst the proposed development will remove this habitat its loss will not be of significance in 

terms of the species populations. 
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4. TERRESTRIAL BIODIVERSITY ASSESSMENT 

Based on the fieldwork undertaken the following information has been obtained 

regarding the Terrestrial Biodiversity of the site. 

4.1 TERRESTRIAL HABITATS PRESENT ON SITE 

Nsovo Environmental Consulting provided a map showing the threatened vegetation of the 

area (Figure 4.1). This shows that 75% of the site consisted of the threatened Kwambonambi 

Hygrophilous Grasslands, a habitat that contains several endemic Dragonflies and Mayflies 

(Odonata). It is almost certain that prior to Harbour construction and the modification of the 

estuary which took place the other 25% of the site also consisted of this threatened habitat. 

 

However, post harbour construction finds the area on which the Heliport is situated consisting 

largely of short, manicured grass which is maintained as such to allow for safety requirements 

around the helicopter landing pad. Much of the other vegetation present is remnant 

Kwambonambi Dune Forest (Figure 4.1), which occurred adjacent to the grasslands that now 

also has a substantial number of exotic species present as well. The terrestrial habitat has 

been almost entirely modified from its original composition. 

 

Currently the vegetation on the site can be divided into five zones designated from A to E as 

shown on Figure 4.2, these are as follows; 

 

A. Stand of tall exotic Casuarina equisetifolio trees with some Stelitzia nicolai around the 

periphery. 

B. Mixed coastal shrubs/small trees and exotic species, particularly Casuarina 

equisetifolio, in the buffer area between the current Heliport fence and the Richards 

Bay Estuary. 

C. Mixed coastal shrubs/small trees and exotic species growing along the fence line of 

the Heliport. 

D. Coastal shrubs/small trees with some exotic Casuarina equisetifolio trees 

interspersed. 
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Figure 4.1 Threatened Vegetation on the study site. 

 

 

4.2 FLORA RECORDED ON SITE 

Several of the species present were identified on site however verification of these and the 

identification of the unidentified specimens that were brought back to the laboratory were 

undertaken using Boon (1993) and Pooley (1998). Based on the identifications obtained a 

total of 13 species of flora were found on the study site (Table 4.1), five of these are introduced 

exotic species. 
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Figure 4.2 Main floral areas on the site, designation of letters as detailed in the text above. 

 

 

Table 4.1 List of Trees, shrubs and flowering plants recorded on the study site (* = Exotic 

Species). 

No. Scientific Name Common Name 

1  Brachylaena discolor  Coastal Silver Oak 
2  Casuarina equisetifolio *  Horsetail Tree 
3  Chromolaena odorata *  Paraffin Weed 
 4  Chrysanthemoides monilifera  Bush Tick-berry 
 5  Euglena capensis capensis  Dune Myrtle 
 6  Hydrocotyle bonariensis  Largeleaf Penny Wort 
 7  Lantana camara *  Tickberry 
8  Rhoicissus tomentosa  Common Forest Grape 
9  Rhoicissus tridentata  Bushman’s Grape 

10  Rhoicissus spp. (Digitata in part)  Baboon Grape 
11 Schinus terebinthifolius *  Brazilian Pepper Tree 
 12  Solanum nigrum *  Black Nightshade 
 13  Stelitzia nicolai  Natal Wild Banana 
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4.3 FAUNA RECORDED ON SITE 

4.3.1 Lepidoptera (Butterflies) 

During the field work for this project a total of 10 Butterfly species were identified on the study 

site, these are listed on Table 4.2. There were at least three or four other species present that 

moved too fast to be identified or to get sufficient details to be able to attempt identification.  

 

Table 4.2 List of Butterflies recorded on the study site. 

No. Scientific Name Common Name 

1 Belenois creona African Common White 
2 Charaxes varanes Pearl Emperor 
3 Colias electo African Clouded Yellow 
 4 Dixeia pigea Small Ant-heap White 
 5 Eurema brigitta Broad-bordered Grass Yellow 
 6 Hypolimnas misippus Common Diadem 
 7 Mylothris agathina Eastern Dotted Boarder 
8 Ooskus goue Natal Opal 
9 Papilio demodocus Citrus Swallowtail 

10 Precis octovia Gawdy Commodore 
 

 

4.3.2 Other Invertebrates 

Several other insect species were observed on the site, however it was not possible to collect 

them for identification. These included at least three species of grasshopper and several other 

fly and bug species.  

 

4.3.3 Avifauna (Birds) 

During the field work for this project a total of 16 Bird species were identified on or adjacent to 

the study site, they are listed on Table 4.3. Their identifications were confirmed using Sinclair 

et. al. (2020) 

 

4.3.4 Mammals 

Apart from Feral Cats (Felis catus), which were present around the Heliport site no other 

mammals were observed during the period that the fieldwork was undertaken. However, the 

Helicopter Crew confirmed that Vervet Monkey (Chlorocebus pygerythrus) and Slender 

Mongoose (Galerella sanguinea) have been seen on the site occasionally. 
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Table 4.3  List of Bird species recorded on and in the vicinity of the study site (* = Exotic 

Species, # = Recorded Breeding on the Site). 

No. Scientific Name Common Name 

1 Acriditheres tristis * Common Myna 
2 Bycanistes bucinator Trumpeter Hornbill 
3 Chroicocephalus cirrocephalus Grey-headed Gull 
4 Haliaeetus vocifer Fish Eagle 
5 Hirundo smithii Wire-tailed Swallow 
6 Lanius collaris Common Fiscal 
7 Larus dominicanus Kelp Gull 
8 Lochura cucllata Bronze Mannikin 
9 Motacilla aguimp Pied Wagtail 

10 Onychognathus morio # Red-winged Starling 
11 Passer domesticus * European House Sparrow 
12 Ploceus cucullatus Village Weaver 
13 Ploceus ocularis Spectacled Weaver 
 14 Pycnonotus tricolor Dark-capped Bulbul 
 15 Streptopelia semitorquata Red-eyed Dove 
 16 Trachyphonus vaillantii Crested Barbet 

 

4.4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The Terrestrial Biodiversity of the Helipad site is very low due to the total modification of the 

habitat over time to form nothing more than an area of short, manicured grass. Only commonly 

occurring trees and shrubs as well as several introduced species are present on the periphery 

of the Heliport site. The fauna recorded on and adjacent to the site is very limited and 

comprises commonly occurring species of the general area, none of which are endangered. 

It is therefore concluded that the site is of Low Sensitivity in terms of Aquatic Biodiversity and 

whilst the proposed development will remove the majority of the habitat present its loss will 

not be of significance in terms of the species populations. 
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5. IMPACT ASSESSMENTS 

5.1 SUMMARY OF THE POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE IMPACTS AND RISKS OF THE 
PROPOSED ACTIVITY AND IDENTIFIED ALTERNATIVES. 

5.1.1 Impacts on Terrestrial Biodiversity (Flora) 

Note:  This assessment covers only the currently occupied site of the Heliport and a 
small section to the North as indicated in Figure 1.5. 

 

Table 5.1  Impact Assessment on the Terrestrial Biodiversity (Flora). 

 
Corrective 
measures 

Impact rating criteria  
Significance 

Nature Extent Duration Magnitude Probability 

There will be an almost total loss of all vegetation on the site during the duration of the project. However, the biodiversity assessment 

indicated that the bulk of species present are aliens and those indigenous species present are by and large all common throughout the 

local area. 

Construction Closure Phase 

 
Flora 

No Negative 1 (Local) 
2 (Medium 
term) 6 (Moderate) 5 (Definite) 45 (Medium) 

Yes Negative 1 (Local) 
1 (Medium 
term) 

4 (Low) 5 (Definite) 30 (Low) 

A loss of ecological processes associated with the loss of intact vegetation will occur, however there are few ecologically

important species, and no species of conservation concern are present on the site. 

Construction Phase 

 
No Negative 1 (Local) 

2 (Medium 
term) 6 (Moderate) 5 (Definite) 45 (Medium) 

Yes Negative 1 (Local) 
1 (Short 
term) 

4 (Low) 5 (Definite) 30 (Low) 

Mitigation Measures 

 Immediate rehabilitation of any areas disturbed as a result of construction activities. Use indigenous species that are 

specific to the original vegetation type of the affected area (ensure to keep top soil separate); 

 Removal of all exotic vegetation, including trees; 

 Ensure that that any intact indigenous vegetation not being affected during the redevelopment of the site is temporarily fenced 

off; and 

 Rubble and waste should not be dumped in natural areas where natural vegetation is present. 
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5.1.2 Impacts on Terrestrial Biodiversity (Fauna, including Avifauna) 

Note:  This assessment covers only the currently occupied site of the Heliport and a 
small section to the North as indicated in Figure 1.5. 

 

Table 5.2  Impact Assessment on the Terrestrial Biodiversity (Fauna, including Avifauna). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Issue Corrective 

measures 

Impact rating criteria  
Significance 

Nature Extent Duration Magnitude Probability 

There will be an almost total loss of habitat for both terrestrial fauna and avifauna from the site during the duration of the project. 

However, the biodiversity assessment indicated that there is virtually no terrestrial fauna currently present on the site. Those observed 

were transient, visiting from the greater Alkant Strand area, none are ecologically important, and no species of conservation concern

are present on the site. In terms of avifauna, none are ecologically important, and no species of conservation concern are 

present on the site. Red-winged Starling, the only bird species recorded breeding on the site, utilized a man-made 

structure (the hanger) and would probably do so again once the new site was fully developed. 

Construction Closure Phase 

 
Flora 

No Negative 1 (Local) 
2 (Medium 
term) 6 (Moderate) 5 (Definite) 45 (Medium) 

Yes Negative 1 (Local) 
1 (Medium 
term) 

4 (Low) 5 (Definite) 30 (Low) 

A loss of ecological processes associated with the loss of intact vegetation will occur, however there are few ecologically

important species and no species of conservation concern present on the site. 

Construction Phase 

 
No Negative 1 (Local) 

2 (Medium 
term) 6 (Moderate) 5 (Definite) 45 (Medium) 

Yes Negative 1 (Local) 
1 (Short 
term) 

4 (Low) 5 (Definite) 30 (Low) 

Mitigation Measures 

 Immediate rehabilitation of any areas disturbed as a result of construction activities will allow the area to be once again 

utilised by transient terrestrial species and avifauna. Use indigenous species that are specific to the original vegetation 

type of the affected area (ensure to keep top soil separate). 

 Removal of all exotic vegetation, including trees would enhance the potential for limited terrestrial and avian 

biodiversity recolonization. 
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5.1.3 Impacts on Aquatic (Freshwater) Biodiversity 

Note:  This assessment covers only the currently occupied site of the Heliport and a 
small section to the North as indicated in Figure 1.5. This Impact Assessment 
and the above Specialist Report do not include any assessment of impacts 
related to the adjacent Estuarine Environment which will be impacted by the 
extension of the Helipad Landing Platform over the intertidal area. 

 

Table 5.3  Impact Assessment on the Aquatic (Freshwater) Biodiversity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Issue Corrective 

measures 

Impact rating criteria  
Significance 

Nature Extent Duration Magnitude Probability 

There will be a total loss current non-perennial freshwater habitat on the site. However, the aquatic (freshwater) biodiversity 

assessment indicated that their area of habitat is extremely small, is only present due to the undulating nature of the site when it was 

levelled and that only three species (all of which are common) are present.  Those present, although utilising the small, shallow pools 

of freshwater were not ecologically important, and no species of conservation concern are present on the site. It is considered that 

these small patches of freshwater non-perennial habits serve no real ecological function. 

Construction Closure Phase 

 
Flora 

No Negative 1 (Local) 
2 (Medium 
term) 6 (Moderate) 5 (Definite) 45 (Medium) 

Yes Negative 1 (Local) 
1 (Medium 
term) 

4 (Low) 5 (Definite) 30 (Low) 

A loss of ecological processes associated with the loss of the current seasonally filled depressions will occur, however 

there are no ecologically important species and no species of conservation concern present on the site. 

Construction Phase 

 
No Negative 1 (Local) 

2 (Medium 
term) 6 (Moderate) 5 (Definite) 45 (Medium) 

Yes Negative 1 (Local) 
1 (Short 
term) 

4 (Low) 5 (Definite) 30 (Low) 

Mitigation Measures 

 There is no reason to rehabilitate the non-perennial pools as they do not serve a major ecological function. 
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6. OVERALL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The current state of the habitat on the Heliport site (Figure 1.5) is that of a highly modified 

environment comprising predominantly a manicured lawn. This coupled with the data collected 

during the fieldwork undertaken, which showed that there are no significant/important species 

present, indicates that the site does not warrant being classified as having a “Very High 

Sensitivity Rating”. This is based on the directives for Site Sensitivity Verification as per the 

Gazetted Protocols for the Specialist Assessment for Environmental Impacts on both Aquatic 

and Terrestrial Biodiversity (Government Gazette No.43110 dated 20th March 2020). Rather it 

is concluded that both the Aquatic and Terrestrial Biodiversity of the site indicate that it is has 

a “Low Sensitivity Rating”. 

 

The Impacts Assessments undertaken for the current Heliport area plus a small section to the 

North, as shown in Figure 1.5) indicate that for this area all impacts will be at a Medium Level 

and that these will drop to Low with Corrective Measures (Mitigation) as indicated in the Impact 

Assessment Tables. 

Based on the above, this report concludes that whilst the proposed upgrade of the Heliport 

infrastructure within the current boundaries will modify the entire habitat of the site, this will 

not be of significance in terms of the fauna and flora populations of the general area. It is thus 

recommended that from a natural environmental perspective the development the proposed 

infrastructure upgrade of the Heliport within the demarcated boundary as shown in Figure 1.3 

can go ahead. 

Subsequent to this study being initiated and fieldwork completed, a revised boundary for the 

Heliport development was received from Nsovo (Figure 6.1). The site to be developed has 

been extended to the East and now impinges on a section of the intertidal habitat of Richards 

Bay Estuary. Co-ordinate points a to d on the insert box in Figure 6.1 indicate the area within 

which this will take place. Furthermore, from details provided of the proposed structural 

developments in the estuarine area there will be some permanent loss of some intertidal 

habitat. This additional section, which would require an Estuarine Biodiversity and Impact 

Assessment was not part of the present study. 

An extension into the estuarine environment would also trigger several additional listed 

activities as per the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulations Listing Notices 1 and 2 

(Government Gazette No.38282 dated 4th December 2014) as well as 3 (Government Gazette 

No.33306 dated 18th June 2014). Identified activities in these Listing Notices would require 
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environmental authorisation prior to commencement of the Heliport infrastructure upgrade 

taking place. In order to obtain such authorization an assessment of the environmental state 

and potential impacts of the identified triggers on the affected environment would be required. 

For this a separate Estuarine Biodiversity and Impact Assessment study would need to be 

undertaken. 

 

 

Figure 6.1 Revised boundaries for the proposed development of the new Heliport showing 

the extension into the Richards Bay Estuary (from Nsovo EC). 
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