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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Preamble

Recently, South Africa has been responding to increasing demands on the region's limited water
resources and is moving towards greater recognition of the rights of demand sectors which have
not been catered for adequately; in particular, rural communities and the natural environment
(DWAF 1995). There is, therefore, a need to determine the requirements of competing users
(agriculture, forestry, industry, domestic, rural people and the natural environment).

Increasingly, it is being recognised that the natural river environment needs to be regarded as a
national resource and as such should be maintained and guaranteed rights as a user. This shift
towards regarding the natural environment as a legitimate demand sector in the competition for
South Africa's water resources has required a change in emphasis of studies of water provision.

Riparian ecosystems have been shown to respond to both the flow regime (Bowman and
McDonough 1991) and to physical characteristics of the river (Hupp 1986). Physical
characteristics of river systems are also known to alter in response to changes in flow regime
(Schumm 1969). Assessment of environmental water requirements, therefore, requires an
understanding of the existing physical characteristics, the controlling processes and the vectors
of change (magnitude and direction) in response to catchment control changes.

From a scientific perspective, this report contributes to the development of a rational approach
to the study of South African rivers, within the context of rapidly changing perspectives on
water resource management, through:

1. The development of an integrative methodology for assessment of the physical changes to
river systems in response to changing water supply, using physical characteristics and
processes as a basis (Fig. i).

2. Application and assessment of this methodology to studies on the Sabie and Letaba rivers in
the Kruger National Park.

3. Development of descriptive and predictive tools for use by water resource managers to
predict potential physical changes to the Sabie and Letaba rivers in response to management
decisions.

4. Recommendations as to how the methodology may be utilised for other southern African
rivers.

5. Recommendations as to how such studies may be integrated with studies of riparian
ecosystem functioning and biodiversity.

In so doing, the project contributes to the objectives of the second phase of the Kruger National
Park Rivers Research Programme (Breen et al 1995) through:

1. Providing a means for assessing potential physical changes in response to changing flow
regime and thereby, through ecological links, providing a means for assessing the ecological
implications of different management actions.

2. Development and testing of methods for predicting physical responses of rivers flowing
through the Kruger National Park, to changing patterns of water supply.
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Figure i. Structured research rationale for the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park.

The executive summary comprises background and motives for the study, discussion of
achievements of the stated aims, an outline of products and useability of the research findings
and recommendations for further research. The body of the report focuses on the philosophy and
development of the research methodology, data acquisition and model development and
application.

In Part One, catchment characteristics and control variables (topography, geology, regional
geomorphology, sediment production and hydrology) are described. The physical nature of the
Sabie River is then detailed through the development of an agglomerative geomorphological
hierarchical classification system and a description of the characteristics of units on the Sabie
River at different levels in the hierarchy (chapter 3). The most attention is given to the
morphological unit and channel type scales, since these are the smallest scales at which
prediction of geomorphological change is currently possible and at which integration with
ecological studies is most likely to be possible.

In Part Two, studies of recent control variables and geomorphological change on the Sabie
River are discussed. Studies of the catchment control variables and their changes, the physical
nature of the Sabie River and geomorphology led to the development of a conceptual model for
change for the Sabie River and a consideration of appropriate temporal and spatial scales for
predictive modelling (chapter 4).
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Quantification of the driving variables and processes for the Sabie River are considered in Part
Three. The conceptual model was used to direct data collection and analysis on the catchment
control variables (hydrological regime and sediment production: chapters 5 and 6) and channel
dynamics {hydraulics and in-channel sediment dynamics: chapter 7) at appropriate scales.

Model development and application on the Sabie River is described in Part Four. Data
collection and analysis led to a description of recent channel change and the development of
qualitative models for change on the Sabie River (chapter 8). The studies were finally translated
into quantitative models (statistical and deterministic) of channel change (chapter 9). The
deterministic model was designed for use in predicting channel change in response to different
flow scenarios through the utilisation of daily flow time series. Use of the model is
demonstrated using average daily discharge data from weirs to predict directions of change in
response to recent climatic cycles.

In Part Five, the transference of the research methodology and theory to other systems is
examined. The methodology which was developed on the Sabie River is summarised (chapter
10) and demonstrated in a less rigorous study of the Letaba River, to provide an assessment of
the potential for transferability to other South African river systems (chapter 11). The
methodology and models can be applied using data from standard Department of Water Affairs
and Forestry flow archives, coupled with map, ground and aerial photograph interpretation and
limited field measurement.

Background and motivation

Given the current premise that the riverine environment is considered a resource in South
Africa, it has a legitimate demand in the competition for the nation's limited water resources
(African National Congress 1994, DWAF 1995). It is thus essential to quantify reliably the
water requirements of the environment if the country's water resources are to be optimised for
all demand sectors, while successfully managing the environment. This issue is of particular
concern in conservation areas such as the Kruger National Park, where there is an imperative to
maintain biodiversity in a functional ecosystem. Water managers require predictions of the
physical and environmental consequences of altering the flow regime of a river. Thorns et al.
(1990) recognised that fluvial geomorphology was the logical integrating discipline to link river
response to ecological functioning, as it is the geomorphology that forms the physical template
for habitat development. Also, river response may be predicted at a geomorphological scale that
can be directly related to habitat units (Fig. ii).

The form of river channels is primarily determined by the influence of water and sediment and
any alteration to this balance will result in geomorphological change. Conventional static
ecological assessment techniques, such as PHABSIM (Bovee 1982), link ecological response to
hydraulic change (Fig. ii) and are inappropriate on dynamic river systems, since
geomorphological change overrides local hydraulics as the principal factor determining biotic
preferences (Russell and Rogers 1989). In a dynamic system, if the geomorphological template
is altered this directly affects the habitat availability. Also, geomorphological change is likely to
be longer term and less reversible than changing hydraulic conditions (for example, flow depth
or wetted perimeter) in response to a modified flow regime. There is thus a need to integrate
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geomorphic studies in assessing the ecological implications of flow regime modification, as
such studies generate a more holistic picture of the functioning of the system (Russell and
Rogers 1989) (Fig. ii).
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RESOURCE MANAGERS

Flow regime

LOCAL CHANNEL
STUDIES

I
Hydraulics

ECOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

Geomorphological
approach

RESOURCE MANAGERS

Flow regime

LOCAL CHANNEL
STUDIES

1
Hydraulics Sediment dynamics

CATCHMENT
STUDIES

I
Sediment production Catchment

geology

GEOMORPHOLOGY

River structure
Channel change
Catchment controls
In-channel geology

ECOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

Figure ii. Geomorphological approach to a holistic study of river system functioning.

The requirement for a detailed understanding of the geomorphological dynamics of South
African river systems was first recognised by Thoms et al. (1990) and Rogers et al. (1992). It
was viewed as part of an integrative, holistic research programme into water requirements for
the Kruger National Park rivers that aimed to address the question of quantifying the water
demand of the environment. The form of river channels, which defines the physical
environment for biota, is determined by the landscape through which the river flows and the
water and sediment supply. Specification of water allocations for conservation, therefore,
requires understanding of the river response to changes in flow and sediment regime in a
quantitative and predictive sense. The overall aim of this project was to develop the capability
to predict the geomorphological response to changing flow regimes in the Sabie and Letaba
river systems with a view to providing information and protocols for environmentally sound
management of the water resources of these catchments. This has been achieved through the
following objectives which were as originally stated in the initial proposal:
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1. Description of the contemporary morphology of the rivers.

2. Establishment of the temporal pattern of change in the channel morphology.

3. Construction of a conceptual model of channel change and on the basis of this model,
identification of ecological and management requirements, and processes and scales for
further research.

4. Quantification of catchment processes and their effects at the appropriate spatial
scales.

5. Development of predictive models for fluvial geomorphological change.

Use of existing geomorphological understanding for prediction of potential channel change as a
basis for management often succeeds after reference to established fluvial geomorphological
theory. Many southern African rivers, being bedrock controlled and hydrologically variable, do
not conform to classic temperate alluvial models (van Niekerk et al. 1995). It was, therefore,
imperative to develop a new and flexible research strategy with the capability to investigate and
understand the dynamics of bedrock influenced river systems (Fig. i). Such a strategy forms the
basis of this document and its rationale may be easily and quickly transferred to other river
systems. This has been demonstrated with reference to the Letaba River study, where
geomorphological classification and conceptual models of change were rapidly constructed and
monitoring networks installed.

Both the Sabie and Letaba rivers are mixed bedrock-alluvial systems and existing alluvial
channel theory was of limited use. The approach adopted in this study (Fig. i) involved firstly,
the detailed description of the physical characteristics of the river, in order to unravel the
complexities of the system and generate a firm foundation for structured research. Similarly, an
investigation of short-term geomorphological changes was necessary to begin to qualify the
dynamic nature of the river system and determine how it responds to changes occurring in the
catchment. This information was also used in validating quantitative channel change models.
These steps facilitated the classification of the system into ecologically-relevant sections.

Secondly, the dominant catchment control factors were isolated. Combining the knowledge
gained from these two components of the approach allowed the development of conceptual

. models of change. These models focused the field study which refined the level of system
understanding. This information was then incorporated into a series of models for predicting
changes in river morphology and habitat, induced by changing flow regimes.

Semi-quantitative models of channel change were developed to predict timescales (return
period), and degrees of channel change in response to altered sediment and flow regimes.
Actual evidence of geomorphological change was used to verify the performance of these
models on the Sabie River (Fig. i).



Achievement of the stated aims

In order to integrate fully with the Kruger National Park Rivers Research Programme, the major
part of this study was devoted to developing an understanding of the geomorphological
dynamics of the Sabie River system. The research rationale that emerged was then transferred to
the Letaba River. All of the original aims were achieved using this approach and are expanded
on below.

1) Description of the contemporary morphology of the rivers

It was recognised that both rivers exhibited a composite-channel structure, with low flow
channels contained within a large macro-channel which has been incised into the bedrock over
geological time (during the late Miocene and early Pliocene). This macro-channel is large
enough to contain even extreme flood events (of the order of 2000 mV). Within its confines,
another system of channels exists that convey the lower flows and these form the active
(perennial) and seasonal channels defined by the classification system.

Both the Sabie and Letaba rivers have been classified according to the hierarchical system of
van Niekerk et al. (1995). The proposed approach uses the principle of agglomerative
association to generate successive levels in the geomorphological hierarchy, beginning with
groups of morphological units and progressing through channel types, reaches, macro-reaches
and zones, through to the whole river system (Fig. iii).
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Figure iii. Agglomerative geomorphological hierarchy of the Sabie River in the Kruger
National Park.
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Such a classification has allowed the descriptive mapping of the geomorphological structure of
both rivers along their full length in the Kruger National Park and has formed the
geomorphological basis for structuring all subsequent studies on these rivers.

A continuum of channel types from bedrock to alluvial exists on the Sabie River depending on
the degree of sedimentation. In the hierarchy (Fig. iii) channels may be classified as bedrock,
mixed, or alluvial, leading to a total of ten possibilities (bedrock single thread, mixed single
thread, alluvial single thread, bedrock pool-rapid, mixed pool-rapid, bedrock anastomosing,
mixed anastomosing, alluvial anastomosing, mixed braided and alluvia] braided). On the Sabie
River, five principal channel types are common and readily recognisable (the other five being
rare and localised):

• Alluvia] single thread
Fully alluvia], regular single channel river. May have a straight or sinuous planform.

• Alluvial braided
Alluvial multi-channel network of distributaries. Channel convergence and divergence
is at the scale of the active channel width.

• Mixed anastomosing
Multi-channel network of distributaries in both bedrock and alluvium.

• Bedrock anastomosing
Multi-channel network of stable bedrock distributaries.

• Mixed pool-rapid
System of alternating steep bedrock rapids and associated upstream pools.

2) Establishment of the temporal pattern of change in the channel morphology

Vogt (1992) and Carter and Rogers (1995) have shown, through studies of aerial photographs
from 1940, 1944, 1965, 1974, 1977 and 1984/85, that the Sabie and Letaba rivers are changing
form through progressive sedimentation over ecologically relevant timescales. The primary
causes of such changes appear to be the increase in sediment production in the catchment (van
Niekerk and Heritage 1994) and a reduction in flow volume and frequency. It is these factors
which require detailed investigation, in order to begin to understand the channel dynamics of the
Sabie River.

Channel change on both rivers has been investigated on two temporal scales. The first involves
short term (annual) channel change, as evidenced by aerial photographs of certain sections of
the rivers from 1986 to 1993. Change on this timescale appears to be largely restricted to
erosion and deposition in the active channels within the incised macro-channel. During average
flow periods (± 20% from the mean annual flow volume 1959-1993) there appears to be little
observable change in the various channel types. Bedrock and mixed pool-rapid areas exhibit
moderate sedimentation, mixed anastomosing sections display minor sediment accumulations
and braided channel types and bedrock anastomosing sections show no significant change at the
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morphological unit scale. Periods of reduced annual runoff (< 80% of the mean annual runoff
volume 1959-1993) result in more significant build up of sediments in mixed anastomosing and
mixed pool-rapid, bedrock pool-rapid and braided areas. Accumulation in the bedrock pool-
rapid and braided areas is less marked than in the mixed anastomosing and mixed pool-rapid
areas. Bedrock anastomosing channel types show a limited increase in bar deposits. This study
enabled a direct association to be drawn between change at the channel type scale and measured
flows.

Long term (> 50 years) direction of channel change has been inferred from a single set of aerial
photographs, utilising space-for-time substitution. This concept is based on the recognition that
there is a continuum of channel types ranging from fully bedrock through to fully alluvial and
different channel type sections are at different stages of the continuum down the length of the
river. It was thus possible to identify potential directions of change by looking at two different
areas of the river in different stages of evolution in relation to the influence of the catchment
control variables. Pathways of geomorphologica] evolution in response to increasing
sedimentation have been proposed based on the work of Vogt (1992), Carter and Rogers (1995)
and the short and long term aerial photograph studies.

3) Construction of a conceptual model of channel change and on the basis of this
model, identification of ecological and management requirements, and processes and
scales for further research

The hierarchical classification (Fig. iii) lead to the identification of ten potential channel types in
the continuum from bedrock to alluvial rivers (given that pool-rapids can only be bedrock or
mixed and braided channels can only be mixed or alluvial). Utilising the results of the aerial
photograph interpretations (in which directions of change were identified and related to flow
regime), the sediment yield studies (which show an increase in sediment yield over the period of
photographic record) and the descriptive studies (which isolated the influence of geology) a
conceptual model was constructed. The model defines the probable change in channel type as a
function of the catchment factors that control their form.

Of these factors some were identified as static, and as such could not change to influence the
river geomorphology over ecologically relevant timescales, and others were found to be
dynamic requiring further detailed investigation for incorporation in quantitative models;

Static: Geology

Dynamic: Short term: Flow dynamics
Sediment dynamics

Long term: Hydrology
Sediment production

Flow variability, flow magnitude, sediment inputs and local channel sediment transport
potential were identified as the principal controls on channel form and the model represents the
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probable directions of channel type change, as a result of altering one or more of the control
variables (Fig. iv).

4) Quantification of catchment processes and their effects at spatial scales relevant to
the processes influencing channel change

Field monitoring of the catchment control factors was necessary to quantify the processes
operating in both catchments. Sediment production within the catchments was evaluated using
GIS techniques and sub-catchment production figures were estimated. The principal production
areas coincide with the former homeland areas to the west of the Kmger National Park, where
poor land management coincides with highly erodible soils. However, overgrazing by large
populations of game inside the conservation area was also in evidence during drought periods.
The technique employed was of insufficient resolution to detect increased inputs in the upper
catchment from forestry roads. The studies concluded that sediment production in the
catchments was likely to increase.
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A detailed hydrological study of recorded daily average flows within the Sabie River catchment
was conducted using data from Perry's Farm Weir, Kmger Weir and Lower Sabie Weir. This
revealed considerable fluctuation in the flow regime on a daily, seasonal, annual and decade
scale (analysis of the average flow record for the gauging station at Perry's Farm, 60km
upstream of the Kmger National Park, revealed a mean wet season flow of 12.4m3s"', with a
range between O.SmY1 and 258m"V; the mean dry season flow was 8.6m"Y', ranging between
0.4mY' to 197.2mV). Wet, dry and average flow regimes were constructed based on the
recommendations of Tyson (1987). Differences between these regimes were most evident at
lower flows, whereas larger flood events appear to occur under any climatic condition in
response to high magnitude rainfall events, which are relatively consistent regardless of climatic
variability. However, this may be a function of the short period of record. Flow variability and
magnitude were difficult to evaluate for the Letaba River due to its ephemeral nature, hence,
only river response to individual flood events was investigated.

Investigations of the flow and sediment dynamics were instigated in order to determine the
geomorphological behaviour at the regional 'whole river' and local 'channel type' scale. The first
involved a regional investigation of the dynamics of the entire length of the Sabie and Letaba
rivers within the Kmger National Park, in order to 1) investigate the dynamics of the whole
river system so as to identify areas of potential sediment accumulation or erosion and 2) select
reaches for more detailed investigation. The regional study was based on 24 cross-sections on
the Sabie River and 21 on the Letaba River. The results of the regional study revealed zones of
higher or lower stream energy along the rivers and these corresponded closely to long term large
scale sedimentary deposits in the macro-channel.

The second scale involved detailed studies of representative examples of the principal channel
types identified by the hierarchical classification, in order to provide information for modelling
at the channel type and morphological unit scale. These are the smallest scales for which
predictions of morphological change can be modelled at present and information at these scales
is potentially of most use to river ecologists. This was possible for the Sabie River only, as there
were insufficient flow events on the Letaba River during the period of research. A detailed flow
monitoring network was established at hydraulic controls for each of the channel types and data
were collected on cross-sectional hydraulics for investigation of channel flow resistance and
sediment dynamics. Each channel type was found to have distinct hydraulic and channel flow
resistance parameters which were used in the semi-quantitative modelling procedure.

5) Development of predictive models for fluvial geomorphological change

Conventional quantitative modelling techniques assume a large degree of geomorphological
homogeneity. Since the Sabie and Letaba rivers are extremely variable, with multiple
distributaries and large numbers of hydraulic controls, particularly in the bedrock controlled
reaches, the large amount of field data required to mn such models for these rivers are
prohibitive. A new approach, which linked the quantitative research findings and a qualitative
spatial model of the river, was developed in order to predict change at the scale of channel type
on an annual basis. Such a detailed analysis was not possible on the Letaba River due to the lack
of hydraulic information.



Details of the hydraulic and sediment dynamics of the Sabie River channel types were used, in
conjunction with the map of their distribution, to construct a model of sediment movement
through the system. The ability of the river to transport sediment was evaluated for each
consecutive channel type along the river, based on sediment inputs from the channel type
immediately upstream and lateral sediment inputs from the catchment. Excess inputs that
exceeded the local competence were deposited and where the channel sediment transport
capacity exceeded the combined upstream and lateral sediment inputs, erosion of deposited
material was possible (Fig. v). The model routes daily flows through the series of channel types
and generates annual bulk sediment volume change at the scale of channel type for any daily
time series. Any period of a day or greater may be considered and the consequences of
sedimentation downstream through each channel type evaluated.

Time 1

1000

Time 2

500

Channel type unit

Lateral sediment inputs

Upstream sediment input

Sediment throughput (channel competence)

^Initial sediment storage
Gain/loss of sediment

..New sediment storage

Figure v. Diagrammatic representation of the semi-quantitative model developed to predict
channel change on the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park.
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Validation of the model against observed channel change indicated that it predicted the erosion
and sedimentation observed for each of the channel types along the Sabie River, as evidenced
from aerial photographs. The observed combination of channel type units was linked in the
model and the gauged daily flow time series was routed through the system. Predicted changes
for the years 1989 and 1992 were then compared against channel change for several points
along the river where aerial photographs exist. For example, the model predicted well the
temporal pattern of sand and fine gravel sedimentation in a mixed anastomosing channel type
downstream of a pool-rapid, as a result of flows between 1989 and 1992 (Fig. vi). The model
was also run for silt sized material and this revealed that all sections of the Sabie are generally
competent to move this fraction downstream. Extensive sedimentation was predicted for the
mixed anastomosing channel type downstream of Lower Sabie Weir. This is supported by field
and aerial photographic evidence of active channel bar deposition in the area. The bedrock
anastomosing section close to the Mozambique border remained unchanged from the period
1989-1992; the model also predicted no erosion or deposition in this area.

Products and usability of the research findings

The Sabie and Letaba rivers behave differently from temperate alluvial river systems and hence
must be investigated outside the framework that exists for these river types. A number of useful
concepts and methods have emerged from this study which will prove invaluable in managing
rivers in southern Africa:

1. A research philosophy that relates the geomorphological structure of a river to the principal
catchment control variables, in order to conceptualise pathways of possible channel change.

2. A research approach for investigating bedrock influenced semi-arid river systems in a
manner which will provide structured information for the prediction of their response to
management actions.

3. A method for the classification of fluvial systems based on their geomorphological
components. This classification is an agglomerative one and as such, is more suited to the
discrimination of finer spatial groupings than a divisive approach. The classification
encompasses the morphological units that allow for the detailed spatial categorisation of
rivers influenced by both bedrock and alluvium. The classification has been designed to
provide easy application to any river system, allowing direct standardised comparison
between different rivers.

4. An integrative framework for field research that quantifies the importance of the catchment
control factors and provides information on channel structure and dynamics on regional
(wholeriver) andlocal (representativechannel type) scales.
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Figure vi. Example results from the semi-quantitative channel change model developed in this
study.

The research philosophy, new method and field research programme have resulted in the
generation of information on the physical nature of the rivers (structure), catchment controlling
factors and channel dynamics which can be used by biologists and catchment managers (Fig.
vii). The studies have led to the development of models for geomorphological change (Fig. vii)
which provide the potential to predict ecological change in response to habitat change. These
models fall into two categories:

1. Qualitative models of short (annual) and long term (> 50 years) channel change for mixed
alluvial/bedrock rivers.

2. A semi-quantitative model of channel response that routes sediment through a series of
channel types as defined by.the hierarchical classification and river structuring. The model
operates using daily average flow time series and generates changes in the sediment balance
at the scale of channel type over the period being investigated. The model can be used to
investigate the potential effects of different management strategies through the analysis of
simulated daily flows for different river basin development and dam construction scenarios.
Similarly, the results of the modelling can be used as a basis for the construction of a series
of biotic response models.
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Figure vii. Products and users of the geomorphological change project findings.

Further research

This report details the research findings of a four-year study into the structure and functioning
of two bedrock influenced rivers subject to highly variable flow regimes. New methods and
models have been developed and the focus of future research should be to improve integration
of the models into the Kruger National Park Rivers Research Programme (KNPRRP) Decision
Support System (DSS) and transferring the methods to other systems. These research needs can
be met through:

1. Refinement and verification of the suite of geomorphological change and hydrodynamic
models through model application.

2. Integration of geomorphological and ecological studies at the spatial and temporal scales at
which geomorphological change can realistically be predicted.

3. Development of models for prediction of ecological change in response to geomorphological
change.

4. Modelling of geomorphological change to the Sabie River under scenarios specified through
the DSS.

Development of hydrodynamic models and procedures on seasonal alluvial rivers such as the
Letaba (incorporating subsurface flow components) and linking these to the geomorphological
change model.
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The daily time step model for simulating sediment and water runoff in the Sabie River
catchment proposed in this report is currently being tested and refined in the KNPRRP. Output
from this model for natural and historic development scenarios should be used in the
geomorphological change and hydrodynamic models to predict change for these scenarios.
Comparison of model predictions for the natural development scenario with aerial photographs
over the 50 year photographic record will facilitate refinement and verification of the models.
Comparison of model outputs for the historic and natural development scenarios will enable the
isolation of past climatic and anthropogenic effects. Such a comparison will assist in defining
the natural directions of change and thus provide a basis for defining the desired
geomorphological state of the Sabie River.

Studies 2, 3 and 4 above will facilitate the prediction of ecological response to different
management options. As water resources come under pressure, seasonal rivers are being
considered for potential impoundment. Many of these are also alluvial (the Sand River in the
KNP) and the dynamics of such seasonal alluvial systems are poorly understood, since ground
water dynamics are not well defined. Study 5 above should be aimed at generalising the models
sufficiently to ensure transferability of the models to other southern African river systems.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The environment is conventionally accepted as a resource to be protected in South Africa and as
such it exercises a legitimate demand in the competition for limited water resources in southern
Africa. It is thus essential to quantify the water requirements of the environment reliably. This
issue is of particular concern in conservation areas such as the Kruger National Park, where
there is an imperative to maintain the biotic system. In particular, the role of rivers has been
highlighted as playing an important part in the functioning of the entire riparian system.
Therefore, changes to this system will impact on the environment.

The geomorphological state of a river has been recognised as forming an important template for
biotic habitat and change to this template has a direct impact on the ecosystem. The
contemporary form of river channels is primarily a reflection of the influence of water and
sediment and any alteration to either of these two factors results in geomorphological change.
Ecological assessment techniques such as PHABSIM (Milhous et al. 1989) assess channel
stability, but do not incorporate channel change into their predictions (King and Tharme 1994),
making them inappropriate on geomorphologically dynamic rivers in which habitat change
overrides local hydraulics as the principal factor determining biotic preferences.

The requirement for a detailed understanding of the geomorphological dynamics of the Sabie
River was recognised by Thorns et al. (1990) and Rogers et al. (1992). It was viewed as part of
an integrative holistic research programme that aimed to address the question of quantifying the
water demand of the environment by linking with other control factors such as local hydraulics
and water quality (Fig. 1) (Rogers et al. 1992).

The overall aim of this project was to fit into the holistic framework, through development of
the capability to predict the geomorphological response to changing flow regimes in the Sabie
and Letaba river systems, hence providing information and protocols for environmentally sound
management of the water resources of these catchments. This has been achieved through
pursuing the following objectives:

• Description of the contemporary morphology of the rivers.

• Establishment of the temporal pattern of change in the channel morphology.

• Construction of a conceptual model of channel change and on the basis of this model,
identification of ecological and management requirements, and processes and scales for
further research.

• Quantification of catchment processes and their effects at the appropriate spatial
scales.

• Development of predictive models for fluvial geomorphological change.
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Figure 1. The role of geomoiphology in the structure and functioning of riparian biotic systems
(after Rogers et al. 1992).



All scientific investigation rests on a sound conceptual basis which dictates data collection and
information utilisation. In this study a framework was required which could be used to assess
river state and predict changes in that state and had to be transferable from river to river.
Established geomorphological theory can form the basis of successful management of many
rivers, but many southern African rivers, being bedrock controlled and hydrologically variable,
do not conform to classic temperate alluvial models. The research rationale proposed in this
study (Fig. 2) involves firstly, the detailed description of river structure and potential for short
term change, in order to unravel the complexities of the system and generate a firm foundation
for structured research. These steps facilitate the classification of the system into ecologically-
relevant sections. Secondly, the dominant catchment control factors must be isolated from the
many that are operating. Combining the knowledge gained from these two components of the
approach allowed the development of a conceptual model of channel change. This model
focused the study on relevant factors for further investigation in order to refine the level of
system understanding, particularly of sediment and water dynamics, through detailed field
evaluation (Fig. 2). This structured information in turn provided the ability to predict and model
changes in morphology and habitat induced by changing flow regimes (Fig. 2). Such a process
is iterative (Fig. 3) and many of the initial ideas on the functioning of the two rivers involving
hypothesis and model development have been refined with time, leading to the ability to predict
changes in river morphology and habitat induced by changing flow regimes.
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Figure 2. The overall research strategy developed to generate geomorphological change models
for the Sabie and Letaba rivers in the Kruger National Park,



The model predicts channel change at the scale of channel type that can be used in scenario
modelling of simulated flow regimes, making it possible to negotiate volume and distribution of
water supply with resource managers. This framework can be used for all rivers, particularly
those whose dynamics are poorly understood and where limited data are available. This report
presents a detailed account of how the research rationale (Fig. 2) was applied to the Sabie River
catchment, where considerable data were available and the Letaba River catchment, where a
limited data set precluded such a detailed understanding.
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Figure 3. The iterative research process employed for geomorphological modelling aspects of
the Sabie and Letaba rivers in the Kruger National Park.



From a scientific perspective, this report contributes to the development of a rational approach
to the study of South African rivers, within the context of rapidly changing perspectives on
water resource management, through:

1. The development of an integrative methodology for assessment of the physical changes to
river systems in response to changing water supply, using physical characteristics and
processes as a basis (Fig. 2).

2. Application and assessment of this methodology to studies on the Sabie and Letaba rivers in
the Kruger National Park.

3. Development of descriptive and predictive tools for use by water resource managers to
predict potential physical changes to the Sabie and Letaba rivers in response to management
decisions.

4. Recommendations as to how the methodology may be utilised for other southern African
rivers.

5. Recommendations as to how such studies may be integrated with studies of riparian
ecosystems.

In so doing, the project contributes to the objectives of the second phase of the Kruger National
Park Rivers Research Programme (Breen et al. 1995) through:

1. Providing a means for assessing potential physical changes in response to changing flow
regime and thereby, through ecological links, providing a means for assessing the ecological
implications of different management actions.

2. Development and testing of methods for predicting physical responses of rivers flowing
through the Kruger National Park and across South Africa to changing patterns of water
supply.

The body of the report focuses on the philosophy and development of the research methods,
data acquisition, model development and application on the Sabie River, and transferability to
other river systems, using the Letaba River as a case study.

In Part One, catchment characteristics and control variables (topography, geology, regional
geomorphology, sediment production and hydrology) are described. The physical nature of the
Sabie River is then described through the development of an agglomerative hierarchical
classification system and a description of the morphological characteristics of units on the Sabie
River at different levels in the hierarchy (chapter 3). The most attention is given to the
morphological unit and channel type scales, since these are the smallest scales at which
prediction of geomorphologica] change is currently possible and at which integration with
ecological studies is most likely to be achieved.

In Part Two, studies of the catchment control variables, the physical nature of the Sabie River
and geomorphological dynamics are described. A conceptual model for change for the Sabie
River is presented and consideration is given to the appropriate temporal and spatial scales over
which modification is taking place (chapter 4).

Quantification of the driving variables and processes for the Sabie River is considered in Part
Three. The conceptual model was used to direct data collection and analysis of the catchment



control variables (hydrological regime and sediment production: chapters 5 and 6) and channel
dynamics (hydraulic and in-channel sediment dynamics: chapter 7).

Model development and application on the Sabie River is described in Part Four. Data
collection and analysis led to a description of recent channel change and the development of
qualitative models for change on the Sabie River (chapter 8). The studies were finally translated
into quantitative models (statistical and deterministic) of channel change (chapter 9). The
deterministic model was designed for use in predicting channel change in response to different
flow scenarios through the utilisation of daily flow time series. Application of the model is
demonstrated using average daily discharge data from weirs to predict directions of change in
response to recent climatic cycles.

In Part Five, the transference of the research approach and theory to other systems is examined.
The approach which was developed on the Sabie River is summarised (chapter 10) and
demonstrated in a less rigorous study of the Letaba River, to provide an assessment of the
potential for transferabiliry to other South African river systems (chapter 11). The approach and
models can be applied using data from standard Department of Water Affairs and Forestry flow
archives, coupled with map, ground and aerial photograph interpretation and limited field
measurement.



2. CATCHMENT CONTROL VARIABLES ON THE SABIE RIVER

The geomoiphology and nature of changes to the physical state of any river result from complex
interactions of a number of control factors that operate on scales ranging from the whole
catchment, down to the scale of individual boulder outcrops in the river bed. These controls
include climate, geology, water discharge and sediment influx (both in the main channel and
from tributaries), the bed and bank characteristics, the development of vegetation along the
rivers and the effects of human interference (Morisawa 1985) (Fig. 4).

HUMAN ACTIVITY

CLIMATE
RECIPITATION
TEMPERATURE

VEGETATION
LAND USE

DISCHARGE

GEOLOGY
TOPOGRAPHY
LITHOLOGY
STRUCTURE

SOIL
CHARACTER

SEDIMENT
LOAD

MORPHOLOGY
DYNAMICS

Figure 4. Generalised catchment factors that influence fluvial geomorphological dynamics
(after Morisawa 1985).

Increased demands on limited water resources and changes in land usage lead to modification in
the flow regime and a shift in the balance of the catchment control variables. These factors are
being altered in the Sabie River catchment and are reflected in the changing geomorphological
nature of the river. This has influenced the available habitat for different faunal and floral
species dependent on the river and has resulted in an associated adjustment in species
distribution. In this chapter, the catchment factors that influence the current physical nature of
the Sabie River are identified and their influence on channel dynamics is reviewed.



2.1 Topography, geology and regional geomorphology

The Sabie River rises on the eastern slopes of the Mauch Berg in the Drakensberg, Mpumalanga
Province, at an altitude of about 2200 m and flows eastward for some 210km to its confluence
with the Incomati River in Mozambique. The catchment area is approximately 7096 km2. In the
Lowveld region (downstream of Hazyview), the major tributaries are the Marite and Sand rivers
(Fig. 5). A large proportion of the Sabie River catchment drains the rural former homeland areas
of Gazankulu, Lebowa and Kangwane, now incorporated into Mpumalanga Province. The river
forms the boundary between the Kruger National Park and rural areas in Mpumalanga, before
cutting east across the Kruger National Park to the Mozambique border (Fig. 5).

The Sabie River is underlain by a wide variety of bedrock, comprising sedimentary, intrusive
and extrusive igneous and metamorphic rocks. The major strata over which the Sabie River
flows are (from most proximal to most distal to the source) (Fig. 6), laminated, well bedded
shale diamictite and occasional quartzite layers of the Pretoria Group, Chuniespoort dolomite
and limestone, Nelspruit Suite biotite granite, potassic gneiss, also of the Nelspruit Suite and in
the west of the Kruger National Park, Karoo sediments, Lebombo basalt and Lebombo rhyolite.
The river is intersected by numerous dolerite and diabase dykes and sills, with a large outcrop of
Timbavati gabbro along the western boundary of the Kruger National Park. Within the Kruger
National Park, the strata have a north-south strike and an easterly dip. A large portion of the
Sand River catchment is underlain by Cunning Moor tonalite and Makhtswi gneiss (Fig. 6).

A longitudinal section of the Sabie River has been drawn from 1:50000 topographic maps (Fig.
7). The Sabie River, between its source and the Mozambique border, has been divided into four
main geomorphological zones (Fig. 8) based on the major breaks in slope.

1. Mpumalanga (previously Eastern Transvaal) Highlands.
2. Granite Plain.
3. Lowveld Zone.
4. Lebombo Zone.

These zones are closely related to the underlying geology with the mountainous hinterland
corresponding to the Pretoria Group sediments and the Chuniespoort dolomite and limestone
deposits; the Granite Plain zone corresponding to the biotite granites; the Lowveld zone
corresponding to the potassic gneiss, and Karoo sediments and basalt; and the Lebombo zone to
the rhyolite.

2.2 River history

The Lowveld represents a relatively young erosion surface which resulted from the westerly
retreat of the Great Escarpment after the break-up of Gondwanaland through rift faulting about
100 million years ago (King 1978). Two major cycles of rejuvenation resulted in the
development of the Post-African I and II surfaces (Partridge and Maud 1987) into which the
Sabie River is incised (Table 1). The slow process of planation and lowering of the land surface
enabled the rivers to cut gorges in resistant rock formations without major directional changes,
as is seen at Sabiepoort (Venter 1991). These processes have resulted in incision of the
Mpumalanga Province rivers into the African surface. Thus, the Sabie River is confined to a
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narrow deep valley within the existing host rock and active channel evolution and sedimentation
is restricted within this zone, which is termed the macro-channel (van Niekerk and Heritage
1993). As a result of this incision the morphology of the Sabie River is controlled by the
underlying geological structure and bedrock lithologies, although it does display some alluvial
characteristics within the macro-channel.

Table 1. Summary of major geomorphological events in the region of the present Lowveld
(modified from Partridge and Maud 1987 and Venter 1991).

Event

Climatic oscillations and
glacio-eustatic sea-level
changes.

Post-African II cycle of
major valley incision.

Major uplift (up to 900 m in
eastern marginal areas).

Post-African I cycle of
erosion.

Moderate uplift of 150 - 300
m

African cycle of erosion
(polycyclic).

Break up of Gondwanaland
through rift faulting.

Geomorphic manifestation

Slight to moderate incision of river
channels resulting in localised
erosion.

Incision of coastal gorges, formation
of Post-African II erosion surface.

Asymmetrical uplift of the
subcontinent and major westward
tilting of surfaces on interior with
monoclinal warping along the
eastern coastal margins.

Development of imperfectly planed
Post-African I erosion surface.

Slight westward tilting of African
surface with limited monoclinal
warping.

Advanced planation throughout
subcontinent. Development of
African surface with deep-weathered
laterite and silcrete profiles.

Initiation of Great Escarpment owing
to high absolute elevation of
southern African portion of
Gondwanaland.

Age

Recent - 0.011
Ma

-2.5-0.011
Ma

-2.5 Ma

-18-2.5 Ma

-18 Ma

-100- 18 Ma

-100 Ma
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Figure 5. The Sabie River catchment, Mpumalanga Province, South Africa.
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Figure 6. Simplified geology of the Sabie River catchment.
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2.3 Sediment production

A number of studies have been conducted on the Sabie River catchment to quantify its sediment
production potential (Rooseboom et al 1992, van Niekerk and Heritage 1994, Wadeson and
Rowntree 1995, Donald et al. 1995). The Rooseboom et al. (1992) model predicts an average
sediment yield of 155tkmVfor 50% confidence, 350tkmV (80% confidence) and 620tkm"VI

with 95% confidence, van Niekerk and Heritage (1994) predict production rates between 250
and 400tkm :a', dependent on sub-catchment definition (Fig. 68). This compares with the sub-
catchment estimates of Donald et al. (1995), which range from below 50 to 400tkm'V (Table
2). In the study of Wadeson and Rowntree (1995) sediment production categories were not
quantified and hence are not represented in Table 2. In all cases the estimates vary depending on
the methodology. Donald et al (1995) provides the most detailed field assessment and
catchment breakdown of sediment production processes.

Table 2. Comparison of predicted sediment production figures for the Sabie River catchment.

Sub-catchment

Upper Sabie

Maritsane

Noord Sand

Sand

Middle Sabie

Lower Sabie

Se

Rooseboom ef al (1992)

155-620

155-620

155-620

155-620

155-620

155-620

diment yield (tkm2a')

van Niekerk and
Heritage (1994)

327

345

402

378

401

246

Donald et al. (1995)

100-150

<50

MOO

<50 and 300-400

200-300

<50

2.4 Hydrology

Chiew et al. (1995) have demonstrated that southern African rivers, like Australian rivers, have
very extreme flow regimes, displaying twice the world average flow variability. Hydrological
data for the Sabie River in the Lowveld region is limited. Gauging stations are located at Perry's
Farm, Kruger Weir, and Lower Sabie (Fig. 9). Of these only Perry's Farm has an extensive flow
record, extending back to 1959. Kruger Weir has operated only since 1990 and Lower Sabie
since 1987. The Sabie River is perennial but it is subject to discharge extremes similar to other
semi-arid systems in the eastern part of southern Africa.
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Figure 9. The locations of flow gauging structures in the study section of the Sabie River.

Precipitation is concentrated in the highland areas to the west of the catchment (1800-2000
mma'1), declining to 450-650mma"' over the Lowveld and Lebombo geomorphological zones
(Fig. 10). In contrast, evaporation is lower in the west (1400mm), rising to 1700mm in the east
(Fig. 11). Seasonal trends are clear in both the precipitation and the flow regime. At Perry's
Farm gauge station, low flows of the order of 1 to 2 m V occur in the dry winter months of
April through to September. Elevated and more variable flows are linked to the rains between
October and March (Table 3). Climatic variability has also been identified for the Lowveld
region (Tyson 1987 and Mason 1996). A quasi 18-year rainfall cycle appears to exist and has
been linked to the influence of El-Nino on the region, which is reflected in the flow pattern of
the Sabie River. The recent 'double' El-Nino event led to an extended dry period in the region
(Mason 1996) and much reduced flow magnitude and variability in the Sabie River.

Table 3, Summary daily average flow statistics for Perry's Farm gauge station 1959-1994.

Season

Wet Season

(October-March)

Dry season

(April-September)

Statistic

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

Mean

Minimum

Maximum

Wet
years

30.58

22.64

258.00

25.43

21.94

197.17

Dry
years

5.86

0.50

16.22

3.10

0.10

5.13

Average
years

8.87

3.14

25.18

4.28

2.97

6.27

All years

12.36

0.50

258.00

8.60

0.10

197.17
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The 1984 anthropogenic water requirements (Table 4) represented some 28% of the natural
mean annual runoff (MAR) in the Sabie River catchment, with exotic afforestation in the upper
catchment representing the largest usage. The projected water demand by the year 2010 is some
52% of the MAR, representing an 84% growth, the majority of which will be involved in
development of the rural areas. Clearly there is currently a major anthropogenic impact on
water resources and land-use at present, affecting flow regime and sediment production
respectively. Anthropogenic effects on the two major catchment control variables are projected
to expand, potentially resulting in geomorphological change to the Sabie River system.

Table 4. Present (1985) and projected (2010) land-use and water demands for the Sabie River
catchment (Birkhead and Heritage 1995).

Catchment area (km2) 7096
Natural MAR (1 OmV) 762
Percentage of population living in underdeveloped conditions 92%

Demand sector

Population SA

(Urban &
rural) *

Irrigation SA

*

Livestock SA

*

Afforestation SA

*

Total SA

*

Combined

1985

km2

66

48

4230

2207

624

97

10'mV

1.1

6.3

51.2

48.1

0.4

1.4

92.7

13.9

145.4

69.7

215.1

2010

km2

66

166

4230

2207

740+

68O+

lOWa1

3.5

52.7

51.2

176.9

0.4

1.4

95.5

14.5

150.6

245.5

396.1

% Growth in
water demand

218

737

0

268

0

0

3

0

4

252

84

+ Total net afforestation potential
* Former homeland areas of Gazankulu, Lebowa, Kangwane and Venda
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Figure 10. Average annual precipitation for the Sabie River.
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Figure 11. Average annual evaporation for the Sabie River catchment.
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2.5 Summary

© The Sabie River catchment displays a diverse topography and regional geomoiphology that
is closely related to the underlying geology. Four principal geomorphological regions can be
distinguished, the Mpumalanga Highlands, the Granite Plain, the Lowveld and the Lebombo
Mountains.

© Land degradation and sediment production are high, particularly in the rural areas to the west
of the Kruger National Park. This sediment is contributing to an increase in the area of
sedimentary deposits observed in the Sabie River from aerial photographs.

© The hydrological regime of the Sabie River is characterised by a relatively constant low flow
dry season and a variable higher flow wet season. Superimposed on this pattern are annual
and decadal fluctuations due to the climate and abstraction of water for agriculture and
human consumption.

© The principal dynamic catchment control factors influencing the Sabie River are the
precipitation, influencing the hydrology (flow magnitude and frequency), catchment
sediment production and local channel hydraulics.
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3. SABIE RIVER: GEOMORPHOLOGICAL CLASSIFICATION
AND DESCRIPTION

The Sabie River in the Kruger National Park is incised into African Surfaces I and II, which
consist of gneiss west of the conservation areas, separated from the basalt in the east by a
narrow band of Karoo Sequence sediments (Fig. 6). This has resulted in a large degree of
bedrock control within the macro-channel. The longitudinal profile of the Sabie River in the
Lowveld is highly irregular on large and small scales. Outcrops of resistant rocks in the bed and
banks cause local downstream steepening of the river and upstream decrease in gradient,
resulting in a reduction in channel energy and localised sediment accumulation. These rock
outcrops are generally in the form of resistant areas in the gneiss host rock. Displacement in the
host rock as a result of faulting has occurred in some areas, affecting the planform of the
channel.

The Sabie River in the Lowveld consists of a macro-channel and one or more active channels
(Fig. 12). The macro-channel extends across the width of the incised valley and contains the full
extent of sedimentary deposits and riparian vegetation within the 'valley'. Flow within the
macro-channel is normally confined to smaller active channels. Extensive alluvial deposits
occur in places; in other areas bedrock features dominate. The active channels carry water
throughout the year and some seasonal channels may become active during the higher summer
flows. Sediment deposits occur in the active channels and along their edges, although bedrock
outcrops frequently, controlling water surface slope. The morphology of the macro-channel is
controlled by large magnitude, low frequency events, whereas the active channels are
continuously evolving in response to all flows, via sedimentation (all channels) and erosion (all
non-bedrock channels)(chapters 5 and 9).

The dynamics of alluvial channels are relatively well understood, however there have been very
few studies conducted on bedrock channels and it is not known how variable most bedrock
channel forms can be and on what scale variations occur (Baker 1984, Selby 1985). For these
reasons, great care must be exercised in analysing the Sabie River in the light of previously
published experience on alluvial rivers. In order to begin to understand this very diverse
physical system with a large variety of morphological units, it is important to rationalise the
system structure. This is achieved most readily through development of a classification system.
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Figure 12. The structure of the Sabie River macro-channel.

3.1 Classification systems

The history of stream classification has been reviewed by Macan 1961, Hawkes 1975, Wasson
1989, Naiman et al 1990 and Wadeson and Rowntree 1995. Many classification systems have
been proposed using physical, chemical and biological criteria on a variety of spatial scales.
More recently classification systems have been formulated using a hierarchical approach which
links features on a variety of scales from regional to microhabitat (Brussock et al. 1985; Rosgen
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1985; Frissell et al 1986; Cupp 1989 and van Niekerk et al. 1995). Such an approach has
developed from the knowledge that different processes influence geomorphic form, depending
on the scale of feature being investigated. For example, Wolman and Gerson (1978) recognise
that the development of landscapes, catchments and rivers although linked, are controlled by
different sets of processes. Similarly, rates of change vary depending upon the spatial scale
being considered. A hierarchical classification places these factors in context and defines the
constraints under which a river system can develop. A basic difference in constructing
hierarchical classifications is whether to adopt a 'top down' divisive or a 'bottom up1

agglomerative approach. In general, information detail is lost the farther removed a particular
hierarchical level is from the initiating level. Thus, broad scale (regional) classifications
generally adopt a divisive approach while finer scale (within catchment) classifications benefit
from an agglomerative approach.

The majority of hierarchies are aimed at classifying different river systems or large scale river
sections and are structured from the catchment scale downwards, on the basis that it is the
catchment variables that control the dynamics and hence the broad morphology of river systems
(van Deusen 1954). This divisive approach to hierarchical classification has been used where
gross groupings are required, in that the whole is split into parts in stages, with a different
criterion (usually a single variable) being used at each stage (Mather 1976). The spatially nested
hierarchy developed by Frissell et al. (1986) is a divisive approach in which a system at one
level forms the environment for the subsystems below and has gained wide acceptance within
the research community. Essentially they recognise six spatial scales from drainage basin to
microhabitat level (Table 5).

The problem with the top down approach to river classification is most apparent when it is
imposed on a river where the catchment characteristics are very different from those of the
rivers on which the classification system was developed. Such a classification is essentially
empirical and imposes a structural rigidity which prohibits its meaningful use beyond the river
types on which it was developed. Mosley (1987) notes, however, that it may prove more useful
to classify rivers according to their component parts, in other words to generate a bottom-up or
agglomerative hierarchical system. It is impossible to apply a divisive approach, developed on
well ordered temperate alluvial river systems, to semi-arid bedrock influenced systems, such as
the Sabie River, as the catchment control factors responsible for the geomoiphological state of
the river work on much smaller spatial and temporal scales.

In agglomerative hierarchical river classifications a spatial hierarchy is constructed from
associations between the smallest units, allowing simultaneous consideration of all
characteristics of the object that are considered to be important (Mather 1976). By determining
spatial geomorphological associations from the scale of morphological unit upwards, using an
agglomerative approach, the physical structure of the system becomes apparent and the finer
scale components of the physical system become better defined. These can subsequently be
related to wider catchment influences, such as tributary junctions and geological boundaries, to
describe the broader scale levels of the hierarchy, thus generating a complete picture of the
geomorphological structure of the river system.
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Table 5. The hierarchical classification of second and third order forested mountain streams
(Frissell et al. 1986).

Spatial scale

Drainage basin

Stream system

Segment

Reach

Pool/riffle

Microhabitat

Description

The area included within the primary
catchment boundary.

Ail the surface waters in a watershed.

The portion of a stream flowing through a
single bedrock type and bounded by tributary
junctions or waterfalls.

A length of stream segment lying between
breaks in channel slope, local side slope,
valley floor width, riparian vegetation and
bank material.

A reach subsystem with a characteristic bed
topography, water surface slope, depth and
velocity pattern.

Patches within pool/riffle systems with
homogenous substrate, water depth and
velocity.

3.2 An agglomerative hierarchical classification for the Sabie River

The hierarchical geomorphological classification for the Sabie River in the Kruger National
Park, proposed here (Fig. 13), follows that of van Niekerk et al. (1995) in adopting a bottom-up
agglomerative approach to the construction of the river classification hierarchy. It is argued that
the catchment variables and processes act to generate the morphological features at the smallest
scale and that it is the association of these features that progressively build to create a complete
spatial classification of the riyer. This classification has been used to describe the river in terms
of the association of morphological units observed, providing a structured order to a complex
geomorphological system (Fig. 14a-d).
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Figure 13. A hierarchical classification of the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park.

The basic components are the morphological units, each with a distinctive character and
micro-habitat (van Niekerk and Heritage 1993). These were chosen as the primary spatial level
as it is here that the overlap with biotic preferences occurs, making it possible to infer biotic
response to geomorphological change at the level of morphological unit (van Coller etal 1995).
Morphological units combine variously to form different channel types. There is a functional
relationship between channel types which may be grouped into reaches, where one channel
type may be directly influencing the nature of the channel type up and downstream. For
example, alternating braided and bedrock anastomosing channel types are common in the Sabie
River immediately downstream of the western boundary of the Kruger National Park (Fig. 14a).
Here, exposed bedrock in the. bedrock anastomosing channel type acts as a hydraulic control,
resulting in a decrease in energy in the ponded area upstream, with deposition of alluvial bars
and thus the development of a braided channel type. A macro-reach may comprise one or more
reaches and has distinctive geological, hydrological, sedimentological and vegetational
characteristics. A zone, comprising several segments, has boundaries defined by major breaks in
slope which are usually coincident with geological contacts. The river incorporates the riparian
margin from source to mouth and links all of the zones. The catchment is the largest
hierarchical unit and comprises all of the components of the river and its tributaries together
with the intervening land surface which contributes water and sediment to the channel (Table 6
Fig. 13).
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Table 6. Structural comparison of the hierarchical classification systems of Frissell et ah
(1986), Wadeson and Rowntree (1995) and van Niekerk et al. (1995).

Frissell et al. (1986)

Drainage basin

Stream system

Segment

Reach

Pool/riffle

Microhabitat

Rowntree and Wadeson (1995)

Catchment

Zone

Segment

Reach

Morphological unit

Biotope

van Niekerk etal (1995)

Catchment

River system

Zone

Macro-reach

Reach

Planform

Channel type

Morphological unit

-

The microhabitat of Frissell et al (1986) considers only local physical characteristics excluding
flow, whereas biotope incorporates flow components such as flow depth and velocity. The
classification used here did not consider levels below morphological unit, as detailed knowledge
of biological interaction with geomorphology is needed to define these accurately and this was
not available for this report.

3.3 Morphological unit characteristics

The interaction of bedrock and alluvium along the Sabie River has generated a very varied
assemblage of morphological units. Many of these have been described in detail in standard
texts on fluvial geomorphology (Reading 1986, Selby 1985). A brief description of the
morphological units found on the Sabie River is given in Table 7. These units combine to form
ten channel types of which five are commonly found on the Sabie River in the Kruger National
Park.
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Table 7. Description of the morphological units found on the Sabie River in the Kruger
National Park.

Morphological Unit

Cataract

Rapid

Waterfall

Bedrock pool

Riffle

Pool

Braid bar

Lateral bar

Point bar

Bedrock core bar

Lee bar

Bedrock backwater

Alluvial
backwater

River cliff

Apical pool

Rip channel

Boulder bed

Armoured area

Floodplain

Alluvial distributary

Bedrock distributary

Island

Terrace

Description

Step-like successions of small waterfalls, seldom drowned out at high discharges.

Steep bedrock sections, high velocity concentrated flow.

Abrupt vertical discontinuity in channel slope.

Deeper low velocity area upstream of a bedrock control.

Accumulation of coarser sediment as a topographic high point as part of a pool-
riffle sequence.

Topographic low point characterised by finer sediments, as part of a pool-riffle
sequence.

Accumulation of sediment in mid-channel causing the flow to diverge over a scale
that approximates to the channel width.

Accumulation of sediment attached to the side of the channel, may occur
sequentially downstream as alternate bars.

Accumulation of sediment on the inside of a meander bend.

AccumulaUon of finer sediment on top of bedrock in bedrock anastomosing areas.

Accumulation of sediment in the lee of flow obstructions.

Stationary or near stationary bodies of water in bedrock, adjacent to the active
channel.

Stationary or near stationary bodies of water in alluvium, adjacent to the active
channel.

Vertical or near vertical alluvial erosion face.

Deep section of channel located on the outer bend of a meander, associated with
point bars.

High discharge distributary channel on the inside of point and lateral bars.

Accumulation of locally derived material exceeding 0.25m.

Accumulation of coarser sediments due to winnowing of finer material.

Extensive lateral accumulation of finer sediment as a result of flood deposition.

Individual active channel in an alluvial braided or anastomosing system.

Individual active channel in a bedrock anastomosing system.

Large mid channel sediment accumulation that is rarely inundated.

Relic floodplain or valley floor deposits above the present river level.
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3.4 Channel type characteristics

Visual interpretation of aerial photographic records (1:10000 scale), aerial video footage taken
during winter low flow conditions and extensive fieldwork provided the basis for identifying ten
channel types present on the Sabie River in the Lowveld, of which five were common (bedrock
anastomosing, mixed anastomosing, mixed pool-rapid, alluvial single thread and alluvial
braided). Gradations between the five primary channel types were observed, creating river states
that could be related to the build-up or erosion of sediments (alluvial anastomosing, bedrock
single thread, bedrock pool-rapid, mixed single thread and mixed anastomosing) (Table 8).
Differentiation between types was based on physical appearance and morphological unit
composition (Table 9).

Table 8. Channel types observed on the Sabie River in the Lowveld.

Degree of
sedimentation

Bedrock

Mixed

Alluvial

Anastomosing

primary

primary

secondary

Channel

Pool-rapid

secondary

primary

-

type

Single thread

secondary

secondary

primary

Braided

-

secondary

primary

- Channel type does not occur in the natural environment

The primary channel types are described below:

i) Bedrock anastomosing
These channels were first identified on the Sabie River by van Niekerk and Heritage
(1993) and are dominated by bedrock features (Fig. 15a and b, Table 9). Chemical
differences in the host rock have generated resistant areas where the river is less able to
erode vertically (Cheshire 1996). Distributary channels exploit weaknesses along
fractures and joints within the bedrock, to create a widely spaced multiple distributary
pattern. Typically, the incised macro-channel is widened to extend across an area three
to four times the average width of the river and this effect may extend over several
kilometres, but is variable as the size of the feature is a function of the local geology.
Numerous steep gradient active channel bedrock distributaries exist within the incised
channel, describing a tortuous route over the resistant rock. Such channels have a fixed
planform as defined by the weaker pathways through the resistant outcrop (Cheshire
1996). These distributaries display very few alluvial features within their bedrock
channels. Bedrock features include pools, rapids, cataracts and small waterfalls, with
sediment accumulation being restricted to lee bar deposits downstream of bedrock
obstructions, armoured clastic lags and fine deposits in dead zones.
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Figure 15a. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a bedrock
anastomosing channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 15b. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a bedrock
anastomosing channel type in the Sabie River.
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Distributaries at different elevations may be active at the same flow as there is almost no
lateral water table and flow is a function of upstream conditions. Elevated bedrock areas
are common and may exist as exposed bedrock pavements or as areas of limited
sediment build up termed bedrock core bars (van Niekerk et al. 1995). These bedrock
core bars are characterised by an accumulation of basal sands overlain by finer
sediments on top of bedrock areas above the active distributaries. They probably result
from early deposition of sands transported out of these channels during moderate flood
events and fine sediments during waning flows. The process of sedimentation is aided
by the growth of Breonadia salicina, a riparian tree that germinates in bedrock cracks
and reed growth. Fines may be deposited from suspension as the river rapidly loses
energy when it floods across the over-wide incised macro-channel and the bars grow
through a process of vertical aggradation.

ii) Mixed pool-rapid
This channel type is also dominated by bedrock features (Fig. 16a and b, Table 9),
created by differential resistance to fluvial erosion on the Sabie River. Detailed field
investigation of the geological controls has revealed a number of reasons for this,
including localised chemical differences similar to the bedrock anastomosing situation
and differing lithologies (Cheshire 1996). Similar findings concerning geological
control on the geomorphology of a bedrock influenced river comes from the study of the
Burdekin Gorge, Australia, where Iithological variation was found to be responsible for
small scale erosional features (Wohl 1992). These factors create pool-rapid sequences
within the active channel, the scale of which is dependent on local geological variability
and channel gradient. Typically, the rapids are free of sediment apart from occasional
boulders and small scale bedrock core bars. The pool areas are more variable, ranging
from sediment free bedrock areas to sediment lined pools, incorporating a variety of bar
types. Aerial photographic evidence dating back to the 1940s indicates that the pools are
highly susceptible to sedimentation as flow energy is rapidly reduced in the backwaters
of the bedrock rapids.

The active pool-rapid channels typically occupy only a portion of the macro-channel.
Large scale sedimentary features associated with infrequent high magnitude flows have
covered much of the bedrock across the rest of the incised channel.

iii) Alluvial single thread
This channel system is analogous to both the straight and meandering channel types of
Leopold and Wolman (1957). Essentially no differentiation is made regarding channel
sinuosity due to the somewhat arbitrary nature of the definitions. However, Table 9 is
sub-divided based on the presence of certain morphological units such as point bars and
apical pools that are common to sinuous channels. Single thread channels have
developed in alluvial sections of the Sabie River, where the freedom to make planform
adjustments is restricted to the width of the incised macro-channel (Fig. 17a and b,
Table 9). Typically, these channel types contain a considerable range of the features
noted in temperate alluvial single thread channels.
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Figure 16a. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a bedrock
pool-rapid channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 16b. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a bedrock
pool-rapid channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 17a. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of an alluvial
single thread channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 17b. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of an alluvial
single thread channel type in the Sabie River.
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iv) Alluvial braided
These channels are defined as alluvia] systems that exhibit channel splitting and
rejoining over a distance of a few distributary widths. The geomorphological features
present largely consist of ephemeral deposits of sediment (Reading 1986). Problems
exist with defining the number of active braid channels, as this varies with discharge
(Rust 1978). Winter low flow aerial photographic records were used in this study and
this flow level formed the basis of our discrimination. The degree of braiding in the
Sabie River, as defined by the number of braid channels, is low and appears restricted to
the deposition of mid-channel and lateral bars within the active channel, the banks of
which are well protected by vegetative cover (Fig. 18a and b, Table 9).

v) Mixed anastomosing
The mixed anastomosing channel types are sections of the macro-channel displaying
multiple bedrock and occasional alluvial distributary channels that divide and rejoin
over a distance much greater than the distributary width. The planform of the active
channels appears to be relatively stable, with the river largely reverting to its old course
following floods greater than the capacity of the active channels. This stabilisation is
aided by the reduction in winter base flow variation during dry cycles and the
consequent growth of vegetation adjacent to the active channels (Fig. 19a and b, Table
9). Extensive reed growth (Phragmites mauritanus) between the active distributaries
increases channel resistance during flows higher than the capacity of the distributary
channels and promotes bar growth by the vertical accretion of sediment.

Variability between sediment transport ability and sediment delivery determines the relative
dominance of bedrock and sedimentary features. This factor is emphasised on the Sabie River
by the incised nature of the macro-channel, confining all flows and deposits within its bounds,
and the variable nature of the flow regime. Large infrequent flows can scour deposits in some
areas and deposit sediments in others. Intermediate floods may redistribute sediments and
perennial flows may further rework active channel deposits. Thus, bedrock dominated channel
types may display areas of sedimentary influence giving the channel a 'mixed' bedrock-alluvial
appearance. It is transition states, such as this that link to form the continuum of channel form
between bedrock and alluvial systems.

Examples of these less common or less well defined channel types observed on the Sabie River
in the Kruger National Park include alluvial anastomosing, which represents the final alluvial
stage of bedrock anastomosing evolution; bedrock pool-rapid, which represents the initial state
in the sequence through mixed pool-rapid to mixed single thread/mixed braided and finally
alluvial single thread/alluvial braided. Other channel types that are possible from the
hierarchical pathways described by the Sabie River classification (Fig. 13), including alluvial
pool-rapid and bedrock braided are not found in the natural environment.
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Figure 18a. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a braided
channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 18b. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a braided
channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 19a. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a mixed
anastomosing channel type in the Sabie River.
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Figure 19b. Characteristic geomorphology, planform and cross-sectional form of a mixed
anastomosing channel type in the Sabie River.
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Table 9. Morphological composition of the common channel types found on the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park.

Channel Type

Alluvial single thread

Alluvia! braided

Mixed anastomosing

Bedrock
anastomosing

Mixed pool-rapid

Description

Uniform single channel river. Limited
bedrock outcrops or braid bars associated
with active channel. May be bedrock or
alluvial.

Multi-channel system with impermanent
distributaries in alluvium. Channel
convergence and divergence occurs on the
scale of channel width.

Multi-channel system of distributaries in
bedrock and alluvium

Multi-channel system of permanent bedrock
distributaries. Sediment may accumulate on
topographic highs.

System of shallow faster steeper bedrock
dominated rapids and associated upstream
backwater pools.

Morphological Units

Lateral bar(l), Pool (1), Rock pool (i),

River cliff (2), Apical pool (2), Point bar (2), Rip channel (2), Riffle
(2), Rapid (2), Floodpiain (23, Terrace (2).

Braid bar (1), Alluvial distributary (1), Lateral bar(J),

Point bar (2), Rip channel (2), Cutoff channel (2), Armoured area
(2), Floodpiain (2), Terrace (2),

Alluvial backwater (3), River cliff (3), Levee (3), Apical poo! (3).

Rock pool (1), Rapid (1), Alluvial pool (1), Bedrock core bar (1),
Rock distributary (1), Alluvial distributary (1),

Cataract (2), Waterfall (2), Boulder bed (2), Armoured area (2), Lee
bar (2), Rock backwater (2), Alluvial backwater (2) alluvial bars (2).

Rock pool (1), Rapid (1), Bedrock core bar (1), Cataract (1),
Waterfall (1), Rock distributary (I),

Boulder bed (2), Armoured area (2), Lee bar (2), Rock backwater
(2)-

Rock pool (1), Rapid (1),

Bedrock core bar (2), Lateral bar (2), Lee bar (2), Cataract (2),
Boulder bed (2), Armoured area (2), Floodpiain (2), Rock
distributary (2), Terrace (2), Rock backwater (2),

Braid bar (3), Pool (3), Riffle (3) Alluvial distributary (3),.

(1) = Definite occurrence, (2) = Probable occurrence, (3) = Rare occurrence
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3.5 Reaches

Reaches (Fig. 20) are classified based on functional relationships between channel types and 22
have been identified on the Sabie River in the Lowveld (van Niekerk and Heritage 1993). For
example, braided and bedrock anastomosing sections are seen to alternate as sediment builds up
behind the bedrock barriers. Such relationships have also been described for bedrock influenced
rivers by Howard (1987). The reaches may be straight or sinuous, depending on the macro-
channel plan-form.

Straight reaches of the incised macro-channel of the Sabie River are common and can be
longitudinally extensive (up to 10km). Large scale lateral bars covering up to half of the macro-
channel are common. Braided, pool-rapid, single thread and bedrock anastomosing channel
types may be present. Straight reaches follow major lineaments in the bedrock. Most sinuous
macro-channel reaches along the Sabie River appear to be controlled by the bedrock lithology
and structure rather than being antecedent meanders. Notable exceptions are the reaches
downstream of Lower Sabie in which large scale, regular bends appear to be the result of river
incision along an ancient meander pattern. Both sinuous and straight reaches have been
observed to contain both sinuous and straight channels of all types. This results from the
development of large scale macro-channel depositional features whose formation and
development are a function of high magnitude flows.

3.6 Macro-reaches and zones

A macro-reach (Fig. 21) may consist of one or more reaches. Nine macro-reaches have been
identified on the Sabie River in the Lowveld (van Niekerk and Heritage 1993) based on the
geomorphology, geology, hydrology, macro-channel gradient and width, and vegetation.
Macro-reaches in this classification correspond to the reaches defined by Wadeson and
Rowntree (1995). The definition of zones was based on relief and geology as described earlier
(chapter 2). The delineation of different zones from a process point of view could be enhanced
through more precise definition of their boundaries by incorporation of the Wadeson and
Rowntree (1995) concept of zones which are homogeneous with respect to flood runoff and
sediment production. Such an exercise was not attempted here, as the need for improvement on
the delineation of the hierarchy at this level was not justifiable given that the scales of prediction
of geomorphological change were at finer levels. Full reach and macro-reach descriptions for
the Sabie River in the Lowveld can be found in van Niekerk and Heritage (1993).
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3.7 Summary

© The Sabie River has incised into bedrock to form a macro-channel within which all recorded
flows have been confined.

© A review of the literature on classification methods showed the divisive top-down approach
to be most useful at the higher levels of a spatial hierarchy. This study specifically
concentrated on predicting change at spatial scales that were much finer than this. Therefore,
an agglomerative bottom-up approach to the classification of the Sabie River was adopted.

© An agglomerative hierarchical classification system is presented for use on the Sabie River to
categorise the system on the basis of associative morphological units.

© A number of morphological units have been identified on the Sabie River that form
associations as channel types. These channel types then associate to form reaches and macro-
reaches.

© Five principal channel types have been observed on the Sabie River, these are bedrock
anastomosing, mixed pool-rapid, mixed anastomosing, alluvial braided and alluvial single
thread.

© The proposed classification based on the association of morphological components, covers a
wide range of channel types and may be applied to any river system, providing an excellent
framework for comparison between rivers. It has been used to delineate a structured
geomorphological framework for the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park, which forms
the physical basis for predicting the nature and degree of change to the river given an
alteration to the balance of the controlling variables. Subsequent chapters demonstrate the
dynamic nature of the Sabie River by means of illustrating how the geomorphological
composition of the river has changed.
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4. A CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF GEOMORPfflC CHANGE FOR
THE SABIE RIVER

4.1 Timescales and the importance of change

The changing channel characteristics of the Sabie River reported by several authors (Vogt 1992,
Heritage and van Niekerk 1994, Carter and Rogers 1995) attest to its dynamic
geomoiphological nature. This chapter focuses on combining the information on controls on
channel behaviour and the physical character of the macro-channel, in order to generate a
conceptual model of channel change for the river in the Lowveld.

This study is concerned with changes to the Sabie River over timescales of years, decades and
centuries. Schumm and Lichty (1965) identified that over the modern and present timescales,
channel morphology, water and sediment discharge and observed flow characteristics were
dependent variables (Table 10). These variables were also identified as the important catchment
control factors in chapter 2. As such, the overall catchment control model of Morisawa (1985)
can be modified to define the principal dynamic variables that influence channel behaviour in
this catchment. Channel flow regime, channel competence and catchment sediment production
are thus highlighted as the major dynamic controls influencing geomoiphological change on the
Sabie River (Fig. 22). Factors such as geology are important (Cheshire 1996), but have a static
influence at the temporal scale investigated in this study (Schumm and Lichty 1965) (Table 10).
For example, the underlying bedrock Iithology affects the form of the river, but tectonic
movement which occurs over periods of millions of years may be ignored for the purposes of
prediction at timescales considered here.

Figure 22. Principal catchment factors controlling channel form and dynamics on the Sabie
River in the Kruger National Park.
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Other factors including soil type, land-use patterns and catchment topography are also seen to
influence the geomorphological dynamics of the Sabie River. Similarly, there are a number of
positive feedback mechanisms operating to control channel form, in particular vegetative
growth on new sediments influences the evolution of the sedimentary unit. Carter and Rogers
(1995) has demonstrated the link between vegetative succession and bar formation. His
successionary sequence from bedrock, through sand, reeds, and shrubs, to trees indicated a
positive feedback mechanism operating between progressive sedimentation and vegetative
colonisation.

Such mechanisms have been recognised by the authors of this report, however, the complex
nature of the feedback mechanisms has precluded their explicit inclusion in the models derived
here. In the qualitative modelling the feedback mechanisms are implicit as the evolutionary
pathways suggested are from photographic evidence and hence include all of the processes
operating in the Sabie River. The semi-quantitative models presented in chapter 9 are not
sufficiently sensitive at present to warrant the detailed investigation and inclusion of vegetative
feedback mechanisms. However, it is emphasised here that such mechanisms must be
considered in any further refinement of such a model.

Table 10. Change in the status of channel variables with temporal scale (after Schumm and
Lichty 1965).

River variables

Time...

Geology

Climate

Vegetation (Type and
density)

Relief

Palaeohydrology

Valley dimensions

Mean discharge of
water and sediment

Channel morphology

Observed discharge of
water and sediment

Observed flow
characteristics

S

Geologic
(>103 years)

independent

independent

independent

dependent

dependent

dependent

dependent

indeterminate

indeterminate

indeterminate

indeterminate

tatus of channel variab

Modem
(101 to 10: years)

irrelevant

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

dependent

indeterminate

indeterminate

les

Present
(1 to 10 years)

irrelevant

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

independent

dependent

dependent
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4.2 Observed channel change on the Sabie River

The Sabie River system is not in a state of dynamic equilibrium and is still evolving, largely in
response to altered flow and sediment regimes. Vogt (1992) records changes to the river, from
an analysis of the aerial photographic record, between the 1940s and 1980s. Single thread
channels have shown a tendency to braid, due he hypothesised, to an increase of sediment stored
within the macro-channel. In-channel and lateral deposits increased in size and abundance and
often amalgamated to form larger sedimentary units. Point and lateral bars showed significant
size increases particularly between 1965 and 1984. He also noted the reduction in backwater
areas, possibly as a result of reduced flow volumes. Generally he concluded that there was
sedimentation between 1940 and 1960, stability between 1960 and 1970 and further deposition
between 1970 and 1980.

From a study of aerial photographs taken of the Sabie River in 1944 and 1986, Chunnet, Fourie
and Partners (1990a) observed that of fifty current hippo pools, seven did not exist in 1944,
twelve were smaller in 1944, five were larger in 1944 and the remaining six were essentially
unaltered. Aerial photographs of the Manuli hippo pool on the farm Ravenscroft in the Sabie
Sand Game Reserve show that the hippo pool there was almost undetectable in 1944, but that it
cleared between 1944 and 1965. It then started to trap sediments, and by 1986 was substantially
reduced in size, but still larger than that which existed in 1944. These studies indicate that there
was scouring of the river channel at some stage between 1944 and 1965 and subsequent infilling
of the channel until the present. However, there appears to be some contradiction between the
observations of Vogt (1992) and Chunnet, Fourie and Partners (1990a). The findings of Vogt
(1992) indicate that there was an increase in sedimentation between the 1940s and 1960s, a
stable or slightly erosional period between the 1960s and 1970s and a depositional period
between the 1970s and 1980s. The Chunnet, Fourie and Partners (1990a) findings indicate
erosion of sediment in the 1940s and 1960s, stasis or slight deposition between the 1960s and
1970s and a depositional period between the 1970s and 1980s. Both studies, however, show an
overall increase in sedimentation between the 1940s and 1980s, with a relatively static period
between the 1960s to the 1970s. Chunnet, Fourie and Partners (1990a) observation of erosion
between the 1940s and 1960s is based on studies of a single pool and cannot be regarded as
representative of the direction of change in a dynamic system.

Carter and Rogers (1995) adopted Markovian analyses of change in landscape state-
composition for the Sabie River in order to identify directions and rates of state transitions for
water, sand, rock, reed, herbaceous and woody vegetation for the periods 1940/1944 to 1965,
and 1965 to 1984/1985. For the period 1940/1944 to 1965, Carter and Rogers (1995) found that
10.7% of all state changes involved a transition from rock or sand to open water (Table 11). His
finding implies a slightly higher water level in 1965, as opposed to the 1940/1944 aerial
photographs. Unstable sandbars could potentially have shifted, but rock exposed in 1940/1944
would require a higher water level to have disappeared in 1960. There was, however, some reed
encroachment by 1960 in previously open water (13.8%, Table 11). This reed encroachment is
probably a result of deposition of bars which remained stable long enough for establishment of
reeds. Rocky areas were covered by sand (4.4%) and herbaceous vegetation (23.2%), indicating
deposition during this period. Most state changes (Carter and Rogers 1995) were either from
non-vegetation (rock, sand, water) to vegetation states (57.2% of all changes) or involved only
vegetation states (30.1%). Most state changes (55%) were directed towards the establishment of
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reeds (primarily from sand, but also from water, rock and herbaceous vegetation). Reeds were
most persistent (Carter and Rogers 1995) but were almost always replaced by woody
vegetation. These findings indicate that landscape change during this period was dominated by
reed establishment on pre-existing bars rather than by changes in sedimentation patterns. There
was minimal change from previously rocky areas to water and from water to rock (Table 11),
indicating that water levels were similar in 1965 and 1984/5. During the period 1965 to 1984/5,
713% of water areas were replaced by sand (5.4%), minimal woody and herbaceous vegetation
or, most likely, reeds (64.3%) (Carter and Rogers 1995), with only 10% of previously sandy
areas being removed (Table 11). Also, during this period, rocky areas were replaced by reeds
(48.8%) and limited herbaceous and woody vegetation (11.7%). Since the establishment of
vegetation is dependent on sediments which are stable for a period, the extensive colonisation of
rocky areas and water indicates ongoing deposition on bedrock outcrops and in the active
channel. Again, previously exposed sandy areas and areas under herbaceous vegetation were
colonised by reeds. Areas which were covered by reed in 1965 were, however, less likely to
persist than during 1940/1944 to 1965, and were generally replaced by woody vegetation
(49.6%, Table 11).

The succession which may be inferred from Carter and Rogers (1995) study is recent
sedimentation in the active channels or on rock outcrop, followed by the establishment of reed
and/or herbaceous cover. Reeds establish themselves on relatively stable sedimentary deposits
(over bedrock or bars in the channel) and tend to persist. Ultimately, the reeds are replaced by
woody vegetation. There was a significant loss of open water between 1940/4 and 1984/5,
probably due to a reduction in flows, and increase in sedimentation. The persistence of the reeds
and the ultimate establishment of woody vegetation shows the stabilising effect of the reeds on
sedimentary deposits. Carter and Rogers (1995) study also shows that limited sedimentation
occurred between 1940/4 and 1965 with major colonisation of pre-existing sedimentary
deposits. Between 1965 and 1984/5, however, deposition accelerated along with reed and
herbaceous vegetation colonisation. Deposits which had previously been colonised by reeds
were stable and rarely inundated enough to allow the establishment of woody vegetation.

Fluvial geomorphologists recognise the importance of vegetation in controlling channel form
and process (Gregory and Gurnell 1988, Thorne 1990, Rowntree 1991), but its significance has
been played down, partly because it is difficult to quantify (Rowntree 1991). It is difficult to
determine how much of the observed change in the channel between 1940/4 and 1984/5 is a
result of reductions in flow leading to deposition and bar formation and how much is due to a
positive feedback through vegetation. This latter effect occurs by 1) stabilising deposits by
binding the substrate with roots and so limiting erosion (Hickin 1984, Thome 1990); 2)
enhancing deposition and/or preventing deposition through a reduction in flow velocity and bed
shear stress, and dampening of turbulence (Li and Shen 1973) and 3) attenuating flood
disturbances which can limit the process of vegetation development. Existing vegetation also
fosters further vegetation establishment by providing a supply of new propagules (Carter and
Rogers 1995).

Furthermore, vegetation has been shown to increase the channel flow resistance, with a
commensurate increase in flow depth and reduction in flow velocity, thus modifying the
channel processes (Kouwen et al, 1969). Establishment of bars and stabilisation of the bars and
banks should lead to down cutting in the active channel, since the cross-sectional area is reduced
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and the river is prevented from widening. This is a possible direction of change for the Sabie

River in the alluvial sections-

Table 11. Transition matrix for the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park based on the river

states of Carter and Rogers (1995).

State
change
from:

1940/4 to
1960

Reed
Water
Sand
Rock
Herbs
Woody

1965 to
1984/5

Reed
Water
Sand
Rock
Herbs
Woody

Reed

80.0
13.8
53.3
5.8

13.7
3.5

Reed

47.5
64.3
55.8
48.8
43.3

0.5

Water

0.1
83.8
12.0
17.4

1.5
0.0

Water

0.7
28.7
10.6
0.0
1.7
0.0

State change to:

Sand

0.0
0.7

19.6
4.4
0.4
0.0

Sand

0.8
5.4

24.0
0.0
0.9
0.0

Rock

0.0
1.0
0.0

49.3
0.6
0.0

Rock

0.0
0.4
0.0

39.5
0.6
0.0

Herbs

0.7
0.7

13.4
23.2
82.0
0.0

Herbs

1.4
0.9
5.8
4.7

38.7
0.0

Woody

19.2
0.0
1.7
0.0
1.8

96.6

Woody

49.6
0.4
3.9
7.0

14.9
99.5

Long term changes (greater than 50 years) in the Sabie River are more difficult to ascertain.
Since the incision of the river in the late Miocene and early Pliocene, extensive sedimentation
has occurred forming major macro-channel bar deposits which are covered only by the highest
floods. Little is known of the rates of long term sedimentation, although augering to the depth of
the water table and subsequent penetration of the saturated sediment using a 20mm diameter
steel rod has revealed that such deposits are, in places, in excess of 12.5m thick over bedrock.
Such morphological features are better developed in some areas than in others and it is
suggested that these may be the result of infrequent pulsed sedimentation, in response to major
flood events. This has resulted in a change in state from bedrock anastomosing, bedrock single
thread and bedrock pool-rapid channel types towards fully alluvial, single thread, braided or
anastomosing systems in some areas.

4.3 Recent changes in catchment controls

Increased development pressure on the region as a result of social, political and economic
factors has resulted in changes in water and land-use patterns, which are the primary factors
resulting in altered catchment hydrology and sediment production. Existing and projected water
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demands and land-use in the Sabie River catchment have been quantified (Birkhead and
Heritage 1995), (Table 4).

The total water demand in the Sabie catchment, estimated in 1985 upstream of the Kruger
National Park, accounted for 28% of the natural mean annual runoff (MAR). The projected total
increase in water demand in the Sabie catchment is 84% by the year 2010 (Table 4), which
places the total upstream demand at 54% of the natural MAR. This is comparable to demand in
the Letaba River catchment in 1985. There is a projected 737% increase in demand for
municipal industrial and domestic water use in the under-developed rural areas of the Sabie
River catchment which will account for 6% of MAR in 2010 (Birkhead and Heritage 1995). At
present, only 30% to 40% of rural households have ready access to an adequate drinking water
supply. Trends towards more intensive agricultural land-use can be expected, with a higher
assurance water supply as dry-land fanning practices progress towards irrigation. Increased
sediment yields have been reported in the Sabie and Letaba River catchments (van Niekerk and
Heritage 1994, Heritage 1994), and this trend can be expected to continue as reduced river flows
are no longer capable of transporting the sediment derived from the catchment (Table 2).

Afforestation in the Sabie River catchment has resulted in an estimated 17% reduction in the
MAR (Chunnet, Fourie and Partners 1990a). The projected increase in water demand by
irrigation in the Sabie River catchment will further reduce existing low base-flows, impacting
on the river ecosystem during low-flow periods.

In addition to these anthropogenic influences on catchment hydrology, are the effects of natural
climatic change. Within the generally random year to year rainfall variability is an apparent
underlying non-random component to the rainfall record which has been shown to vary
systematically since the 1920s (Tyson 1987). The transition from a wet to dry spell has followed
an approximately 18-year cycle in the Lowveld over the period 1910/11 to 1985/86. There has
been, however, a 38% reduction in the recorded annual rainfall and an increase in the rainfall
variability over the Lowveld during the last two decades (Mason 1996), which may be partly
attributed to the El-Nino/Southern Oscillation phenomenon.

Given these recent changes to the catchment controls, an analysis of annual aerial photographs
for selected sections of the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park was undertaken for the
years 1986 to 1992 (chapter 8). The study revealed considerable deposition of new sedimentary
units, particularly in areas where bedrock influence was reduced. Such a trend is in line with the
demonstrable reduction in flow duration and magnitude and the increased sediment production
rate within the catchment.

4.4 A conceptual model for change on the Sabie River

Given the preliminary understanding of the structure and principal controlling variables
operating on the Sabie River, it is possible to conceptualise the impact that changes in the
magnitude and variability of discharge, input of sediment and channel competence (QMAG,
QVAR, SEDI, COMP respectively) will have on the geomorphological structure of the river.

To explain the conceptual model of change (shown diagrammatically in Fig. 23), it is useful to
begin with the assumption that the macro-channel is free of alluvium. As sediment accumulates
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progressively in the macro-channel, the nature of the river changes from bedrock anastomosing
through successive channel types to an alluvial anastomosing system. Such a sequence of
changes does not, however, take into account changes in controls other than sediment input. It is
apparent that once the river has changed from bedrock anastomosing through mixed (bedrock
and alluvial) anastomosing to a mixed pool-rapid character, changes follow a variety of
sequences which could result in the development of one of many alluvial channel types.
Depending on the relative changes in QMAG, QVAR, SEDI and COMP, the river may change
from having a mixed pool-rapid character to sinuous, braided or single thread channel forms, all
three of which may form entirely on alluvium.
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Figure 23. A conceptual model of channel change for the Sabie River.
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The range of possible changes described by the conceptual model (Fig. 23) are reversible.
Further, it should be appreciated that, depending upon the variability of controls, changes in the
river may reflect a progression through some or all of the river types included in the model (in
an order determined by the variation in controls), or changes could simply be reflected in an
oscillation of a river reach between two types of channel.

The conceptual model provides the basis for predicting forms to which any particular section of
river may change if there is a change in channel controls. For example, a mixed sinuous single
thread channel may change to either mixed pool-rapid, mixed braided or an alluvial sinuous
single thread channel The conceptual model may be tested through studies of processes which
also facilitate the determination of which conceptual change is more likely. The model also
provides a theoretical insight into the geomorphological functioning of the Sabie River system
and highlights the following variables which must be investigated further in order to begin to
quantify channel change on the Sabie River:

Dynamic variables:

Hydrology (flow variability and magnitude)
Hydraulics
In-channel sediment dynamics
Sediment production

Static variables:

Geology

The results of intensive studies into these dynamic factors are detailed in chapters 5 to 7.

4.5 Summary

© The flow and sediment input trend on the Sabie River appears to be towards a reduced flow
frequency and magnitude and an increased catchment derived sediment load, leading to an
increase in sedimentation and a decrease in exposed bedrock in the channel. These changes
are occurring on the scale of decades.

© The catchment control factors influence the geomorphological nature of the Sabie River. It
has been demonstrated that recent changes to the balance of these factors has caused
geomorphological change to many areas of the river within the Kruger National Park. It is
vital to conduct more detailed investigations into the functioning of these variables in order
to begin to understand the patterns of geomorphological response of the Sabie River.
Previous chapters detail the spatial structuring of the geomorphological units observed on
the Sabie River and following chapters detail the research conducted into the functioning and
influence of the catchment control variables.

© There was increased reed colonisation of sedimentary deposits between the 1940s and 1960s
and this accelerated between the 1960s and 1980s.
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The Sabie River exhibits a possible ten channel types as part of the bedrock-alluvial
continuum of channel types, only five of these are common (bedrock anastomosing, mixed
anastomosing, mixed pool-rapid, alluvial single thread and alluvial braided).

The principal catchment control factors responsible for channel change in the Sabie River are
discharge magnitude, discharge variability, local channel sediment transport capacity and
lateral sediment inputs.

Geological influence on the form of the Sabie River is apparent, however this factor is static
at the temporal scale of this investigation (<100 years).

A number of probable channel-type evolutionary pathways are suggested by the conceptual
model that are a function of the relative influence of the principal catchment control
variables.

Only the principal dynamic controls on channel form are considered in the conceptual model
of change, other factors are also influencing, and being influenced by, geomorphological
change, including riparian vegetation. Such factors have not been explicitly considered in the
present study as the models proposed are too coarse to warrant their inclusion. Refinement of
these models necessitates further investigation into these factors at the earliest opportunity.

The conceptual model provides a theoretical framework that describes the possible
geomorphological change pathways for the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park. It also
qualitatively describes the changes that must occur to the principal controlling variables that
prescribe a change from one geomorphic state (channel type) to another. It thus highlights
the important dynamic controls on channel form that must be understood in order to begin to
make more quantitative statements concerning channel change for the Sabie River. The
following chapters describe detailed investigations of these controls on channel form, before
qualitative and quantitative models of change are proposed.
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5. HYDROLOGICAL REGIME

Detailed information on the Sabie River hydrology is required to describe the natural and
anthropogenic induced variability in the flows experienced in the river. It also allows these
flows to be analysed using statistical methods, producing a quantitative description of the flow
regime. This information is utilised in subsequent chapters to assign probabilities of occurrence
to various flow events and allows broad timescales to be attached to the likelihood of change as
a result of such flows.

The hydrological regime of the Sabie is complex and hydrological data for the Sabie River in
the Low veld region is limited. Gauging stations are located at Perry's Farm, Kruger Weir, and
Lower Sabie (Fig. 9). Of these only Perry's Farm has a good historical flow record, extending
back to 1959, whereas Kruger Weir has operated only since 1990 and Lower Sabie since 1987.

5.1 Temporal aspects of flow in the Sabie River

The Sabie River exhibits flow variability on a number of temporal scales, namely daily,
seasonally and annually, due to changing precipitation patterns.

Daily variability:

Daily flows can vary in response to rainfall events within the catchment to
anthropogenic and natural abstractions for irrigation and evapotranspiration (Fig. 24).
Within the daily flows the river stage responds to individual rainfall events, generating
flow events that peak and decline over timescales of only a few hours to several days. It
is these event-based flow episodes that influence the geomorphology, however,
quantitative modelling using flow data at this level of detail is prohibitive due to the
quantity of information involved, therefore, daily average flows are used to approximate
actual flow events.

Seasonal variability:

The Sabie River catchment lies in the semi-arid Mpumalanga Province and has a well
defined wet (summer) and dry season (winter). Flows during the dry season are
generally constant and low, whereas wet season discharges are higher and more variable
(Fig. 24).

Annual variability:

Annual flow variability is very marked for the Sabie River catchment (Fig. 25) and is a
function of longer term fluctuation in the climate. Time series analysis of the regional
rainfall records reveal distinct wet and dry periods (Tyson 1987). These are reflected in
the flow gauging records at Perry's Farm when a three point running mean is calculated
from the annual daily flow data (Fig. 25).
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Figure 24. Daily flow variability on the Sabie River.
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Figure 25. Climatic influence on annual flow volumes for the Sabie River in the Lowveld (wet
and dry years defined by Tyson 1987).
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5.2 Statistical analysis of temporal patterns in the hydrology

Statistical analysis of the flow records on the Sabie River allows the extremely variable
discharge regime to be rationalised with respect to the climatic variation observed in the rainfall
record. At the time of writing no daily rainfall runoff simulations were available through the
Kruger National Park Rivers Research Programme. Annual flow volume simulations (Chunnet,
Fourie and Partners 1990b) have been used in dam design, but have limited utility in predicting
dynamic geomoiphological adjustment. Data from the gauging weirs thus form the basis of the
subsequent probability analysis. The data were available in the form of average daily flows from
the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry archives, Pretoria. Additional data on peak flows
and events that exceeded the reliable measuring limits of the gauge structures were manually
abstracted from the pen traces and calibrated using the extended rating curves for each station.
Perry's Farm weir, proved to be the most appropriate gauge to use in the study, as it has a
relatively long record (35 years), contains few gauge interruptions, and the recorded flow
pattern is similar to that seen on the main channel of the river (Fig. 26). Daily flow analysis was
split based on climatic variability, while annual flow totals were combined for the whole flow
record. The flow frequency information was then related directly to inundation level at
monitored cross-sections through stage-discharge determination.
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Figure 26. Flow similarity between Perry's Farm and Lower Sabie gauging structures.
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5.3 Determination of periods of average wet and dry period flow data

The Sabie River displays a highly variable flow regime, however, analysis of the long term flow
trends for the Sabie River at Perry's Farm gauging station (Fig. 25) indicate that there are natural
periods of higher and lower annual flow volumes. Such wet and dry periods are important in
prescribing the natural variability in the geomorphological response of the Sabie River, which
can then be compared to the magnitude of change predicted for anthropogenic effects. Average,
or regime conditions were defined using the average annual flow value for a single wet-dry
cycle (1965-1983). Flows were then categorised into wet, dry and average conditions according
to the ± 207o cutoff values advocated by Tyson (1987). Using this discrimination, average flow
years for the Sabie River at Perry's farm (Table 12) were used to define the average daily flow
data set. All 35 years of record were used in the annual maximum flow series analysis.

Table 12. Daily streamflow discrimination based on annual flow volumes.

1960, 1961,

Wet

1972-1977

Annual streamflow volume categorisation

Average

1962, 1966-1968,1971,
1978-1981, 1988-1990

1963-1965,
1982-1987,

Dry

1969, 1970,
1991-present

5.4 Local stage-discharge relationships

Direct measurement of flow levels and calibration with measured discharges at the gauging
weirs allowed generation of rating curves for each monitored site on the Sabie River. Strand
lines were correlated directly to peak flows and instantaneous stage measurement was linked to
discharge by lagging the flow record by the appropriate flood wave travel time (Fig. 27 and
chapter 6). Such data are vital for determining inundation levels of the variety of morphological
units that exist on the Sabie River and for determining the local channel hydraulic and sediment
transport character as a function of the discharge regime.

5.5 Flow frequency relationships for the monitoring sites on the Sabie River

Stage-discharge relationships were related to the frequency of occurrence of flows for the
regional study sites along the river. Downstream flow increase between sites was accounted for
by applying the gauge relation technique of Linsley et al. (1958) to the longer record at Perry's
Farm, transforming it into a 35 year simulated record for the gauge at Lower Sabie. While it is
acknowledged that this technique is limited by the short comparable record lengths on which the
relationships are based, the Sabie River does satisfy the criteria of inflow between the weirs
being much less than the upstream discharge required for the use of the technique.
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Figure 27. Model of lag time calculation for flood flows between Perry's Farm and Lower
Sabie gauging structures.
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Co-incident flow peaks were initially used as the basis for determining inter-gauge relationships
and these were compared with an extended data set that lagged the downstream gauge site flows
so that the general flow trends coincided. Estimated peak flows above the normal recording
limits of the weirs were derived from the extended rating curves developed by the Department
of Water Affairs and Forestry. The results for the limited data set display a very good
correlation between associated peaks (Fig. 28). This association between peak flows was used to
construct flow frequency relationships for each of the cross-sections using a linear interpolation
between the monitored sites and the two weirs. The simulated daily flows for each monitoring
site were then ranked, to generate a set of probability of exceedence (P) and average recurrence
intervals (T) using the Weibull formulae (equations 1 and 2).

_ m
P = (1)

and

where m is the rank of the event and N is the number of records.

Combining the local stage-discharge and flow frequency information and assuming that the
water surface remained horizontal across the macro-channel for all flows, enables the generation
of frequency of inundation data for each cross-section (Fig. 29). Two sets of results were
calculated based on the annual maximum flood series data and the daily average flow data.

Inspection of the daily average exceedence probability results (Fig. 30) reveal considerable
variation in the flow regime between wet and dry years. This is particularly marked for the
lower range flows between 1 and lOmV, where the probability of a flow being equalled or
exceeded is reduced by 30 to 40%. Higher flows are impacted far less, with flows in excess of
40mV' being reduced from 4 to 1 % of the time.

5.6 Summary

© The flow regime of the Sabie River is highly variable on a daily, seasonal, annual and inter-
annual basis. Individual flow events occur in response to rainfall and generate a series of
flow peaks that are superimposed on the more constant baseflow. This situation is most
noticeable during the wet season, particularly where the annual precipitation is above
average due to climatic conditions.
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© The limited flow records available for the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park have been
extended using a gauge relation technique applied to the data recorded at the Perry's Farm
flow monitoring station.

© Flow frequency analysis has been used to statistically rationalise the data into wet, dry and
average flow regimes, with the distinction between the three categories based on the climatic
discrimination of Tyson (1987). Of the data available from the gauging station at Perry's
Farm, 8 years are classed as wet, displaying flow volumes 20% above the average for the
record, 12 are average (± 20% of the mean discharge volume) and 15 years were dry,
displaying flow volumes below 80% of the record average.

© The results reveal a very marked difference in the flow regime between wet and dry periods,
particularly at the lower end of the flow range, where the probability of exceedence of flows
between 1 and lOmY1 is reduced by 30 to 40%. Higher flows show less impact; discharges
in excess of 40mV display only a 4 to 1% reduction.

© There is a definite correlation between rainfall reduction and reduced flows in the Sabie
River.
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6. SEDIMENT PRODUCTION

Catchment sediment production has been identified as a principal factor determining channel
form and dynamics in the Sabie River. Evidence of channel change from various authors all
report an increase in the sediment visible in the river (Chunnet, Fourie and Partners 1990a, Vogt
1992, Carter and Rogers 1995), which is a consequence of the increased degradation of the
catchment. Quantification of the catchment sediment production rates was thus imperative and
the predicted sub-catchment lateral sediment production figures have formed the basis of annual
tributary inputs to the dynamic channel change model.

6.1 The use of GIS techniques to determine potential catchment sediment yields

GIS was used to generate maximum potential sediment yields for the Sabie catchment for
existing and undisturbed land-use patterns. The results indicate that limited amounts of
sediment are entering the main channel in the upper catchment, but there are significant inputs
from the Sand River which drains a rural area with soils of above average erodibility. GIS has
also been used to investigate the competence of the rivers to transport this sediment using
simulated mean annual runoff (MAR) records and sub-catchment sediment yields. Combining
the MAR and sediment yields generates a spatial picture of sedimentation within the Sabie
River system. A close agreement is obtained when comparing this with actual patterns of
sediment accumulation derived from recent (1986) 1:10000 scale aerial photography.

A detailed study of development potential and management of water resources in the Sabie
River catchment was commissioned by the South African Department of Water Affairs
(Chunnet, Fourie and Partners 1990a). In this study, a soil/slope class map was produced and
the detailed data on land usage in the catchment were used to produce a land-use map (Fig. 31).
These data have been analysed using Arclnfo GIS.

The portion of the catchment downstream of Sabie town is underlain by granite and gneiss of
the Basement Complex and sediments in the river are characteristic of the soils generated on
these rock types. The soil/slope class map along with estimates of soil erodibility from Chunnet,
Fourie and Partners (1990a) and P. Cheshire (pers. comm.) were used to define six slope/soil
erodibility classes (Fig. 32) according to broad slope and soil type criteria as follows:

Class 1 :- Moderate to gentle slopes and low erodibility.

Class 2 :- Steep slopes and below average erodibility.

Class 3 :- Moderate slopes and below average erodibility.

Class 4 :- Moderate to flat slopes and average to above average erodibility.

Class 5 :- Moderate to steep slopes and above average erodibility.

Class 6 :- Moderate slopes and above average erodibility.
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Figure 31. Land-use map of the Sabie River catchment (after van Niekerk and Heritage 1994).
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Figure 32. Slope-soil erodibility map for the Sabie River catchment (after van Niekerk and
Heritage 1994).
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Monthly runoff volumes for different sub-catchments in the Sabie River catchment under a
variety of development scenarios (for example, natural undisturbed conditions, existing
conditions, maximum afforestation) for the period 1922 to 1986 were simulated using the
Pitman (1973) model (Chunnet, Fourie and Partners 1990a and 1990b). The Pitman model uses
meteorological data (monthly rainfall and mean monthly evaporation) and catchment
parameters to simulate monthly runoff volumes at specified points in a catchment and is
calibrated using existing flow data. The mean annual runoff (MAR) for the different
development conditions is calculated from these data.

Afforestation in the upper catchment has led to a significant reduction in the natural runoff
(approximately 17%) (Chunnet, Fourie and Partners 1990a). Increased water abstraction for
agriculture has also caused a decrease in the natural runoff in the Sabie River (Chunnet Fourie
and Partners 1990a). Soil erosion and its associated problems in the former homeland areas is a
consequence of severe overgrazing, poor soils, the removal of natural vegetative cover and in
some areas, poor agricultural practices. Drought years are common, thus exacerbating the
problem. During drought years, overgrazing occurs in the Lowveld nature reserves since natural
game migration routes have been severed.

The application of the American Universal Soil Loss Equation (USLE) (Wischmeier and Smith
1978) for southern African conditions is problematic as the American factor values are not
necessarily applicable to local conditions and locally applicable values have yet to be
determined (Elwell 1984). Furthermore, river sediment sampling and reservoir sedimentation
data, necessary for calibration and verification of the model, are limited in southern Africa and
are non-existent in the lower Sabie River catchment.

Degrees of relative land degradation have been estimated using the classification of Viljoen et
al. (1993) and a study of Landsat TM imagery in conjunction with ground truthing. Three
classes are clearly distinguishable:

Class 1 :- Forested areas.

Class 2 :- Game reserves showing an intermediate degree of vegetation denudation.

Class 3 :- Former homeland areas showing a high degree of vegetation denudation.

The land-use, slope/soil erodibility and political boundary maps were combined using the
Arclnfo GIS to delineate zones with different slope/soil erodibility, land-use and vegetation
degradation characteristics. Chunnet, Fourie and Partners (1990a) recommend the delineation of
zones with equal sediment yield potential based on dominant combinations of slope, soil
erodibility and land-use in the Sabie River catchment (Table 13). They obtained local sediment
yields by adapting values derived from a regionalised sediment yield map, established from data
collected throughout South Africa (Rooseboom 1974), to local conditions. Their adaptation of
the regionalised data was done in collaboration with Professor Rooseboom and discussions with
personnel from the South Africa Department of Agriculture. The soil/slope erodibility, land-use
and vegetation degradation characteristics map and the Chunnet, Fourie and Partners (1990a)
estimates of sediment yields (Table 13) were then combined to produce a spatial picture of the
maximum potential sediment yield zones for the catchment (Fig. 33). The results indicate a
maximum sediment yield potential of 300 to 400tkm"V, for the whole catchment under
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undisturbed conditions, except for the area in the Kruger National Park which has a low yield
potential of ISOtkm'V. These values are based on the assumption that there would be a low
degree of vegetation denudation throughout the catchment under natural, undisturbed
conditions.

Table 13. Estimated sediment yields for different dominant combinations of slope, soil
erodibility and land-use in the Sabie River catchment.

Description

Forests on steep slopes; soils with below average erodibility; low
degree of vegetation denudation.

Forests on steep and moderate slopes; soils with above average
erodibility; low degree of vegetation denudation.

Other land-use activities (settlements, subsistence farming and
cattle) on moderate slopes, soils with below average erodibility,
high degree of vegetation denudation.

Other land-use activities on moderate slopes; soils with above
average erodibility; high degree of vegetation denudation.

Irrigated crops on moderate to steep slopes; soils with above
average erodibility; intermediate degree of land degradation.

Game reserves on moderate to flat slopes; soils with moderate to
above average erodibility; intermediate degree of vegetation
denudation.

Game reserves on moderate to flat slopes; soils with low
erodibility; intermediate degree of land denudation.

Estimated yield
tkmV

300

400

400

500

500

300

150

Rooseboom et al. (1992) collated all available information relevant to sediment yields in South
Africa and developed a new yield map for the region. Their early attempts to quantify maximum
sediment yield potential revealed that sediment availability is the determining factor in sediment
yield processes throughout southern Africa. They used a statistical approach that generated
regional sediment yield estimates which incorporated the variation in observed local sediment
yields. These figures were used to generate regionalised sediment yield potentials, weighted for
different areas according to soil erodibility and the size of the area.

The approach of Rooseboom et al. (1992) results in values of 155tkm"V, with 50% confidence;
350tkm';a'', with 80% confidence and 620tkm"V, with 95% confidence for the Sabie River
catchment, which forms a small portion of one of nine sediment regions in South Africa. The
conservation areas are not included in any of the regions since no data are available and the
value of 155tkm"V (the same as the surrounding region) was applied to these areas. This
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regional approach does not quantify the impact of specific variables such as land-use, rainfall
intensity, slopes and vegetation in a meaningful way, since there was extremely limited data
from the Sabie River catchment for use in the statistical analysis.

/\J Rivers
Max. Potential Yield (t/sq.km/a)^
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Figure 33. Sediment yield map for the Sabie River catchment (after van Niekerk and Heritage
1994).

GIS was used to overlay the sub-catchment and maximum sediment yield potential maps and
calculate the total area within each sub-catchment with a specific yield potential. The products
of the areas and yields were summed in the GIS to calculate annual sediment tonnages
generated in each of the important sub-catchments (Table 14) for existing land-use (present) and
undisturbed (natural) conditions. The tonnage yielded by the different sub-catchments under
undisturbed conditions has increased by up to 26% for conditions existing today (Table 14),
with the major increases occurring in the rural areas where there has been a significant increase
in population and major land-use change with increased land degradation. Replacing indigenous
forest with exotic plantations has not had a major effect in the upper catchment. Associated with
change in land-use, is a reduction of MAR simulated by Chunnet, Fourie and Partners (1990a
and 1990b) ranging from 13% to approximately 30% at different key points on the rivers.
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Table 14. Estimated sediment yields for major sub-catchments in the Sabie River catchment (after van Niekerk and Heritage 1994).

River Catchment

Upper Sabie
Maritsane
Noord Sand
Sand
Middle Sabie
Lower Sabie

Area
(km1)

770
472
254

1910
1466
1389

Present
Annual

Yield' (t)

252209
162929
102359
766943
554873
342633

Natural
Annual

Yield' (t)

231000
141300
75600

573300
438900
342633

Rooseboom
Annual

Yield1 (t)

119271
73084
39430

296073
227151
215315

Present
% Annual

Yield1

12
7
5

35
25
16

Natural
% Annual

Yield'

13
8
4

32
24
19

Rooseboom
% Annual

Yield2

12
8
4

31
23
22

Difference

(1)

-8
-13
-26
-25
-21

0

h)
(2)

-53
-55
-62
-61
-59
-37

1 Calculated using this approach.
2 50 % confidence values calculated using the approach established by Rooseboom et al (1992).
(1) Difference between present annual yield and natural annual yield.
(2) Difference between present annual yield and Rooseboom et al. (1992) annual yield.
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Simulated existing and natural MAR (Chunnet, Fourie and Partners 1990a and 1990b) show
that the bulk of the sediment (80%) is produced in the dry sub-catchments (35% of natural
MAR) downstream of the Maritsane confluence. Large sediment loads will thus be introduced
into the Sabie River episodically (during seasonal and ephemeral floods) and subsequently
reworked. Sedimentation indices are calculated as the ratio of annual sediment tonnage
generated upstream of the considered river section, to the MAR at that point. This provides a
relative measure of the amount of water available for transporting sediments to specific points
and subsequently reworking them.

There is an increase in the sedimentation indices throughout the catchment from natural,
undisturbed conditions to present day, implying a progressive increase in sedimentation from
the 1920s, when the catchment was essentially undisturbed, to the present. The high sediment
yield and low runoff from the Sand River catchment, which is predominately occupied by the
former homeland areas of Gazankulu and Lebowa, is clearly reflected in the high sedimentation
indices here (Fig. 34). The indices in the Upper Sabie sub-catchment (Fig. 34) are similar,
indicating that increased sedimentation is not to be expected downstream of the Maritsane and
Noord Sand River confluences. There is a large increase in indices as the river enters the Middle
Sabie sub-catchment (Fig. 34), indicating that increased sedimentation is to be expected in this
reach. The dramatic increase in indices from the Sand River sub-catchment (Fig. 34) indicate
that a further increase in sedimentation is expected in the Sabie River reaches downstream of
the Sabie/Sand River confluence.
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Figure 34. Sub-catchment potential sediment yield map for the Sabie River catchment (after
van Niekerk and Heritage 1994).
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Close agreement was found when comparing the picture emerging from the sedimentation
indices with actual patterns of sediment accumulation derived from recent (1986) 1:10000 scale
aerial photographs and extensive ground truthing. The Sabie River and its tributaries in the
Upper Sabie, Marite and Noord Sand sub-catchments (Fig. 34) display predominately bedrock
features with localised sediment accumulations upstream of major bedrock controls. Aerial
photograph interpretation indicates a progressive increase in valley fill and alluvial features in
the Middle Sabie (Fig. 34), although bedrock features are present in the form of rapids and
bedrock distributary channels (van Niekerk and Heritage 1993), The Sand River contributes
large quantities of sediment to the Sabie River, resulting in a significant increase in the
accumulation of sediment at the confluence of the two rivers (van Niekerk and Heritage 1993).
There are large accumulations of alluvium in the lower reaches of the Sand River with a
progressive increase in bedrock features in an upstream direction. The Sabie River widens
downstream of the Sand River confluence and there is a dramatic increase in valley infill in both
extent and thickness here (Fig. 34). Bedrock features observed upstream are largely buried,
although rapids do occur in the active channel where it has cut down to unweathered bedrock
(van Niekerk and Heritage 1993). The Sabie River steepens, where it cuts through the Lebombo
mountains to the coastal plains in Mozambique. Sediments are flushed through this well defined
valley and the valley floor consists predominately of unweathered bedrock.

6.2 Summary

© Land degradation in the Sabie River catchment is severe and is increasing.

© The use of GIS techniques has predicted that most sediment production is occurring in the
middle of the catchment, close to the Kruger National Park boundary.

© Increased sedimentation in the Sabie River is predicted downstream of Skukuza Rest camp
and particularly downstream of the Sand confluence, where contributions of large volumes of
sediment from the Sand River have resulted in the build up of large scale sedimentary
deposits within the macro-channel of the Sabie River.

© The data generated can be subdivided according to sub-catchment area to predict annual bulk
sediment inputs to the main channel of the Sabie River at each of its tributary junctions. The
predicted sub-catchment sediment yields are used as lateral inputs in the dynamic bulk
sediment transport channel change mode] (chapter 9).
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7. HYDRAULICS AND IN-CHANNEL SEDIMENT DYNAMICS

This chapter details the results of the hydraulic and sediment transport assessment of the Sabie
River. Two spatial scales are investigated, a regional or whole river scale where information on
large scale long term change can be generated and a local scale that operates within a
representative example of each of the channel types described in chapter 2. Here information on
detailed hydraulics and sediment dynamics that are characteristic of each channel type is
generated. Data are provided on hydraulic parameters such as flow depth, flow velocity and
channel width which are later utilised to predict the sediment transport characteristics of the
river.

To achieve the aims outlined for each spatial scale, a regional monitoring network was set up to
assess large scale long term changes in the hydraulics and sediment dynamics of the river. This
was used to predict broad zones along the river that are functioning as sediment sinks and hence
would be more prone to change as a result of increased sedimentation than other areas. Local
scale studies were also initiated to generate date on channel hydraulics, sediment dynamics and
channel flow resistance that are characteristic of the principal channel types identified for the
Sabie River in chapter 3.

The data are also used to construct and validate a bulk sediment transport model for the Sabie
River that can route daily flows and lateral sediment inputs along a sequence of channel types
over a number of years to predict local channel change as a result of erosion or deposition
(chapter 9).

Using the framework of the conceptual model (chapter 4), a comprehensive field monitoring
programme was initiated on the Sabie River. The data generated are detailed below for both the
regional and local studies.

7.1 Sabie River regional monitoring

It is possible to determine channel hydraulics by monitoring the flow elevation with respect to
channel discharge at a surveyed cross-section. Average flow parameters for any discharge
within the measured range can then be calculated (Fig. 35). Details of the monitoring techniques
employed are given in Appendix A.

7.1.1 Monitoring network

A total of 24 sites were monitored along the 110km of river within the Kruger National Park
(Fig. 36). The sites were chosen to cover the full range of channel types and to reflect major
changes in the channel slope or energy gradient of the river. Detailed cross-sections were
surveyed perpendicular to the macro-channel at each site (Appendix B) and bed sediment
samples were collected and later sieved to determine the size frequency distribution of sediment
across the river. All sites were co-ordinated to generate regional slope values.
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Figure 35. Definition diagram of channel geometric parameters (d= average flow depth, A=
channel flow area, P= channel wetted perimeter, W= channel flow topwidth).

Gauging Station

-10 Crajj-Sertlon Location

Figure 36. Regional monitoring sites for flow and sediment dynamics on the Sabie River.
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Stage monitoring was achieved by direct measurement of stage or inferred maximum stage
using mechanical stage recorders. Stages were related to the discharge recorded by the
appropriate gauging structure, lagged by the flood wave travel time where necessary. For
example, if a flood wave took 24 hours to travel between the two gauges, an instantaneous
reading taken at a point half way between the two must be lagged backwards in time by half the
travel time (12 hours) to the upstream weir, or forwards by half the travel time (12 hours) to the
downstream weir (see Fig. 27).

7.1.2 Data rationalisation

Stage-discharge relationships have been developed for each of the regional cross-sections (Fig.
37). In general, flows between 1 and lOOmV are well represented on the graphs, with fewer
flows being recorded up to a maximum flow of between 1600 and 2300mY1 (Appendix C).
Cross-sectionally averaged channel hydraulics were computed for the range of flows
experienced at each cross-section (Appendix D). These are used in chapter 9 to predict regional
river dynamics.
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Figure 37. Example stage-discharge curve for regional monitoring site 16 on the Sabie River
near Skukuza Rest Camp.
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7.2 Sabie River local monitoring

In order to investigate the local channel dynamics that operate in the various channel types that
characterise the Sabie River in the Lowveld, sites were selected for intensive spatial monitoring.
The study generated two products. The first determines the flow resistance characteristics of
each channel type, which may be transferred to similar unstudied stretches of the river to predict
their hydraulic character. The second quantifies the local hydraulic regime, in a similar
procedure as that used for the regional study {chapter 6).

7.2.1 Monitoring network

Five reaches of the Sabie River were chosen to represent the variety of channel types found on
the river within the Kruger National Park boundaries (Fig. 38). The channel types covered were:
bedrock anastomosing, alluvial braided, alluvial single thread, mixed pool-rapid and mixed
anastomosing (Figs. 15 to 19).

A

> Gauging SlaUon 20
' * Location of Study Reaches

Figure 38. Representative reach monitoring locations on the Sabie River.

To identify all of the flow resistance components at each channel type and to correlate their
occurrence to observed local hydraulic conditions, between eight to ten cross-sections per
channel type were surveyed by conventional surveying techniques and flow resistance
components were mapped. The longitudinal spacing of the cross-sections was designed to
incorporate the presence of low flow hydraulic controls, and thus to define accurately water
surface slope along a reach (a principal reflector of local channel energy conditions). These
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controls included bedrock outcrops, major alluvial bars or tributary confluences and major
channel features, such as mid-channel or braid bars, meander apexes, channel constrictions or
changes in the vegetation community found (Broadhurst et ah 1996).

Flow stage for a range of low and medium discharges was recorded at several hydraulically
relevant points along each representative channel type, so as to define the water surface slopes.
Flood flows, estimated at 650mV (Kruger Weir) and lOOOmV (Lower Sabie Weir) (van
Bladren pers. comm.), were recorded at several sites within and adjacent to the channel flow
resistance investigation reaches. These recorded high flow levels were used to extend the rating
curves for three of the five study sites, to increase the range of flows to be used to estimate flow
resistance.

The network of cross-sections surveyed and hydraulic data collection stations enables flow
resistance to be quantified over a range of physical spatial scales. Figure 39 describes the variety
of scales for flow resistance analysis for two of the channel types studied. The bedrock
anastomosing channel type allows flow resistance calculation over a whole channel type reach,
at a multiple distributary cross-section (A to B, Fig. 39), or for an individual bedrock
distributary channel (C, Fig. 39). The pool-rapid channel type can also be analysed as a whole
reach, or as a morphological unit sub-reach, or at a cross-section (Y to Z, Fig. 39). The Barnes
(1967) methodology averages flow resistance for a multi-cross-section reach and was used to
quantify flow resistance at the scale of channel type (Broadhurst et al. 1996). Total flow
resistance at a cross-section or at an individual distributary was calculated from equations 3 to 5.
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Figure 39. Scales at which the frictional characteristics of the Sabie River were investigated.
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AJl of the channel types studied, with the exception of the single thread channel, had multiple
distributary channels active at low or medium flows. In alluvial sections, where there is good
water connectivity through the sediments, the water level in multiple channels was found to be
the same and a single stage-discharge relationship characterises the whole section. In bedrock
dominated sections however, the water level in one channel is dependent on the upstream
conditions in that channel, so that a cross-section may contain channels with differing water
surface elevations.

Where the water level across a cross-section is horizontal, traditional methods for calculating
hydraulic and channel geometry parameters apply and a single rating relationship can be used
(Fig. 40). Under these conditions, channel geometry is said to be defined by 'Horizontal'
parameters (Broadhurst et al. 1996). Bedrock influenced reaches produce a non-horizontal water
surface in multiple active distributaries across a cross-section (Fig. 40). This is particularly
pertinent for the bedrock and mixed anastomosing reaches, where the observed low flow water
surface elevation differed by up to 1.5m in separate channels. Therefore, the assumption of a
horizontal water surface elevation for a bedrock influenced cross-section is not realistic. A
multiple channel, non-horizontal water surface overspill model ('Non-Horizontal') was devised
for use in bedrock influenced reaches. Individual channels will have different flow depth to total
cross-section discharge relationships (Fig. 41).
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Figure 40. Approaches to modelling channel geometry in alluvial and bedrock sections: the
'horizontal' and 'non-horizontal' models (after Broadhurst et al. 1996).
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The water level in each active channel was surveyed at low, dry season flow and the flow
depthitotal cross-section discharge relationship(s) obtained for the accessible channels at that
cross-section were applied to all of the remaining channels in that section. The assumption that
the single rating curve was applicable to the multiple channels was justified by plotting all the
available rating curves for bedrock anastomosing channel types on the same graph axis. They
generally overlap, and display similar trends (Fig. 42). In this way, although the initial water
levels of the different channels in a cross-section will vary, their rate of change with discharge
will be similar. Clearly, this model will only function for deep, unconnected channels; yet cross-
section profiles for the Sabie River show that the multiple channels coalesce at medium to high
flows, eventually forming a single channel across the whole macro-channel in very high flow
events. Observations of bedrock distributaries at medium flows have shown that once a channel
reaches the elevation 'threshold' dividing it from the next, it overspills into that channel until
they are at the same elevation and become one channel.

Figure 41. Diagrammatic example of the 'Non-Horizontal' Overspill Model (after Broadhurst
etal 1996).
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With reference to Figure 41, at an arbitrary discharge, 1, the initial water levels in the five
distributary channels vary. The rate of change with increasing discharge, to 2, is constant, but
channel B has reached the overspill threshold to channel A. Therefore, its level remains constant
while it contributes its share of the increase in discharge to channel A via overspill until the
water levels are equal. The resultant rating curves may be derived, with the channel containing
the lowest initial water elevation controlling the change in stage with discharge (Fig. 41).

A variety of channel geometry and hydraulic parameters were calculated using the 'Horizontal'
model or 'Non-Horizontal' model in bedrock influenced sections. At a cross-section these
parameters for a given discharge were: average stage S , width W, average depth d, wetted
perimeter P, hydraulic radius R, channel area A and average velocity V (Fog, 35). A width
weighted average elevation was computed to give average stage for multi-channel bedrock
sections, as it was thought that wide distributaries would influence the total energy slope for a
multiple channel section proportionally more than a small, narrow distributary. The cross
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sectional wetted perimeter, channel area and width values were simply the sum of the individual
distributary parameters. Therefore, single values of these parameters were determined for the
range of measured discharges for each cross-section monitored.
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Figure 43. Components of flow resistance in open channels (after Broadhurst etal 1996).

The data collected at each section along the representative reaches can be used to generate
factional characteristics and hydraulic information on scales ranging from whole channel type
through morphological unit to cross-section.

7.2.2 Frictional characteristics

There are several forms of flow resistance in natural open channel flow which all contribute to
the total resistance. These are: skin resistance, channel resistance, vegetational resistance and
free surface resistance (Fig. 43). Most natural channels are too small for significant wind
generated waves to develop and standing waves caused by supercritical flow are extreme and
often ephemeral phenomena restricted to small distributary channels. Certain sections of the
Sabie River do, however, exhibit frictional losses due to these phenomena.
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Three standard equations have been used by engineers for at least a century, to quantify mean
flow velocity, using the premise that velocity, V is proportional to a power of the friction slope,
Sf (often approximated by the water surface slope) and the hydraulic radius, R (as defined in
Fig. 35).

These Equations are:

Chezy

V = C(RSf)
1/2 (3)

Manning

V = f— (4)

Darcy-Weisbach

(5)

where g is the acceleration due to gravity.

The evaluation of the resistance coefficients, namely C, n and f in the above equations, gives a
quantification of total flow resistance. These coefficients are interrelated, in the following way:

(6)
n

The Manning's equation is partially empirical and both the equations of Chezy and Manning
give dimensional coefficients. The Darcy-Weisbach equation gives a dimensionless friction
coefficient which is based on boundary layer and pipe flow theory and its use is recommended
by The American Society of Civil Engineers Task Force (1963). The advantage of this method
is that it is related to the processes of fluid mechanics which actually determines the flow
resistance.
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Following the geomorphological hierarchy outlined in chapter 3, it is possible to characterise
the Sabie River at a variety of relevant physical scales (Section 7.2.1), namely at a channel type,
morphological unit or cross-section scale. All of these scales must be analysed and the multi-
section Barnes (1967) approach is most commonly used to estimate total flow resistance over a
(sub)reach.

A value of the friction slope, to be used in total resistance equations, such as Manning's or
Darcy-Weisbach (equations 4 and 5) is available only between sections, as it is defined by:

_ hf -

T

where L is the reach length, hr is the friction head, Ah is the change in elevation of the water

surface between the upstream and downstream cross-sections, Ahv is the change in velocity

head between the upstream and downstream cross-sections and k(Ahv) approximates the energy
loss due to acceleration or deceleration in a contracting or expanding reach (Fig. 44). Following
convention, k is assumed to be zero for contracting reaches and 0.5 for expanding reaches
(Chow 1959). The velocity head, hv, at a cross-section is equal to ccV!/2g, where a is the
velocity head coefficient, which indicates the uniformity of velocity across the section. As no
detailed knowledge of the change in velocity across the sections under investigation is known, it
was assumed for the purpose of this study that a equals 1. This follows a precedent set by Chow
(1959) and followed by others calculating flow resistance coefficients (Bames 1967, Jarrett
1984, Hicks and Mason 1991). Several studies have shown however, that values for a can far
exceed unity, with values of greater than 2 attributed to expanding sections displaying flow
separation (Streeter 1942). Such a situation has been observed for the Sabie River.
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Figure 44. Reach energy slope estimation (modified from Barnes 1967).

A representative value of Manning's n for a multiple section reach at a given discharge can be
obtained by equating the friction head loss calculated from the friction slope with the friction
head loss. This follows the method adopted by Barnes (1967) and followed by Jarrett (1984)
and Hicks and Mason (1991) (Fig. 44). Therefore,

(8)

and from the Manning's equation and the continuity equation Q=AV:

Ll.2 L2.3

Z^ZJ

Li{m-H.m

Z(m-J) Zm
(9)

where m is the number of cross-sections (with the m* cross-section being furthest upstream), m-
l.m represents the difference in value of the parameter in question between cross-section m-1
and m, Z = AR33, and a representative value of Z for the reach between two adjacent cross-
sections is (Z,Z,f.
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From equations 7 and 8:

hf = (hm - (10)

and therefor from equation 8:

n = <2

V'2

= (/,„ - A,) + (IIVK - h,t) -

(11)

In a similar fashion, Hicks and Mason (1991) derived a representative value of Chezy C

(12)

where X = AR

An equivalent expression for Darcy-Weisbach friction factor has been derived for use in this
study (Broadhurst et al. 1996):

Q2

vl/2

hf = (hm - A,) + (hVm - K, ) - ( f t^
(13)

where Y = A:R
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In this way, using equations 11, 12 or 13, total flow resistance can be quantified over a variety
of scales, from a two section 'sub-reach', which could encompass a morphological unit, to a
multi-section channel type 'reach'.

Following the Barnes (1967) methodology, and using the hydraulic and channel geometry
parameters derived from either the 'Horizontal' or 'Non-Horizontal' model, reach flow resistance
was quantified for the five channel types, over the range of flows encountered on the Sabie
River during the period of study (Figs. 45 to 47). The high magnitude flow levels were recorded
only at one or two cross-sections per channel type at three out of the five channel types. Where
only one estimate of high discharge stage was recorded within the study reach, equations 3 to 5
were used to calculate at a cross-section flow resistance. In these cases, local water surface slope
was not available, so the energy slope was assumed to equal the regional bed slope (this
assumes that the flow is uniform at high discharges). Therefore, these high discharge flow
resistance estimates are less reliable than the multi-cross-section derived estimates of the low
and medium discharges. Where two records of high discharge stage were recorded within a
study reach, local slope, and hence true energy slope, was available and the Barnes (1967)
methodology was used to quantify flow resistance.

For this report the results at the scale of channel type were used to generate friction factor
estimates for use in computing sediment transport rates along the Sabie River. More detailed
analysis of the frictional characteristics of the Sabie River at smaller spatial scales may be found
in the companion volume (Broadhurst et al. 1996).
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Figure 46. Characteristic Chezy C flow resistance values at the channel type scale (after
Broadhurst et al. 1996).

77



Table 15. Comparison of a variety of river channel flow resistance values reported by various
authors (after Broadhurst et al 1996).

Author

Chow 1959

Barnes 1967

Bathurst 1978

Bathurst et al. 1981

Richards 1982

Thome and Zevenbergen 1985

Bathurst 1985

Hicks and Mason 1991

Whittaker and Jaeggi 1982

Bevenera/. 1979

Bridge and Gabel 1992

Bakry et al. 1992

Hall and Freeman 1994

Description

Vegetation infested

Dense brush and willows

Cobble bottom

Bedrock base with
boulders. High slope, low
depth

Mountain stream, low flow

Flume study, large scale
roughness

Clean natural channel

Weedy natural channel

Mountain stream with
boulders

Mountain stream, large
boulders

Mountain river, high slope

Boulder bed, low flow

Large boulder and bedrock,
high flow

Steep-pooi mountain
streams

Waterfalls and plunge
pools; low flow

Straight, pools and cobbled
riffles

Low sinuosity, braided

Vegetation infested canals

Flume study, dense
vegetation

Manning's n

0.1

0.16(max)

0.05(max)

0.075

-

-

0.03

0.07

0.05

0.11 (max)

-

0.27

0.2

-

-

-

-

0.05
0.074(max)

0.27
0.7(max)

Dairy f

-

-

-

3.12(max)

4.79(max)

0.072

0.4

0.196

1.55(max)

0.65
5.46(max)

-

-

44.9(max)

1328(max)

48

0.07
0.13(max)

-

-
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The highest flow resistance coefficients measured at the reach scale were found over the
bedrock anastomosing channel type (Figs. 45-47). The extreme reach flow resistance occurs at a
low discharge, where the flow is shallow and numerous protruding boulders on a 97% bedrock
base generate a tortuous wetted perimeter. Comparable environments, with water surface slopes
of greater than 0.0165 and a high incidence of bedrock and boulders in channel have yielded
high Manning's n values (Table 15), for example, 0.27 (Hicks and Mason 1991) and Darcy-
Weisbach f values in excess of 40 (Beven et al. 1979, Whittaker and Jaeggi 1982). The large
scale roughness and energy dissipation effect of the irregular bed becomes drowned out as
discharge increases. During flood flows, the bedrock anastomosing reach flow resistance values
decline markedly, to values indicative of more uniform channels (Richards 1982).
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Figure 47. Characteristic Darcy-Weisbach f flow resistance values at channel type scale (after
Broadhurst et al. 1996).

The alluvial channel types, namely braided and single thread, generate the lowest flow
resistance values and tend, with medium range discharges, to values identical to those reported
by authors investigating "clean natural channels" (Richards 1982). In particular, the braided
reach compares favourably to other alluvial "low sinuosity braided channels" (Bridge and Gabel
1992). At low discharges of less than lOmV, the flow resistance values resemble the lower
range of values reported from cobble and some boulder bed channel environments (Chow 1959,
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Barnes 1967, Richards 1982, Thome and Zevenbergen 1985). The median grain diameter of the
active channel sediments at this channel type was just over lmm and therefore, not cobble sized.
Although this reach is predominantly alluvial, isolated bedrock outcrops and boulders constitute
about 5% of the wetted perimeter in this channel type, which results in increased flow resistance
at low discharges and flow depths. High discharge (65QmV) stage data was collected at the
braided reach generating a flow resistance value of 0.103, due to the influence of bars covered
by dense reeds.

The increase in flow resistance at 20mV at the single thread channel type can partly be
attributed to vegetational resistance of die fringing river cliff reeds and shrubs. However, it is
thought to be largely the result of channel narrowing at mid-range flows, that causes a
noticeable backing up of the water surface slope over the top half of the reach.

Mixed anastomosing and pool-rapid flow resistance coefficients show a decline with discharge
and the low flow recorded values are similar to those measured in mountain streams (Bathurst
1978, Thome and Zevenbergen 1985, Bathurst 1985). These higher flow resistance values are a
result of the greater presence of bedrock and boulders at these channel types. Large scale
roughness is manifest at rapids within the pool-rapid channel type and throughout the mixed
anastomosing channel type, where active distributaries comprise more than 70% bedrock or
large boulders.

7.2.3 Local channel hydraulics

A detailed evaluation of local channel hydraulics is necessary for this study, in order to
characterise the effects of flow on the channel types defined in the hierarchical classification and
to provide input data to the semi-quantitative bulk sediment transport model, which is used to
predict channel change on the Sabie River (chapter 9). Detail on the estimation procedures used
to derive the hydraulic variables follows.

Flow depth monitored at a number of sites and related to discharge on different channel types
along the Sabie River in the Lowveld has enabled the development of stage-discharge
relationships for the 24 sites. Using these relationships and the geometry of the measured cross-
sections, a number of flow parameters were calculated. Manning's flow resistance coefficients,
determined for detailed studies of various channel types (Broadhurst et al. 1995) were used to
calculate friction slopes and hence bed shear stresses, shear velocities and ultimately sediment
transport rates for a range of particle sizes for any particular discharge at each cross-section.

Breaks in the stage-discharge curves were identified through visual inspection of discharge vs
stage and log(discharge) vs stage plots of the data. Regression equations were determined for
discharge and log(discharge) vs stage for the different portions of the stage-discharge curves and
the ones with the lowest f values were selected. Typical values of r2 range from 0.73 - 0.999,
with the majority in excess of 0.95. The stage-discharge relationships were extrapolated beyond
the range of measured data using the assumption that the ratio of friction slope to Manning's
flow resistance is constant for high discharges (equation 14).
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i 1/2

^— =k (14)
n

where k is a constant calculated for the upper limit of the measured data from:

(15)

where Qm;u is the maximum discharge for which stage, was measured, A is the flow area, R is the
hydraulic radius (A/P) and P is the wetted perimeter. The assumption that stage-discharge
relationships can be extrapolated beyond the range of measured data is a reasonable one since
first, channel shape is more regular for high discharges and second, local controls in the channel
are drowned out at high discharge and hence have limited effect on the water surface slope. One
problem is that Manning's n values vary with discharge in the different channel types
(Broadhurst et al. 1996), but, they are generally asymptotic to a constant value at high
discharges for all channel types (Fig. 45). Assuming a constant high flow value for k, discharge

tnay be estimated for flows in excess of those measured using

2/3

Flow resistance results determined from detailed studies on single thread, braided, pool-rapid,
and bedrock and mixed anastomosing channel types (Broadhurst et al. 1995), were then used to
estimate representative Manning's flow resistance coefficients for each of the cross-sections
(bedrock anastomosing, n = 0.25, mixed pool-rapid, n = 0.08, mixed anastomosing, n = 0.08,
alluvial single thread, n - 0.08 and alluvial braided, n = 0.035).

Friction slopes Sr were then calculated for the different discharges from the Manning equation

(17)

Shear velocity was then calculated from

(18)
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Since the chosen values of n are underestimated for braided, pool-rapid and mixed
anastomosing channel types for low flows, the shear velocity and hence sediment transport
rates will also be underestimated.

Sediment transport rates are calculated using the total load equation of Ackers and White
(1973). The dimensionless Grain size Dfr is given by

1/3

D (19)

where s is the relative density of the sediment, v is the kinematic viscosity of the fluid and D
is the sediment diameter. Coarse particals are transported mainly as bedload and fine ones
mainly as suspended load. For transitional particle sizes 1< Dgr >60.

a = 1.00-log Ds (20)

(21)

log C = 2.86 log DKt - (log Dsr)
2 - 2.53 (22)

(23)

where a and b are exponents, C a coefficient in the sediment transport function and E is the
value of Froude number at nominal initial motion.

The sediment mobility number Fjr is given by

F
V

It."

•JgD(s-l)
V

pr- (1
O g l xD)

l - a

(24)
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where d is the average flow depth. This allows the dimensionless sediment transport rate G r

to be calculated

This may then be converted to a sediment transport rate Qt in mVs

This formula has been applied to a range of field data with reasonable success, most
predictions being within the range;

1 [ estimatedQ, \ _
_ < S L < 2 (27)
2 y_ measuredQ;)

Yang (1984) found that dimensionless stream power Pd provided a better indication of the
bedload or gravel transporting capacity and this was calculated from

where CO is the particle fall velocity as calculated from Dietrich (1982)

log W. = -376715 + 1.92944(logD/3)-0.09815(logjD/3)2

-0.00575(logDpr
I/3) +0.00056(logZ);,r

1/3)

(30,
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where W. is the dimensionless settling velocity

Flow depth, width, area, wetted perimeter, hydraulic radius, average flow velocity, friction
slope, unit stream power, dimensionless unit stream power, average bed shear stress, average
shear velocity and transport rates of 0.5 mm, 1 mm and 2 mm size fractions were calculated for
all average daily flows over the entire length of record at each cross-section (Appendix D).

The bulk annual sediment transport results (Figs. 48a and 48b) indicate that the bedrock
anastomosing channel type is extremely competent to transport suspended and bed-material
delivered to it. This accounts for its remarkably robust nature, despite the reduction in flows and
increase in sediment experienced by the Sabie River in recent years. This channel type is also
unique in that it is competent to transport sediment even at very low flows. In contrast, the other
principal channel types all have a much lower bulk sediment transport capacity (Fig. 48b).
Deposition of delivered material is thus likely, particularly for the mixed anastomosing channel
type. Aerial photographic analysis supports these predictions with all of the remaining channel
types exhibiting increased sedimentation particularly during dry years.

The pool-rapid and single thread channel types show similar bulk sediment transport
characteristics (Fig. 48b). This is because the site used to establish the pool-rapid characteristics
was at a pool, within a pool-rapid channel type and would be expected to display similar
characteristics to a single thread channel type. Although rapids would have a high transport
capacity, it is expected that the pools, within a pool-rapid channel type, due to the higher
potential to trap sediment, would control the overall transport characteristics of a pool-rapid
channel type.

10 20 30 40 50
Discharge (cumec)

—=— Single Thread

- = - Pool/Rapid

Braided

M. Anastomosing

B. Anastomosing

Figure 48a. Cumulative bulk potential sediment transport for the different channel types 1959-
1993.
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Figure 48b. Cumulative bulk potential sediment transport for the different channel types 1959-
1993.

7.3 Summary

© The major in-channel controls on geomorphological form are hydraulics and sediment
dynamics. These are viewed on a regional (Sabie River in the Lowveld) and local (channel
type and morphological unit) scale in order to generate information on large scale, long term
channel change, together with the detailed hydraulic and sediment dynamics that influence
geomorphological change at the scale of morphological unit.

© Regional scale studies yield information on coarse channel dynamics and can be used to
identify areas along the river that are prone to large scale, long term change as a result of
erosion or sedimentation. The results reveal three distinct zones of lower channel energy (as
measured by a reduction in channel sediment transport capacity), which correspond well with
the large scale build up of deep sedimentary deposits along the river.

© Local scale studies generate data on the hydraulics and hydrodynamics for cross-sections in
representative examples of each channel type. The data have been used to simulate bulk
sediment transport capacities for each channel type generating a coarse measure of the degree
to which they are resistant to sedimentation. The predictions correspond well with the
sedimentary situation observed for each channel type from aerial photographs.
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© The multiple cross-section technique of Barnes (1967) was used to quantify channel flow
resistance at a variety of spatial scales (Broadhurst et al. 1996). The 'reach' channel type
results presented in this report, were used to evaluate a variety of hydrodynamic parameters
for transference to other, geomorphically similar areas and to construct a detailed regional
picture of channel dynamics for use in the dynamic modelling.

© Individual channel types display unique hydraulic and channel flow resistance
characteristics. The Manning's n flow resistance coefficients appear to become asymptotic
with increasing discharge, generating the following characteristic values for each channel
type: bedrock anastomosing, n = 0.25, mixed pool-rapid, n = 0.09, mixed anastomosing, n =
0.06, alluvia] single thread, n - 0.035 and alluvial braided, n = 0.035.

© A 'Non-Horizontal' water surface channel overspill model is proposed to deal with the
channel dynamics in bedrock influenced channel types (Broadhurst et al. 1996).

© The data generated from the channel hydraulics and flow resistance research exercises,
combined with information on sediment inputs to the river channel (chapter 6), provides the
quantitative basis for the construction of a semi-quantitative dynamic model of
geomorphological change on the Sabie River. The detail of the data collected enables the
model to run on a daily flow time step and generates prediction of geomorphological change
at the scales of channel type and morphological unit.
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8. QUALITATIVE MODELLING OF CHANNEL CHANGE IN THE
SABIE RIVER

8.1 Observed change

Channel response to alterations in catchment controls provides valuable evidence of the
sensitivity of the river system to imposed change. Details of the geomorphological changes on
the Sabie River can be derived from aerial photographic interpretation at the morphological unit
scale. This chapter presents these changes with respect to short term (annual) and long term (>
50 years) pathways of change. Finally, qualitative pathways of likely directions of change are
proposed for each channel type and these are built into an overall model of channel type change
for the Sabie River within the Kruger National Park.

Detailed analysis of aerial photographs at the morphological unit scale has shown that annual
patterns of erosion and deposition are highly variable along the length of the Sabie River, with
more significant sedimentary build up below the confluence of the Sand River tributary.
However, when the system is viewed in the light of the channel types defined by the
morphological hierarchy (Fig. 13), it is clear that each channel type is exhibiting locally
consistent changes to its morphological units. For example, pool-rapid areas upstream of
bedrock anastomosing sections have shown progressive sedimentation, beginning with
deposition in bedrock pools to form braid bars, followed by more extensive accumulations at
the active channel margins in the form of lateral bars. Occasionally, lateral and braid bars merge
and the bedrock influence in the section may be lost (Fig. 49). Braiding and sinuosity are
increasing through braid and lateral bars formation as sediment accumulates (Fig. 50).

Aerial photographs were used to study channel change at the level of morphological unit on an
annual basis for selected reaches in the Kruger National Park. Change was evaluated in terms of
the number and area of new sedimentary features between 1986 and 1989, a period of average
runoff, and between 1989 and 1992, a period of reduced runoff. Some 400 changes in
morphological unit presence or extent were recorded across the five channel types covered by
the aerial photographs. Change between 1986 and 1989 was limited; new features did form but
similar features were also removed (Table 16). Mixed pool-rapid and bedrock pool-rapid
channel types show some net deposition, followed by mixed anastomosing and braided. The
bedrock anastomosing channel type remained stable (Table 17). The years in which a flow
reduction was experienced (1989-1992) showed a more dramatic change at the scale of
morphological unit; mixed anastomosing and mixed pool-rapid channel types displayed large
scale sediment build up with more moderate accumulations appearing in bedrock pool-rapids.
Generally, the braided channel type behaved in a similar fashion to the period 1986-1989,
displaying limited deposition and the bedrock anastomosing areas also showed a very slight
increase in sedimentary deposits.
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Figure 49. Observed change in a pool-rapid channel type on the Sabie River in the Kruger
National Park (1989 - 1992).

Figure 50. Observed change of an alluvial single thread/braided channel type on the Sabie
River in the Kruger National Park (1989 - 1992).
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Table 16. Change in the morphological unit structure of the channel types recorded on the Sabie River between 1986-1989 (a wetter period) and
1989-1992 (a drier period).

Channel type

Bedrock pool-rapid

Mixed pool-rapid

Bedrock
anastomosing

Mixed anastomosing

Alluvial braided

Change

Increase
Decrease

Increase
Decrease

Increase
Decrease

Increase
Decrease

Increase
Decrease

lb= lateral bar, 3eb= lee bar, bcb= bedrock
bar, 1= island
—>= magnitude of change decreases left to

1989

leb —» pb -» 1b —> mcb

mcb -* pb -> leb -> 1b

lb —> re —» mcb —> leb -4 beb

mcb -»beb -» leb —> lb —> tb

lb —> leb —> mcb

Moip

mcb —> lb —> leb —» beb

lb —> mcb —» beb -^ bb —> leb —> I —> •.

pb -> tb

mcb —> leb - » l b
mcb

core bar, mcb= mid-channel bar/braid

right

lological unit

1992

lb —> leb —> iTicb —> beb —> pb

mcb —> pb

lb —> re —> mcb —> beb

lb -> mcb -^ beb -> leb

mcb —> leb —> lb

lb —> mcb —> re —> leb —» beb

beb -> lb -> mcb ->• leb

mcb —> leb -> lb

re -» mcb —> leb

bar, rc= rip channel or chute, pb= point bar, tb= tributary
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Table 17. Quantitative change in the area of morphological units for the channel types recorded on the Sabie River between 1986-1989 (a wetter
period and 1989-1992 (a drier period).

Channel type

Bedrock pool-rapid

Mixed pool-rapid

Bedrock anastomosing

Mixed anastomosing

Alluvial braided

Morphological unit change

1986-1989

lee bar TT point bar T mid-channel bar i

lateral bar TT rip channel TT mid-channel bar
4- lee bar X bedrock core bar i tributary bar i

lateral bar T

mid channel bar TTT lateral bar T lee bar 4-

mid-channel bar TT lee bar T lateral bar T

TTT Major increase, TT Marked increase, T Increase
Hi Major decrease, 41 Marked decrease, 4- Decrease

1989-1992

lee bar TT lateral bar TTT mid-channel bar T
bedrock core bar 4- point bar i

lateral bar TTT rip channel TT mid channel bar
TT bedrock core bar TT lee bar 4-

mid-channel bar T lateral bar T

lateral bar TTT bb TTT mid-channel bar TT rip
channel TT lee bar TT bedrock core bar 1

mid-channel bar TT lee bar T lateral bar T rip
channel 4-
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8.2 Inferred long term change and qualitative change models

Leopold and Wolman (1957) noted that channels existed as a continuum between single thread
and braided systems. However, their classification was restricted to alluvial rivers where they
recognised three major channel forms: straight, meandering and braided, dependent upon
sinuosity and number of distributary channels. These channel types have formed the basis of
much subsequent research into alluvial systems and many attempts have been made to modify
and extend this classification (Mollard 1973, Rust 1978, Brice 1984, Knighton and Nanson
1993). Anabranching and anastomosing systems have been recognised and 'mixed' systems,
such as the sinuous braided channels of Brice (1984), have been classified. Thus the original
three channel types have been dissected and extended to include a large variety of alluvial
channel patterns.

Similarly, much emphasis has been placed on determining the controls on channel form. The
continuum concept of Leopold and Wolman (1957) recognised that channel pattern was
controlled by a set of continually varying factors (channel gradient, measures of discharge,
sediment inputs, sediment transport ability and bank cohesion). Subsequent work (Langbein and
Leopold 1966, Knighton 1984, Brakenridge 1985, Ashley et al 1988) has highlighted and
attempted to quantify these factors and defined thresholds of change based upon them.

The continuum concept has thus proved valuable in understanding alluvial river systems,
allowing a wider variety of channel types to be proposed after it was realised that the three
division classification was limiting (Knighton 1984) and that straight channels rarely existed in
nature for more than about 10 channel widths (Langbein and Leopold 1966). The modified
continuum concept (Brakenridge 1985, Ashley et al 1988) recognises that bedrock and alluvial
systems exist as opposing ends of a large range of channel types, controlled by the balance
between sediment supply and channel transport capacity. It may thus be applied directly to the
Sabie River to infer long term patterns of channel change.

Channel types on the Sabie River have been identified and described based on their
morphological components and include both bedrock and alluvial systems (chapter 3).
Transition, or the switching between different fluvial states, is a function of the force:resistance
balance (Richards 1982) and the variety of channel types observed on the Sabie River reflect the
rapidly varying energy conditions that influence the system (Figs. 14a-d).

Observation of morphological change on the Sabie River, together with a recognition of the
common principal channel types and the intermediate secondary channel states from the aerial
photographic record, allows for tentative qualitative pathways of channel change to be
proposed. The rational linkage of the various channel types as a continuum assumes that any
change in channel state is the result of variation in the catchment control factors that alter the
local balance between sediment inputs and channel transport capacity. The pathways suggested
are as a result of progressive- sedimentation, linked to vegetative feedback mechanisms within
the confines of the Sabie River macro-channel boundary. The 1986 aerial photographs were
investigated and potential pathways of change are suggested, based on the concept of 'space for
time substitution'. This concept is in turn based on the assumption that if there is a continuum
between channel types and sedimentation is known to be increasing in the Sabie River, then a
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study of channel sections of the same channel type at different stages on the continuum will
reveal the likely evolutionary pathways.

Anastomosing sections have been identified on the Sabie River with varying degrees of bedrock
influence (Fig. 51). These range from multiple channel sections dominated by bedrock both in
the channel and on the interfluves, through increasing degrees of sedimentation on the
interfluves, to sections with interfluves inundated with sediment and bedrock dominated
distributaries with localised sedimentary deposits (Fig. 51). These observations then lead to the
following proposed evolutionary pathways for bedrock anastomosing channel types.

Bedrock anastomosing channel types exhibit a sediment throughput potential greater than the
supply and as such, display no alluvial features across the entire macro-channel. These sections
are dominated by bedrock distributary channels and bedrock pavements. In other sections, flows
that inundate areas away from the active channels display rapid energy dissipation and develop
bedrock core bars through the deposition of sand and later finer sediments over bedrock (Figs.
51a and 52a). Deposition of still larger sedimentary deposits, as the result of very infrequent
high magnitude flow events, has completely inundated bedrock anastomosing areas, including
former bedrock distributaries (as inferred from the presence of mature Breonadia salicina which
are known to establish in sediment-starved bedrock areas only). These large scale depositional
units appear to have some relationship with the macro-channel planform, accumulating on the
inside of bends and as islands and lateral bars. These former bedrock anastomosing sections are
now transitional towards mixed pool-rapid sequences (Figs. 51b and 52b).

A second mechanism whereby bedrock areas evolve into alluvial systems occurs in lower
gradient bedrock anastomosing areas. Deposition outside of the active channels occurs in the
form of bedrock core bars. A reduction in the rivers efficiency to transport introduced sediment
in the active channels, as a result of reduced flow magnitudes and/or an increase in the amount
of sediment coming into the reach, results in the build-up of deposits in the active channels.
Eventually, both the active channel and macro-channel bedrock exposures are covered to form a
mixed anastomosing system. The active channels remain anastomosing between the vegetated
bedrock core bars (Figs. 51c and 52c).

Sedimentation in pool-rapid channel types has also been inferred from the aerial photographs
taken of the Sabie River. Aggradation appears to occur through the build up of coarse sand
deposits in the form of mid-channel bars behind the rapid and lee bars downstream of the
bedrock obstruction. Progressive sedimentation appears to result in the formation of lateral bars
and the subsequent amalgamation of these with the mid-channel and lee bar deposits.
Eventually, the influence of the bedrock rapid on channel flow becomes reduced as it is buried
under progressively more sediment. In this way the bedrock influence on the channel is lost and
an alluvial system begins to dominate (Figs. 53 and 54).
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Figure 51. 'Space for time' evolution of a bedrock anastomosing channel type on the Sabie
River in the Kruger National Park.
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Bedrock ^ ^ ^ ^ Sediment

Figure 52. Inferred evolutionary pathway for a bedrock anastomosing channel type on the Sabie
River in the Kruger National Park, given increased sedimentation.
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Figure S3. 'Space for time' evolution of a pool-rapid channel type on the Sabie River in the
Kruger National Park.
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Figure 54. Inferred evolutionary pathway for a pool-rapid channel type on the Sabie River in
the Kruger National Park, given increased sedimentation.
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Figure 55. 'Space for time' evolution of an alluvial single thread and braided channel type on
the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park.
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Alluvium

Figure 56. Inferred evolutionary pathway for alluvial single thread and braided channel types
on the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park, given increased sedimentation.
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Fully alluvial single thread or braided channel types are uncommon on the Sabie River. This
suggests that the sediment delivery/channel transport capacity balance is generally dominated
by transport factors. Where deposition has largely obliterated the influence of bedrock, single
thread channels dominate. Lateral and alternate bar deposition has increased the active channel
sinuosity and occasional mid-channel bar deposits have led to limited braiding (Figs. 55 and
56). Stabilisation of such sedimentary features has occurred due to vegetative growth during the
drier periods of the climatic cycle, where flow magnitude and variability are reduced. Channel
switching between braided and single thread appears to occur quite regularly, as it is noticeable
on the decade scale of the 50 year aerial photographic record and may be a function of the
climatic cycles identified for the region.

Pathways of channel change have been suggested. These changes may be gradual or
catastrophic, due to the influence of one major flow or a series of minor ones. Large scale
macro-channel sedimentary deposits that cause major changes of channel type operate on a long
term punctuated time scale, whereas active channel deposits continuously respond to short term
variations in the available energy within the system (chapter 6). Generally, observation has
shown that change in channel state has occurred through the following ways:

Pathway of channel type change
Bedrock channel to
Bedrock anastomosing

Bedrock anastomosing to
Alluvial anastomosing

Bedrock anastomosing to
Pool-rapid

Pool-rapid to
Single thread

New morphological units

Primary:
Macro-channel and seasonal sand sheets
Macro-channel and seasonal bedrock core bars
Secondary:
Macro-channel, seasonal and active armoured areas

Primary:
Macro-channel bedrock core bars
Secondary:
Macro-channel islands, macro-channel lateral bars,
macro-channel point bars

Primary:
Macro-channel islands, macro-channel lateral bars,
macro-channel point bars
Secondary:
Macro-channel bedrock core bars

Primary:
Seasonal bedrock core bars, active and seasonal bars
Secondary:
Seasonal levees
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Single thread to
Braided

Primary:
Active and seasonal mid-channel bars

8.3 Summary

© Channel types on the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park are dynamic, with the
perennial active channels responding to short term changes in catchment control variables by
deposition or erosion of morphological units.

© Some channel types respond to changes in the control variables more readily than others.
Pool-rapid and mixed anastomosing areas show a greater tendency to accumulate sediment
than do bedrock anastomosing channel types. This conclusion supports the findings of the
bulk sediment transport efficiency study in chapter 6, where the bedrock anastomosing
channel type displayed afar greater potential transport capacity than any of the other channel
types.

© Morphological units are continually being created and destroyed, the trend however, is for
increased alluvial deposits within the river. This trend is as a result of lowering the transport
efficiency in all the channel types except bedrock anastomosing, through reduction in the
magnitude and duration of flows and an increase in the amount of sediment introduced to the
river as a result of catchment degradation.

© Long term channel change can be inferred from a static picture of the river system using
space for time substitution. This assumes that the range of channel types observed conforms
to a continuum of channel types from bedrock to alluvial and that the degree of alluviation
from the original bedrock state is defined by the local ability of the river to transport
incoming sediment.

© Aerial photographic evidence is presented of successive stages of alluviation, from the base
state bedrock anastomosing channel type, through mixed anastomosing to alluvial
anastomosing and mixed pool-rapid channel types. Similar evidence is presented for the
transition between bedrock pool-rapid, mixed pool-rapid and mixed single thread. An
oscillatory mechanism is proposed between mixed single thread, alluvial single thread and
braided channel types. Of these pathways only the final example can be seen to have
occurred from the 50 year photographic record.

© Short term change appears to be restricted to oscillatory changes of sedimentary units within
the active channels. Long term change appears to be pulsed in nature and is a function of
sediment inputs and losses, as a result of infrequent high magnitude flow events.

© The evidence of channel change, whether observed or inferred, provides the qualitative
knowledge of how the Sabie River functions geomorphologically. It provides pathways of
change in response to sedimentation and applies timescales to these changes. This
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information has proved invaluable in formulating and validating the quantitative modelling
techniques presented in the following chapter.
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9. QUANTITATIVE MODELLING

The ultimate aim of this study was to develop the capacity to predict channel response to
changing catchment controls. The results of three quantitative studies are presented in this
chapter, namely:

1. The return period study: results predict the probability of occurrence of
geomorphologically significant flow events and attaches a timescale to them in terms of
frequency of occurrence.

2. The regional hydraulic study: results predict regional scale (whole river) sediment
transport potential and generate a picture of sediment sinks along the river.

3. A semi-quantitative model: this model predicts bulk sedimentation change at the scale of
channel type, based on daily flow records, local channel competence and lateral inputs. The
semi-quantitative model presented in this chapter predicts channel change at the scale of
channel type for any flow and sediment input scenario and can be used for effectively
managing the water resources of the Sabie River, in order to reduce the impact on the
riparian environment.

The three approaches outlined above were chosen in preference to detailed hydrodynamic and
sediment transport modelling (for example MOBED), since such an approach is of limited use
on the Sabie River at present. The principal reasoning behind this decision is that the data
required to run such models effectively are not yet available. Also, the assumptions inherent in
current quantitative channel change models render them inappropriate, as they were developed
for temperate alluvial systems. At best they can provide only a whole river picture of likely
channel response for the Sabie, similar to the simpler regional approach outlined above.

The three approaches outlined above represent various levels of semi-quantitative modelling of
the Sabie River which may be achieved using statistical and mathematical analysis:

Statistical approaches:

• Potential for geomorphological change at the scale of a morphological unit may be predicted
using the local hydraulic and hydrologic data. The relative elevations of individual
morphological units across each cross-section may be related directly to a discharge using
the local hydraulics tables generated in chapter 7. This flow can then be related to a
frequency of occurrence, using the discharge-return period data generated in chapter 5.
Hence, the temporal potential for flow influence can be defined and used to infer timescales
of probable change to individual morphological units.

Mathematical approaches:

• Gross areas of a similar geomorphological nature can be predicted using the spatially
extensive network of data collection sites and the hydrodynamic theory outlined in chapter 7.

• Semi-quantitative models of channel change at the scale of channel type can be developed
utilising the river structuring procedure (chapter 3), the conceptual channel change model
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(chapter 4), local channel change evidence (chapter 8) and local hydraulics and
hydrodynamics (chapter 7).

Both the statistical and mathematical approaches are described below, together with details of
their predictive capabilities.

9.1 Return period and frequency of flow influence for individual morphological units

The influence of flow regime on the form of a river channel has been widely investigated on a
variety of rivers. Studies on alluvial rivers in Europe and America have shown significant
relationships between channel geometry and dominant or channel-forming flows (Wolman and
Leopold 1957. Hey 1975, Andrews 1980). Although they noted some scatter in the data, it was
possible to isolate a dominant flow which corresponded to the flow doing most work in shaping
the channel. This flow corresponded to the bankfull condition in rivers that were in regime
(stable and not displaying any tendency to erode or deposit material) and had a return period of
between 1.5 and 2 years on the annual maximum series. Recent research conducted on semi-arid
rivers, which exhibit a markedly different flow regime from the relatively invariant temperate
alluvial systems, has shown that the concept of a single channel-forming or bankfull flow
cannot be validated. Graf (1988) notes a tripartite division of morphological units which are
influenced by different components of the flow regime. Similarly, Wohl (1992) found that the
fluvial forms of the bedrock influenced Burdekin River, Australia, were also influenced, in
terms of flooding and sediment transport, by a range of flows.

It would appear that semi-arid and bedrock influenced river systems are composed of a series of
morphological units on different spatial scales. Smaller units may be overtopped and thus
influenced by the processes operating at the lowest flows. Larger sedimentary units form but
these are covered, and thus influenced only, by flows in the range of the annual flood. Finally,
very large sedimentary features are changed morphologically only as a result of very infrequent,
extremely large flood events. Thus a range of flows are important in maintaining the
geomorphological diversity of such river systems. The influence of the various discharges that
make up the flow regime of the Sabie River are considered below.

The morphological units of 24 cross-sections were mapped and local stage-discharge
relationships constructed from an extensive flow monitoring field programme. Inundation
discharges were then attributed to the morphological units present at each section and these
were related to the probability of occurrence for each flow. This allowed evaluation of the
frequency of flooding of each unit type, based on annual maximum and daily average flow data
presented in chapter 5. The annual maximum data was utilised to determine the maximum flood
flow for each year of record at the Perry's Farm gauging station and these were ranked using the
Weibull formulae (equations 1 and 2) to generate the annual probability of occurrence for a
given flood flow. Daily average flows from the same gauging station were ranked in the same
manner to generate the daily probability of occurrence series, used to describe channel
activation, channel overtopping and bar inundation.
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The data were analysed according to whether they were channel features or bar features and
these were in turn categorised into active, seasonal and macro-channel features, depending on
their size and elevation relative to the cross-section (Fig. 57). Frequency of inundation figures
were calculated for the sedimentary bar, terrace and island features; the results represent the
probable number of times that each individual feature can be covered and thus influenced by
flowing water. In addition, the frequency with which water flows through a channel or becomes
activated, together with the frequency of overtopping (where the volume of water exceeds the
capacity of the channel: analogous to the bankfull state in alluvial systems) was determined. The
figures stated represent statistical averages. A system may be said to flow for 7 days in a year,
but these 7 days of flow may not be consecutive.
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Figure 57. Example cross-section displaying morphological unit distribution and frequency of
inundation figures.

Channel activation

Using the annual maximum flood frequency series derived from data at Perry's Farm gauging
station, water flows in all of the active channels as a result of the annual flood. Seasonal
channels are generally activated by a 1-1.3yr flood, but this may extend to 1.5yrs in a few cases.
The majority of the macro-channel distributaries flow as a result of a 2-4yr flood, in rarer cases
this extends to a 6yr flood (Fig. 58). On a daily average flow basis, also derived from the Perry's
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Farm daily flow data, all of the active channels flow every day of the year. Seasonal channels
flowed on average for a few days to a few weeks every year, although in rarer cases the model
predicted flows for 3 to 4 months of the year. Macro-channel distributaries flowed for less than
1 day a year (Fig. 59).

Channel overtoppin

The active channels in the Sabie River are overtopped by l-2yr floods. This coincides with the
findings of Wolman and Leopold (1957) for perennial temperate alluvial rivers. There is,
however, a wide scatter within the data, with some channels, classified as active, overtopped
only by flows in excess of the 3yr flood. Seasonal channel overtopping displays even greater
variation; most cluster around the l-2yr return period flood, but the range extends up to 5 years.
The macro-channel distributaries overtop on average once every 2 to 6 years, but in some cases
flooding is restricted to once every 13 years (Fig. 60). Overtopping of the active channels takes
place for about 2 weeks a year on average, but there is a wide scatter in the data. In general,
seasonal channels overtop for about 7 days a year, but this may extend to 14 days in some cases.
Macro-channel features flood only rarely for a day every 2 to 3 years (Fig. 61).
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Sedimentary feature inundation

The sedimentary features within the Sabie River were investigated for their average inundation
frequency. Defining the surface height of such features was often problematic, due to their
undulating nature. The average surface height was taken to be the flattest plane over the whole
sedimentary unit. Bars associated with the active channels were inundated by the l-2yr flood on
average and a few of the larger features were covered only by the 3 year flood. Seasonal
sedimentary units were submerged by the l-3yr flood, ranging up to the 5-7yr flood in a few
cases. Macro-channel bars, terraces and islands were inundated only by the 3-6yr flood and in
very rare cases submergence occurred on average once in 18 years (Fig. 62). Active channel
sedimentary deposits are in contact with the flow all year. Inundation of the average bar surface
is generally achieved by the wet season flows. Most seasonal features are covered for less than
15 days in an average year, although a few are affected for up to 80 days. Macro-channel
deposits are inundated on an extremely infrequent basis (Fig. 63).

Morphological units can be divided into two categories: active features and seasonal/macro-
channel features. Active channel units are influenced by the annual maximum flood and the
majority display flow every day of the year. In contrast, seasonal and macro-channel features
are influenced only by floods in excess of the 3 to 4 year return period and are seen to flow very
rarely on a daily basis (Table 18).
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Table 18. The influence of contemporary flows on the geomorphology of the Sabie River.

Row category

Active Mean
Range

Seasonal Mean
Range

Macro-channel Mean
Range

Hydrological character of Sabie River morphological units

Annual maximum flow data
(years)

Channels

Activation

1

1-3

1-4
<6

Over-
topping

1-2

1-2
<5

2-6
<13

Bars

Inundation

1-2
<3

1-3
5-7

3-6
<18

Daily average flow data
{days)

Channels

Activation

Always

1-14
100-150

<1

Over-
topping

1-14
14-365

1-7
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« 1
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Figure 60. Frequency of channel overtopping based on the annual maximum flow series return
period (after Heritage et at 1995).
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No single common overtopping or 'channel forming' return period could be identified for the
range of alluvial channels present in the Sabie River, although the active channels displayed
annual maximum return periods for overtopping between 1 and 2 years. It is suggested that this
may be a function of disequilibrium conditions within the Sabie River, where the morphological
units may not have fully adjusted their morphology to the present flow regime and the influence
of bedrock on the system. In contrast, the range of morphological units present experience the
influence of flowing water across a very wide range of discharges (Table 18). Such findings are
in general agreement with those of Graf (1988) and Wohl (1992), which were discussed earlier,
indicating that semi-arid bedrock influenced rivers, such as the Sabie, respond to very different
parts of the flow regime than do temperate alluvial rivers, with the geomorphologically
important flows being defined by the size of geomorphological feature present.

Such conclusions on the effectiveness of a variety of flows on the geomorphology of the Sabie
River have important implications for management. Many of the larger scale sedimentary
features that have developed within the macro-channel are influenced only by very high
magnitude low frequency flood events and as such are unlikely to be modified by anthropogenic
influences in the catchment. It is the perennial and seasonally active channel features that will
be most affected by alterations to the lower end of the flow regime and attention should be
concentrated on these units to gain a greater understanding of their dynamics and ecological
significance.

It must be stressed that the results of this study are preliminary and refinement of the results is
anticipated. The assumption of a horizontal water surface slope across the macro-channel has
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been shown to be inapplicable in bedrock dominated areas and research is underway to address
this problem in terms of detailed investigations into the dynamics of individual bedrock
distributaries and the mechanisms by which they interact (Broadhurst et al. 1995). Also, the
substitution of simulated daily runoff data in place of the extended weir flow data set should
improve the accuracy of the hydrological information.

9.2 Long-stream channel sedimentation patterns

Areas susceptible to long term gross erosion and sedimentation can be identified simply by
quantifying the change in channel competence along the river. Channel competence provides a
measure of the rivers ability to transport sediment downstream. This index varies as a function
of local channel parameters and the pattern of variability can be used to predict localised areas
of erosion and deposition (chapter 8). Geometric and sedimentological data has been collected
at 24 sites along the Sabie River and local hydraulic conditions have been modelled using
backwater techniques. These data have been used to calculate the total sediment transport rate
for each site using the sediment transport equation of Ackers and White (1973) (see chapter 7).

The results reveal a complex pattern of high and low competence along the river. Parallel
studies of accumulated sediment depth from physical probing and aerial photographic
identification of recent sediment accumulation areas (Fig. 64) have revealed relatively high
sediment accumulations in areas of low competence and relatively low sediment accumulations
in areas of high competence.
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The high longitudinal variability, and the large numbers of bedrock controls, render application
of traditional hydraulic and sediment routing models to the Sabie logistically prohibitive, since
large datasets would be required. Cross-sectional and flow data would have to be collected at
each rock outcrop, as would information on change in channel gradient and width and channel
split or join. In multiple channel reaches, estimates of the proportion of the total discharge
carried by each active channel would be required and the individual active channels would have
to be modelled separately. The limits imposed by the available cross-sectional and flow data,
coupled with difficulties involved in calibrating the step backwaters model, limited the use of
sediment and flow routing models to providing semi-quantitative information for explaining
coarse scale, long-term sedimentation pattems. Alternative methods were therefore required for
predicting geomorphological change on the Sabie River, leading to the development of a nested
hierarchy of models, ranging from models for the dynamics of individual channel types, through
to a model for the length of the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park. Predictions of change
at the morphological unit scale are qualitative and based on the understanding of the directions
and types of change which occur in the different channel types.

9.3 Semi-quantitative modelling

Complex systems are difficult to model routinely using physically based models and data to
support them are seldom available (Starfield et ah 1993). Approaches need to be adopted
whereby potential implications inherent in a qualitative understanding can be explored,
qualified and quantified (Starfield et at 1993). Given the complexities of the Sabie River
system, the data limitations and the impracticalities in acquiring appropriate data, it was realised
that any benefit gained from a physical simulation of the system dynamics would be lost in the
uncertainty and complexity of such an approach. A simplified approach was adopted in which
the dynamics of individual channel types were modelled based on available theory and data.
Interactions between adjacent channel type sections were based on simple rules (conservation of
mass in this case). The advantages of this approach are:

1. Rapid assessments of the effects of different flow and sediment regimes (in terms of
directions and rates of change) are possible despite the limitations in available data and
existing theory.

2. Further refinement to models for the different channel types may be incorporated if deemed
necessary and as additional data are made available.

3. The simple model can be used to drive future research and highlight areas where more
complex models are required.

The conceptual model (Fig. 23) has been used as the basic predictive tool to define states and
potential changes in state, in response to changes in catchment control variables (in particular,
flow and sediment regimes) on the Sabie River. For example, a mixed sinuous single thread
channel (Fig. 23) may change to either mixed pool-rapid, mixed braided or an alluvial sinuous
single thread channel. The conceptual model may be tested, refined and the controlling variables
(flow magnitude (QMAG), flow variability (QVAR), sediment production (SEDI) and local
channel transport capacity (COMP)), quantified through studies of processes. Further
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understanding of the relationship between changes of state and the controlling variables has
been gained through mathematical simulation.

The four catchment control variables (QMAG, QVAR, SEDI and COMP) can be quantified
given the results of the data acquisition programme (chapters 5 to 7). A channel section has
quantifiable lateral and upstream sediment inputs (SEDI) and a given sediment transport
capacity for a given discharge. The probability of the occurrence of that discharge, multiplied by
the transport capacity, provides the total mass of sediment which can be transported through the
section over a period of time (COMP). Applying this concept over the whole of the flow regime
(QMAG and QVAR) provides a distribution of the bulk sediment transport (Fig. 65).
Integration under the sediment mass discharge curve between two discharges then yields the
total mass transport capacity over that range (Wolman and Miller 1960).

Consider the hypothetical case of five linked channel sections with different gross sediment
transport capacities responses (COMP) (A, Fig. 65) with respect to different components of the
flow regime (QMAG and QVAR). Sediment input to each of the channels (SEDI) comprises
two components: 1) the lateral component from tributaries and erosion from the surrounding
land (B, Fig. 65). and 2) the upstream component (C, Fig. 65), which is a function of the total
sediment mass which can be transported by the upstream channel section. Assuming that the
lateral sedimem inputs to the channel sections are constant through time (B, Fig. 65), the
capacity to transport sediment from upstream is reduced (D, Fig. 65). Any portion of the flow
regime for which SEDI exceeds COMP results in sediment accumulation (E, Fig. 65) within the
section, and when COMP exceeds SEDI, erosion occurs (F, Fig. 65).
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Figure 65. Diagrammatic representation of sediment movement into and through a series of
spatially linked channel types.
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In the case of no upstream sediment input to section 1 (for example, downstream of a dam) the
excess sediment transport capacity results in erosion (Fig. 65). All of the material which can be
transported through section 1 for different parts of the flow regime (skewed towards the lower
flow) is passed through to section 2. Section 2 has a low excess transport capacity during low
flows and a high transport capacity during intermediate flows. Thus, deposition occurs during
the low flows, during which sediment input exceeds the transport capacity and erosion occurs
during the intermediate flows, during which transport capacity exceeds input. The overall result
is a net sediment gain in section 2. Application of this procedure through all of the linked
reaches indicates which sections are susceptible to erosion or deposition for a given flow regime
and the range of discharges which are significant.

Based on the above, details of the hydraulics and sediment dynamics of the Sabie River channel
types were used to construct a model of sediment movement between linked channel types (Fig.
66). The ability of the river to transport sediment was evaluated for each consecutive channel
type along the liver, based on sediment inputs from the channel type immediately upstream and
lateral inputs from the catchment. Excess inputs which exceeded the local transport capacity
(chapter 7) were deposited and where the transport capacity exceeded the combined upstream
and lateral sediment inputs, erosion of previously deposited material was possible (Fig. 66). The
model routes daily flows through a series of channel types and generates annual bulk sediment
volume chance at the scale of channel type for any daily flow time series. Any period of a day
or greater may be considered and the consequences of sedimentation downstream through each
channel type evaluated.
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Figure 66. Diagrammatic representation of the semi-quantitative model developed to predict
channel change on the Sabie River in the Kruger National Park.
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The wet, dry and total average daily discharge time series were used to calculate average annual
potential sediment transport volumes at all sites using the total load equation of Ackers and
White (1973). The model (Figs. 65 and 66) was then used to investigate potential changes to a
reach with linked pool-rapid and mixed anastomosing channel types, for which a series of
annual aerial photographs exists (1986 to 1992). The hydrodynamic characteristics of the two
channel types were simulated using representative pool-rapid and mixed anastomosing sections.

Cumulative average annual sediment transport volumes (Fig. 67) were calculated for the periods
1986 to 1989 (representing a wet spell) and 1990 to 1992 (representing a dry spell), using the
recorded average daily discharges. Ignoring lateral sediment inputs, the total annual sediment
delivery into the mixed anastomosing channel from the upstream pool-rapid channel from 1986
to 1989 is less than the potential annual transport capacity of the mixed anastomosing channel
(Fig. 67). Therefore, some scour is expected in the mixed anastomosing channel. Sediment
accumulates in ilie mixed anastomosing channel over the range of discharges up to 45mY' (the
cumulative sediment transport curve is steeper for the pool-rapid channel than for the mixed
anastomosing channel). Erosion occurs for the higher discharges, where the mixed
anastomosing curve is steeper.
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During the period 1989 to 1992, no flows above 40mV were recorded and the average annual
cumulative sediment transport rates for both channels remain constant above this discharge. The
modelled resuil for this period is an accumulation of sediment in the mixed anastomosing
channel, since the cumulative sediment input from the upstream pool-rapid channel is higher
than the poteniial transport capacity of the mixed anastomosing channel (Fig. 67). Modelled
results compare favourably with observations from the aerial photographs for these periods. The
photographs show that the downstream mixed anastomosing section remained stable from 1986
to 1989, but showed distinct sediment accumulations in the form of lateral bars from 1989 to
1992.

In order to test application of the model over the total length of the Sabie River in the Kruger
National Park, it was necessary to link all of the channel type sections along the river and to
quantify lateral sediment inputs at tributary junctions.

9.3.1 Linking of channel type sections

The classificaiiun resulted in identification of 46 channel type sections along the length of the
river. Sediment movement through the system is modelled by considering the existing spatial
arrangement of the channel types and transporting sediment through the upstream channel type
and into the next downstream one, based on the transport capacity of the individual channel
types. A mass balance for each channel type section along the river is calculated based on
upstream and lateral inputs and sediment availability in the channel type section, to determine
net erosion or deposition for each time step.

9.3.2 Assessment of lateral sediment inputs

The map of sub-catchments, incorporating minor tributaries along the length of the Sabie River
in the Lowveld (Fig. 68), was overlain on the map of maximum potential sediment yields (Fig.
33) in order to determine maximum total annual average sediment input volumes at tributary
junctions. Clearly, the average annual lateral sediment inputs from tributaries calculated in this
manner will not be a true reflection of actual annual tributary input volumes and will not reflect
the true temporal distribution of these inputs. This is due to some of the sediment produced on
the sub-catchments being stored in the sub-catchment and in the upstream tributary reaches
(particularly in the Sand River which has a number of small tributaries and has a large
catchment area), and the fact that the tributaries are ephemeral and contribute sediment only
during high magnitude rainfall events in the appropriate sub-catchments. Averaged over long
periods, however, the estimates become more realistic.
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Figure 68. Sub-catchment sediment input contributing areas for the Sabie River.

9.3.3 The Sabie River sediment flux model

The 34 year daily discharge record was used to calculate daily sediment transport capacity for a
range of particle sizes at each of the 24 cross-sections along the length of the Sabie in the
Kruger National Park. The daily sediment transport capacities were summed for each year to
provide the total annual sediment transport capacity for each year from 1959 to 1993. Total
annual sediment transport capacities were assigned to channel type sections where these data
were not available (since not all of the 46 channel type sections could be surveyed), by
assuming that they had similar sediment transport characteristics to those of the same channel
type, where data were available. This assumption is reasonable since the semi-quantitative
modelling is used to provide a qualitative understanding of sediment dynamics along the Sabie
River. The sediment dynamics within the same channel type are expected to be similar,
resulting in similar patterns of accumulation.

Transport capacity calculations for different size fractions (Table 19) showed extremely high
values for the silt fraction (< 0.02mm) for all channel type sections along the Sabie River when
compared to the 0.5mm and lmm sizes. The differences (amounting to several orders of
magnitude) indicate that this former fraction would be transported through the system. Some silt
has, however, been observed in the field, deposited outside of the active channels during the
falling limb of a flood wave. Sediment sampling has shown 0.5 mm to be a realistic median size
for sediments in the channel and this size was used for the initial bulk sediment transport
modelling. For the purposes of the modelling, it was assumed that lateral inputs consist of 90%
silt and 10% coarse sediments (0.5 mm median diameter). Catchment wide sediment sampling
will ultimately provide more realistic assessments of size distributions of sediments provided
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from tributaries. It was therefore assumed that most of the silt is transported through the system
or deposited on the overbanks during high flows and that it is only necessary to model transport
of the coarser sizes in order to model geomorphological change in the active channel.

Table 19. Predicted sediment transport rates at different discharges for different particle size
fractions for the common channel types on the Sabie River.

Single thread

Discharge

(mV)

1
10
50
100
650

Transport rate -
0.02 mm sizes
(Wday'!)

0
17735
8.3x10"
2.7x10"
7.2x10"

Transport rate -
0.5 mm sizes
(m3day])

0
0
5
12
142

Transport rate -
1 mm sizes
(m3day"')

0
0
2
5
68

Braided

1
10
50
100
650

0
9682
4.5x10"
6.7x10'"
5.6x10"

0
0
17
36
432

0
0
S
17
193

Bedrock anastomosing

1
10
50
100
650

6.1x10"
1.2x10"
9.2x10"
4.2x10ls

7.0xl0a'

195
7
23
51
469

43
1
5
11
115

Pool-rapid

1
10
50
100
650

32
1.0xl0s

9.9x10"
1.3xlO12

5.3xlOw

0
0
6
29
141

0
0
2
9
49

Mixed anastomosing

1
10
50
100
650

0
549
6.4x107

3.4x10"
2.4x10i:

0
0
0.4
4
84

0
0
0
0.4
32
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Since the modelling was concerned with changes in sedimentation patterns (through erosion or
deposition) from a base state, an arbitrary sediment volume in storage per kilometre length for
1959 (the first year of simulation) was assigned to each of the channel type sections. The
amount of available sediment in storage in bedrock anastomosing channel types was set to zero,
since the active channels in these channel types flow predominantly over bedrock and thus
limited sediment is available for transport from within these channel types. It was further
assumed that sufficient sediment was available to supply the extreme upstream channel type
section.

An annual mass balance (Fig. 66) was conducted for each channel type section proceeding from
upstream to downstream as follows:

1. The annual volume of sediment which could pass through any channel type section was
calculated as a balance between sediment availability (upstream and lateral inputs and
storage in the section) and the calculated annual sediment transport capacity.

2. Total annual upstream input to a channel type section was determined from the volume of
sediment which could be moved through the upstream channel type section.

3. Where tributaries entered a channel type section, the annual lateral input of the coarse
fractions was assumed to equal 10% of the maximum average potential sediment yield for
that sub-catchment.

4. If the annual potential sediment transport volume in a channel type section exceeded the
input volumes (upstream and from tributaries), then the excess was eroded from the bed.
Conversely, if the inputs exceeded the potential transport then the excess was deposited. If no
sediment was available in the bed for erosion (all sediment in storage had been eroded
previously), then only the sediment which was available (coming in from upstream and from
tributaries) could be passed through to the next channel type section.

Thus, the sediment flux model provides an assessment of total annual sediment accumulation or
loss in each of the 46 channel type sections. Summing the accumulations and losses over a
number of years provides the total sediment accumulation or loss over that period. A plot of
modelled cumulative sediment build-up along the length of the Sabie within the Kruger
National Park (Fig. 69), shows three distinct accumulation zones over the period 1959 to 1993.
From the Kruger National Park western boundary to just upstream of the Saringwa tributary,
there has been relatively minor build-up. From the Saringwa tributary, past the Nwaswitshaka
tributary to the Sand confluence, there has been progressive sediment build-up resulting from
inputs of a number of ephemeral tributaries, with the Sand River providing a massive injection
of sediment (Fig. 69). Downstream of the Sand River confluence there has been a far more
gradual build-up. The effects of the tributaries (particularly the Sand River) are potentially over-
exaggerated as a result of a possible over-estimation of tributary inputs for the reasons already
described.
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Figure 69. Predicted total sediment accumulation in each channel type along the Sabie River in
the Kruger National Park between 1959 and 1993 using the Sabie Sediment Flux Model.

The model also reveals a complex spatial pattern of change between 1959 and 1992 (Figs. 70 to
77), depending on the spatial arrangement of channel types, with tributary inputs being the
major controlling factor. Change upstream of channel type section 18 (Saringwa tributary)
appears to have been relatively limited and there is progressive accumulation occurring
downstream of channel junctions, downstream of the Saringwa confluence. There appears to
have been a minor increase in sedimentation in braided channel types and a minor loss in pool-
rapid channel types, between 1959 and 1992. It is interesting to note that upstream of channel
type section 18, there was an increase in sedimentation between 1959 and 1971 (Fig. 71), with
this trend gradually reversing, resulting in the final 1992 pattern (Fig. 70). Bedrock
anastomosing channel types have remained stable with no accumulation or loss at any of these
channel type sections throughout the period 1959 to 1992.

Temporal patterns of change for channel type sections are complex and variable and depend on
upstream channel assemblages. Considering channel type section 13 (pool-rapid) and channel
type section 14 (braided), Fig. 72 shows that the pool-rapid section accumulated sediment from
1959 to 1971, whereas the downstream braided section lost sediment over this period. Between
1971 and 1979 this trend was reversed (Fig. 72), although both sections showed a net
accumulation compared with the 1959 levels (Fig. 72). Both sections showed an increase in
sedimentation between 1979 and 1987 with the upstream pool-rapid channel type section 13
accumulating sediment rapidly. Conversely, the downstream braided channel type section 14
fluctuated annually between accumulation and loss, with a net overall accumulation over this
period (Fig. 72). From 1987 to 1992 the model predicts opposite trends for the pool-rapid and
braided sections, with the pool-rapid losing and the braided gaining sediment from 1987 to 1989
and a reversal in this direction of change for both channel type sections from 1989 to 1992 (Fig.
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72). Both channel type sections show a net gain in sediment by 1992, but the difference between
the overall sedimentation is smaller than in 1971, since the pool-rapid seems to have stabilised
at its 1971 peak, whereas the braided channel is shown to have been steadily gaining sediment
since 1971. The intricate temporal behaviour of the two adjacent channel types demonstrates the
complexity of the relationship between climate, annual flow regime, channel types and their
assemblages and rates and degrees of sediment accumulation or loss.

A series of aerial photographs at fixed points along the Sabie River for 1986 through to 1989
were studied in order to investigate how well the model predicts short term temporal change.
For this purpose the effects of the wetter period from 1986 to 1989 and the drier period from
1989 to 1992 were explored. Total areas of accumulated and/or lost sediment were measured
from the 1989 and 1992 photographs and compared with the 1986 baseline (Table 20).

The aerial photograph of section 7 corresponds to the mixed anastomosing channel type section
45 and the bedrock anastomosing channel type section 46. The measured large increase in
sedimentation between 1986 and 1989, and a smaller increase in sedimentation between 1989
and 1992 (Table 20) for the mixed anastomosing section, is well predicted by the model (Fig.
73). No sedimentation was predicted in the bedrock anastomosing section (Fig. 73) for both
periods and none was observed (Table 20).

The aerial photograph of section 6 corresponds to mixed pool-rapid channel type section 42.
The measured slight increase in sedimentation between 1986 and 1989 and the dramatic
increase in sedimentation between 3989 and 1992 is again well predicted by the model (Fig.
74).
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Figure 70. Predicted total sediment accumulation in each channel type along the Sabie River in
the Kruger National Park between 1959 and 1992 using the Sabie Sediment Flux Model.
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Figure 71. Predicted total sediment accumulation in each channel type along the Sabie River in
the Kruger National Park between 1959 and 1971 using the Sabie Sediment Flux Model.

20

s 15

"3

i2 10 -

l l 5

I t

CO -5 i

-10 -r-
1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 19B0 1985 1990 1995

Years

-s- Braided - • - Pool/rapid

Figure 72. Predicted sediment dynamics of a pool-rapid and braided channel type for the
period 1959-1993 using the Sabie River Sediment Flux Model.
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Figure 73. Predicted sediment dynamics of a bedrock anastomosing and a mixed anastomosing
channel type for the period 1959-1993 in Kruger Park aerial photograph area 7 using the Sabie
River Sediment Flux Model.

The aerial photograph of section 5 corresponds to channel type section 39 (mixed
anastomosing). The model predicts a steady increase in sedimentation (Fig. 75), reflecting a
tributary effect. A slight increase in sedimentation between 1986 and 1989 was measured and a
major increase between 1989 and 1992. The model predicts the overall long term trend well.
The model, however, assumes a constant average lateral input from tributaries, whereas in
reality, the tributaries are ephemeral and sediment may only have been introduced from the
tributary between 1989 and 1992.

Aerial photograph section 4, corresponding to channel type section 36, covers the area where
the Sabie and Sand rivers share the same macro-channel, but are separated by a large island
which is breached in places. The model predicts a steady increase in sedimentation for section
38. This trend is reflected in Table 20, however, a massive injection of sediment was measured
between 1989 and 1992. This injection occurs at a point where the island has been breached and
may reflect an input of sediment from the Sand River during this period.

The aerial photograph of section 3 relates to channel type section 30, which is mixed pool-rapid.
The model predicts a steady increase in sedimentation, reflecting the effect of the Nwaswitshaka
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tributary (Fig. 76). This trend has been measured (Table 20). Again, fluctuations could reflect
the ephemera] nature of sediment inputs from the tributary.

Aerial photograph section 2 corresponds to channel type section 26, which has been classified
as bedrock anastomosing. There is no correlation between model predictions (Fig- 77) and
measured sedimentation areas (Table 20). The aerial photography covers a short braided/mixed
anastomosing section at Kruger Gate. This section was classified as a bedrock anastomosing
channel type, since it was smaller than the scale at which the original classification was
conducted and the predominant channel type is bedrock anastomosing. Reclassification of this
channel section as braided, with bedrock anastomosing channel types upstream and downstream
would greatly improve model predictions. This serves to highlight that the classification and
modelling can be undertaken at smaller spatial scales, depending on available data and the
research objective. A far more detailed channel type classification of the river can be achieved
as a model refinement if this is required.

It should be noted that different flow levels at the times when the photographs were taken are
likely to influence the measurements. Since the photographs were taken at similar times of the
year (during the winter months, when the discharge is largely constant), the flow levels are not
expected to be vastly different and the quantitative data are assumed to provide a reasonable
indication of general trends.
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Figure 74. Predicted sediment dynamics of a pool-rapid channel type for the period 1959-1993
in Kruger Park aerial photograph area 6 using the Sabie River Sediment Flux Model.
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Figure 75. Predicted sediment dynamics of a mixed anastomosing channel type for the period
1959-1993 in Kruger Park aerial photograph area 5 using the Sabie River Sediment Flux Model.

50

40 •

30 -i

.c in
if §

10 -

2-*-

1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995
Years

Figure 76. Predicted sediment dynamics of a pool-rapid for the period 1959-1993 in Kruger
Park aerial photograph area 4 using the Sabie River Sediment Flux Model.

124



10

B -

p

|

a

6 -

1 4-

2 -

1955 19B0 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995

Years

Figure 77. Predicted sediment dynamics of a bedrock anastomosing channel type for the period
1959-1993 in Kruger Park aerial photograph area 2 using the Sabie River Sediment Flux Model.

9.3.4 Model improvements

The model can be greatly improved through:

1. An improved assessment of representative channel type sediment transport capacities.
2. Provision of a longer daily flow record (either simulated or measured), in order to

incorporate more extreme events.
3. Improved quantitative assessment of tributary sediment inputs.
4. Improved assessment of the temporal distribution of tributary inputs. This could best be

achieved through simulation of daily tributary inputs in response to rainfall events (for
example, using ACCRU).

9.3.5 Model transferability

The modelling approach can be transferred to other rivers as follows:

1. Select representative reaches and channel types within the area of study.
2. Survey cross-sections through each of the representative channel types.
3. Measure stage and discharge for three flows (low, intermediate and high) at each cross-

section.
4. Develop stage-discharge relationships for each cross-section.
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5. Assess the flow resistance for each representative channel type using available literature,
engineering experience and the recommendations of Broadhurst et al. (1995).

6. Calculate annual potential sediment transport capacities for the representative channel types,
as described above.

7. Determine annual sediment inputs from tributaries.
8. Link channel type sections along the length of the study river and calculate mass balances for

a measured or simulated daily flow record, as described above.

Table 20. Recorded erosion and deposition sequences for the Kruger National Park aerial
photograph sites, figures in brackets represent a recent contribution of sediment from the Sand
tributary.

Aerial
photograph
section

7

6

5

4

3

2

Channel type

Mixed anastomosing
Bedrock anastomosing

Mixed pool-rapid

Mixed anastomosing

Mixed anastomosing

Bedrock pool-rapid

Bedrock anastomosing
Mixed anastomosing
Mixed pool-rapid

Sedimen

1986-1989

(nr)

10624
0

570

857

1771

111

1314
-2152

413

t change

1989-1992

(m:)

6058
0

11198

8533

3759 (9663)

1736

938
3620
395
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9.4 Summary

© The return period study revealed the influence of flow regime on the various morphologic
units found on the Sabie River. These can be broadly divided into active, seasonal and
macro-channel units dependent on the frequency of flow influence.

© The results indicate that semi-arid bedrock influenced rivers, such as the Sabie, respond to
very different parts of the flow regime than do temperate alluvial rivers, with the important
flows being defined by the size of geomorphological feature present.

© Such conclusions on the effectiveness of a variety of flows on the geomorphology of the
Sabie River have important implications for flow management. Many of the larger scale
(macro-channel) sedimentary features are influenced only by very high magnitude low
frequency flood events and as such are unlikely to be modified by anthropogenic influences
in the catchment. It is the active (perennial) and seasonal channel features that will be most
affected by alterations to the lower end of the flow regime.

© The regional channel dynamics study identifies three sediment sinks on the Sabie River
where long term sediment accumulation can be expected.

© Quantitative dynamic modelling of channel type change, based on daily flow records
between 1959 and 1993, has been demonstrated and verified for the Sabie River on both
decade and annual timescales.

© Any lateral sediment input and daily flow sequence may be input to the semi-quantitative
channel type dynamic model allowing scenario modelling. This provides an excellent
management tool to predict the likely effects of various catchment water allocation policies.

© The dynamic model is also able to operate at any spatial scale; the resolution is dictated by
the aims of the study and the degree of geomorphological resolution required.
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10. A GEOMORPHOLOGICAL APPROACH TO STUDYING
RIVERS FOR ASSESSMENT OF ECOLOGICAL FLOW
REQUIREMENTS

The study of geomorphological response to changing flow regime of the Sabie River system has
led to the development of a new integrative methodology for assessing ecological flow
requirements. Traditionally, such assessments were based on potential responses of biota
(particularly fish communities) to flow regime modification. This approach was based on the
assumption that fluvial systems are static and that a required flow regime can be specified,
based on the responses of fish communities to local hydraulic conditions. This study has shown
that the Sabie River is changing and is likely to continue changing, even if the flow regime is
not modified any further and that modifications to the flow regime can potentially accelerate or
retard the rate of this change, or even alter the direction of change completely. Furthermore,
geomorphological change results in altered cross-sectional and longitudinal geometry and flow
resistance characteristics, which result in modification of local hydraulic conditions. These
observations have important implications in terms of ecological responses in that:

1. It may be neither desirable, nor possible, to maintain the current compositions of instream
faunal communities (since the geomorphology and hence habitat is changing naturally
towards some quasi-equilibrium, which is different from that observed currently).

2. Managing flow regime in order to maintain existing species-community compositions and
distributions would involve the establishment of an unnatural system (since natural change is
ignored).

3. An understanding of current directions and rates of geomorphological change is important in
developing an understanding of existing ecological dynamics.

4. An assessment of ecological responses to changing flow regime is impossible if the
geomorphological responses are not also considered.

The geomorphological approach (Fig. 78) provides an integrative framework, which can
enhance the traditional approach through a consideration of the effects of flow regime, sediment
production and catchment characteristics on the contemporary geomorphological and change
vectors or pathways of change. Local hydraulics and sediment dynamics are also considered in
terms of effects on local geomorphology (at the channel type and associated morphological unit
scale). Such studies lead to an understanding of current channel morphology and
geomorphological change vectors (direction and magnitude), resulting from historic catchment
conditions and the development of models (conceptual, qualitative and quantitative) for
geomorphological change. These models can then be used to predict potential modification of
the geomorphological change vectors as a result of catchment disturbance.

Knowledge of local hydraulic requirements for biota and their physical habitat requirements can
then be integrated with the understanding of potential geomorphological change, to provide a
basis for recommending suitable flow regime(s) for the natural environment and assessing the
ecological implications of different management scenarios. Herein lies the major challenge
currently facing management and scientists in their endeavours to determine flow requirements
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and to establish catchment management policies for maintaining the ecological integrity of river
systems.

Traditional approach

RESOURCE MANAGERS

Flow regime

LOCAL CHANNEL
STUDIES
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Figure 78. Geomorphologicai approach to a holistic study of river system functioning.

10.1 The geomorphologicai approach

The geomorphologicai approach outlined below is based on the methodology developed in this
study and is designed to integrate with water resource development project management at all
phases, starting with reconnaissance studies, through to post-project monitoring as required by
the Integrated Environmental Management (EM) process (Louw 1995). It can be applied on
projects which are already underway and where river change has been neglected.

Phase One involves collation of available catchment data and classification and description of
the geomorphology of the physical system. Available information on catchment control
variables can be obtained from Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) catchment,
basin or systems analysis studies (Reconnaissance Phase) and/or through collaboration with the
organisation(s) appointed to do the catchment studies, or from archived sources, depending on
the current state of the project. The DWAF reconnaissance study normally covers topics such as
geology, soils, climate, vegetation, demography, hydrology, regional geomorphology, possible
dam sites, water infrastructure, economic activities, rainfall, land-use, water quality, sediment
production and environmental sensitivity (Louw 1995).
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If the information is not available, catchment topography, geology and regional geomorphology
can be measured and digitised from existing topographic and geological maps. Long-term river
history may be obtained from earlier research into the geomorphological history of southern
Africa (King 1978, Partridge and Maud 1987). Catchment sediment production and
hydrological studies are a standard component of DWAF catchment studies and these data are
made available during the reconnaissance studies for water resource development projects.

A geomorphological description and classification of the river channel should form an
important component of any reconnaissance study, since such a study is fundamental to
assessing riverine environmental sensitivity. Geomorphological description involves a
preliminary field reconnaissance for familiarisation and identification of geomorphological
characteristics of the river. Further photograph analysis and field study leads to identification
and rationalisation of existing morphological units and general channel types. The approach to
classification and the agglomerative system proposed in chapter 2 is recommended as a sound
basis for classification and description of southern African rivers, in order to focus on the scales
most relevant to river scientists. Morphological units and channel types which have not been
described on the Sabie River will be identified within such a framework. Description of the
catchment controls and physical structure of the river provides the means for a broad ecological
assessment from a structured basis.

Phase Two involves an assessment of historical river change and the development of a
conceptual model for change. Historical change can be evaluated through a study of change
within identified channel types, through detailed studies of historical aerial photographs.
Evaluation of geomorphological change can be done qualitatively (Vogt 1992) or with an added
quantitative component if more detail is required (Carter and Rogers 1995). Such studies lead to
a conceptual model for historic and ongoing change and potential change in response to
changing flow regime. The conceptual model then guides information and quantitative data
requirements (and the level of detail required) for project decision making beyond the
reconnaissance stage. An assessment of the potential ecological implications of current vectors
of geomorphological change and effects of flow modification and catchment disturbance at the
end of this phase, would lead to informed management decisions from the reconnaissance
studies. A reasonable assessment of environmental sensitivity can be made only once the
channel change vectors are identified.

Phase Three involves quantification of driving variables and processes and is necessary for
DWAF pre-feasibility studies (including assessments of ecological instream flow requirements)
and requirements for flow regime management. The pre-feasibility study is designed to
investigate all possible options previously identified, to incorporate potential new options and to
eliminate unsuitable options. Elimination of options can be on a combination of technical,
financial, economic, social or ecological reasons (Louw 1995).

The hydrological regime, using daily flow data from weirs and hydrological simulation models,
is analysed in order to identify climatic variability and historical anthropogenic influences on
the contemporary geomorphology. Potential catchment sediment yield and the effects of
catchment disturbance at key locations on the river are assessed and quantified. Representative
sites (channel types) for hydraulic monitoring are selected based on the classification and
conceptual model for change. Using measured stage-discharge data from three flows (high,
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medium and low), and/or hydraulic simulation modelling, stage-discharge relationships are
established for each site. Water surface slope measured at each cross-section is used to
determine the frictional characteristics at the selected sites. Stage-discharge relationships
provide information such as levels of inundation (flow depth), wetted perimeter, cross-
sectionally averaged velocity, Froude number, shear stress, Reynold's number and hydraulic
radius for any discharge within the measured ranges. Extrapolation beyond the measured range
requires additional hydraulic modelling for the extremes. Stage-discharge relationships in
association with measured cross-sectional data and classification of the morphological units can
be used to establish flows required to maintain different in channel and overbank features (see
chapter 9). Analysis of historic flow records then provides an assessment of the frequency of
inundation of different geomorphological features. The hydraulic information can all be used to
assess the influence of local hydraulics on riverine biota.

Site selection must be conducted swiftly, in order to ensure that adequate time is available for
collection of the necessary data, since flows in southern African rivers are highly erratic (Chiew
et al. 1995). Ideally, site selection and monitoring should be initiated as soon as the decision is
taken to undertake the pre-feasibility study. Clearly, the number of sites and the degree of
monitoring as described in this report for the Sabie River can be reduced considerably.

Phase Four involves qualitative and quantitative modelling of channel change. The measured
water surface slope is used to determine frictional characteristics at the selected sites, which are
in turn used to calculate cross-sectionally averaged bed shear stresses. These bed shear stresses
are then used to quantify the potential sediment transport for any discharge for the different
channel types. Using the quantitative modelling approach described in chapter 9, the sediment
dynamics along the length of the river is modelled using simulated daily flows and lateral
sediment inputs provided by the water resource managers. Potential geomorphological change
along the length of the river in response to a range of management options can thus be
predicted. It was not the task of this study to establish the abiotic/biotic links, but, qualitative
assessments of the ecological implications are possible. The Kruger National Park Rivers
Research Programme is currently involved in making these links more explicit.

The quantitative and qualitative modelling creates the potential for a holistic assessment of the
implications of different management options in that the effects of different catchment
management scenarios on selected lengths of river are assessed. Management decisions can be
based on a consideration of the dynamic nature of the system, incorporating a consideration of
the whole flow regime, not just a limited consideration of local hydraulics at sections which will
change under a modified flow regime. Clearly, modelling of channel change, however limited,
should form an integral part of the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry pre-feasibility
study, and hence the steps required to provide for this modelling capability need to be initiated
during the reconnaissance study as described above. Option(s) recommended in the DWAF pre-
feasibility studies are assessed during the feasibility phase and all aspects of these are
investigated in sufficient depth to enable the decision-maker to make informed decisions.
Modelling capability established during the DWAF pre-feasibility study can be refined and
focused on preferred options during the DWAF feasibility study in order to achieve the best
possible decision.
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Monitoring to collect biological base-line information occurs during the DWAF design phase
and the location of monitoring points and the type of information required can be guided by the
geomorphological approach. An operations manual which guides the project and includes
provision for managing the natural environment is drawn up during the DWAF operations
phase (Louw 1995). Managing geomorphological change forms a crucial component of
management of the natural environment and operating rules cannot be established unless
potential geomorphological change is modelled.

10.2 Summary

© A new, holistic methodology for the assessment of biotic/abiotic links has been developed.
The geomorphological approach enhances traditional methods of determining instream flow
requirements (IFR) through the explicit incorporation of a consideration of channel change.

© The geomorphological approach integrates fully with water resource development project
management at all phases, starting with reconnaissance studies through to post-project
monitoring as required in the Integrated Environmental Management (IEM) process.

© The geomorphological approach is used to establish current geomorphological change
vectors (direction and magnitude) and provides a means, through modelling (conceptual,
qualitative and quantitative), for assessing the effects on current change vectors of modified
flow regime and catchment disturbance.

© Since riverine biota are affected by both local hydraulics (which are modified by changing
geomorphology) and physical habitat (river morphology), a required flow regime for
ecological requirements cannot be specified without explicit consideration of potential
geomorphological change in response to proposed flow regimes.

© At present, links between geomorphologica] and ecological change are not explicit, however,
these links are currently being established in the Kruger National Park Rivers Research
Programme.

© Without the ability to predict potential geomorphological change, operational goals for
management of the natural environment cannot be set, since changes to the physical and
hydraulic state of the river will invalidate any conclusions based on the assumption of a static
system.

© Geomorphological change studies must be initiated during the DWAF reconnaissance phase
and implemented at the different phases in the IEM process in water resource development
projects.
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11. APPLICATION OF THE GEOMORPHOLOGICAL APPROACH
TO THE LETABA RIVER

The research approach used on the Sabie River may be used to study any catchment, but the
stages may have to be modified slightly, dependent on the quantity and quality of the data. An
attempt is made to utilise the data available for the Letaba catchment to test the methodology.
Comprehensive details of the Letaba River catchment characteristics and simulated monthly
hydrology are detailed in the catchment reports (Steffen, Robertson and Kirsten 1990) and are
reviewed only briefly below.

The river has been classified and mapped along its length in the Kruger National Park and the
relative influence of the catchment control variables of Morisawa (1985) has been evaluated.
This information was used to construct a conceptual model of change for the river that is more
restricted than for the Sabie. Field monitoring networks were established and limited hydraulic
and hydrodynamic data collected (due to the ephemeral nature of the river at present). This
allowed limited quantitative regional modelling which evaluates the morphological effects of
individual flood events on the system.

11.1 Letaba catchment characteristics

The Letaba catchment covers an area of 13400km2 in the Northern Province of South Africa. In
the Lowveld region, the major tributaries are the Molotsi and the Klein-Letaba Rivers, with the
Shingwedzi River joining the Letaba downstream of the Mozambique border (Fig. 79). The
catchment has been classified as semi-arid, receiving between about 500 and 1800mm of
rainfall in the mountainous western parts of the catchment, falling to between 450 and 700mm
in the east (Fig. 80). Evaporation is high, ranging from 1400mm in the west to 1900mm in the
east (Fig. 81). Precipitation is concentrated in the summer months, whereas evaporation
potential is more evenly distributed. Runoff is now seasonal or ephemeral, with surface flow in
the lower reaches of the river occurring only in response to severe storm events in the
catchment.

Much of the geology (75%) consists of granite and gneiss, volcanic rocks outcrop further east,
followed by sedimentary rocks of the Karoo sequence (Fig. 82). This, combined with the soils,
has generated extensive areas of land with few limitations on crop production.

Afforested areas covered 47600ha in the upper catchment in 1985 (Fig. 83) and require
64Mm3al of water. Large areas upstream of the Kruger National Park have been settled and
there is intense subsistence farming and irrigation along the rivers (Fig. 83). Irrigation of fruit,
vegetable and grain cash crops used 220MmV. Domestic and industrial water use combined
amounted to only l6.9MmV .with a further 6.9MmV exported to urban areas outside of the
catchment. Potential increase in demand as a result of increasing agricultural, industrial and
rural demands is likely to outstrip water availability within the catchment. Similarly, land
degradation and sediment production potential will increase (Steffen Robertson and Kirsten
1990). It is therefore likely that the already degraded Letaba River will experience further
reductions in water volume and an increase in sediment inputs. Geomorphological and
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ecological consequences will be severe. During the study period the catchment experienced
severe drought causing the river to become ephemera] in nature.
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Figure 79. The Letaba River catchment, Northern Province, South Africa.
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Figure 80. Average annual precipitation for the Letaba River catchment.
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Figure 81. Average annual evaporation for the Letaba River catchment.
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Figure 82. Simplified geology of the Letaba River catchment.

135



A
N

A / Rivers
BROAD LAND USE
^ ^ Forestry
Illllllll Irrigation
I | Natural Vegetation
j j j | Nature Reserve
^ Settlements

150 Kilometers

Figure 83. Land-use in the Letaba River catchment.
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Figure 84. Maximum potential sediment yield in the Letaba River catchment (after Steffen,
Robertson and Kirsten 1990)
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Figure 85. Geomorphological zones of the Letaba River catchment.

Sediment production in the Letaba River catchment has been estimated from land-use, soil type,
geomorphology, geology, vegetation and rainfall variables (Steffen Robertson and Kirsten
1990). Yields range from 150tkmV to in excess of 400tkmV (Fig. 84), with the highest yields
occurring in the densely populated rural areas. The Letaba River has been broadly classified into
3 sediment production zones (Fig. 85).

11.2 Physical nature of the Letaba River

The section of the Letaba River in the Kruger National Park was the focus of this analysis (Fig.
79). Aerial photographs for 1989 and field observation were used to categorise the
geomorphology of the Letaba River. Generally, the river has incised several metres into bedrock
and alluvial material to form a macro-channel. The influence of bedrock is considerably reduced
from that seen on the Sabie River, with a preponderance of alluvial reaches. The channel types
identified are described below:

Alluvial anastomosing

This channel type is characterised by a wide sand sheet covering the macro-channel floor,
dissected by two or three deeper channels. These channels divide and rejoin over distances in
excess of the width of the macro-channel forming an anastomosing channel system (Fig. 86).
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