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Ecological Resilience and Herpetological
Diversity in the Urban -Wildland
Interface of Yellowwood Park and

Mount Vernon, Durban

The metropolitan landscape of eThekwini, centered around the city of Durban, represents

one of the most significant intersections of urban development and biological preservation in
the Southern Hemisphere. As a primary anchor within the Maputaland -Pondoland-Albany
biodiversity hotspot, the region supports a vast array of endemic species across three

distinct biomes: savanna, forest, and grasslands. - Within this ecological framework, the
suburbs of Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon occupy a critical position . These areas are
characterized by the presence of the 253 -hectare Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve and the
interconnected green lungs of the Durban Metropolitan Open Space System, which
collectively provide a sanctuary for a high density of herpetofauna. < The prevalence of snake
species in these residential and protected areas is not an isolated phenomenon but a result

of historical land preservation, riverine connectivity, and the adaptive capacity of reptiles to
thrive within the suburban-wildland interface.:

Taxonomic Assessment and Prevalence of Local
Herpetofauna

The snake assembly in Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon is characterized by a high degree
of taxonomic diversity, encompassing families such as Colubridae, Elapidae, Viperidae, and
Lamprophiidae.’ The prevalence of these species is largely dictated by the specific micro-
habitats provided by the coastal forests, grasslands, and the Umhlatuzana River valley.:

Colubrid and Lamprophiid Diversity: The Common Residents

The most frequently encountered snakes in the gardens of Yellowwood Park are non-
venomous or mildly venomous species that have adapted to the abundance of urban prey.
The Spotted Bush Snake (Philothamnus semivariegatus) is recognized as the most common
snake in the greater Durban area. ¢ These snakes are exceptionally agile climbers, often found
hunting geckos and small frogs in the rafters of homes, garden hedges, and boundary
fences.* Morphologically, they are distinguished by their bright green coloration , which is
interrupted by distinct black spots or cross -bars on the anterior half of the body, and a
characteristic yellow to red iris.
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The Brown House Snake (Boaedon capensis) is another ubiquitous resident. Frequently found
near human habitations, this nocturnal species is a specialized hunter of rodents, though it
also consumes lizards and small birds.: Because they hunt the mice and rats attracted to

suburban waste, Brown House Snakes are often found in garages, store rooms, or under piles

of building materials. - They are non-venomous and generally docile, though they are known to

strike if handled or provoked. °

The Herald Snake (Crotaphopelfis hotamboeia ), also known as the Red-lipped Herald, is a
common nocturnalspecies found in damp areas of gardens and near water features.’ This
snake feeds primarily on frogs and toads. When threatened, the Herald Snake displays an
impressive defensive posture, flattening its head and striking with an open mouth, which

leads many homeowners to mistake it for a more dangerous species.’

Common Scientific Name Venom Prevalence Primary Habitat
Name Type
Spotted Bush Philothamnus Non- Very High Arboreal
Snake semivariegatus venomous (Gardens,
Fences)
Brown House Boaedon capensis Non- High Near Buildings,
Snake venomous Rock Piles
Herald Snake Crotaphopeltis Mildly High Damp areas,
hotamboeia Venomous Garden ponds
Natal Green Philothamnus Non- Moderate Coastal Forest,
Snake natalensis venomous Shrubs
Common Dasypeltis scabra Non- Moderate Grasslands,
Egg-eater venomous Aviaries
Rhombic Causus Cytotoxic Common Damp gardens,
Night Adder rhombeatus rockeries
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Elapid Prevalence: The Dangerous Apex Predators

The proximity of Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon to the Kenneth Stainbank Nature
Reserve facilitates the presence of several highly venomous elapid species. The Mozambique
Spitting Cobra ( Naja mossambica) is arguably the most common highly venomous snake
found in and around Durban. ~ This species is particularly prevalent in suburbs bordering
nature reserves and greenbelts. » The Mozambique Spitting Cobra possesses a potent
cytotoxic venom that it can spray with remarkable accuracy for distances up to thre e meters,
often aiming for the eyes of a perceived threat. 7 They are active hunters, primarily during the
night, targeting frogs, toads, and rodents.

The Black Mamba (Dendroaspis polylepis) is another significant species in the region. Despite
their fearsome reputation, Black Mambas are shy and reclusive snakes that use their
incredible speed—up to 20 kilometers per hour—to avoid human contact.* However, they are
frequently removed from residential properties in Durban, particularly those located near
valley systems and rocky hills.* They are terrestrial but excellent climbers, often residing in
the same refuge or nest for years if le ft undisturbed.” Their neurotoxic venom is fast-acting
and potentially fatal if medical treatment is not sought immediately.’

In contrast, the Eastern Green Mamba (Dendroaspis angusticeps) is restricted to the narrow
coastal forest strip.» While it rarely ventures as far inland as the western parts of Durban, it is
a key species in the coastal forest mosaic that characterizes the southern basin.» This highly
arborealspecies is often confused with harmless green snakes like the Spotted Bush Snake,
though it is significantly larger and lacks the black spots typical of the Philothamnus genus .’

Viperid and Other Venomous Species

The Puff Adder (Bitis arietans) is a widely distributed venomous snake in South Africa,
although it is relatively scarce in the immediate Durban metropolitan area compared to the
surrounding rural and western regions.” It is a sluggish ambush predator that relies on
exceptional camouflage to remain undetected in grasslands.” The Puff Adder possesses a
powerful cytotoxic venom and is responsible for many serious bites across the country
because people often accidentally step on them.’

The Rhombic Night Adder (Causus rhombeatus) is a common resident of suburban gardens,
particularly after the first summer rains bring an increase in toad activity.” While not generally
lethal to healthy adults, their venom causes significant pain and swelling.’ They are easily
identified by a dark V-shaped marking on the head."

Species of Conservation Concern and Biological

Interest
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The herpetofauna of Durban includes several species that are considered "interesting" due to
their unique biological traits, protected status, or their vulnerability to extinction due to
habitat fragmentation.

The Southern African Python (  Python natalensis )

The Southern African Python is the largest snake in the region, capable of reaching lengths of
up to 6 meters and weights of 65 kilograms.: This species is legally protected in South Africa,
yet its populations have been decimated in many historicalranges due to habitat destruction,
illegal collection for the traditional medicine trade, and persecution by livestock owners.: In
the Greater Durban area, the python remains a significant biological indicator of ecosystem
health. Aunique behavioral trait of the python is maternal care; the mother remains with her
eggs to incubate and protect them, a rarity among African snake species.® Their presence in
the Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve is vital for maintaining the balance of small mammal
populations, such as dassies and monkeys.c

The Boomslang ( Dispholidus typus )

The Boomslang is of particular interest due to its potent hemotoxic venom and its extreme
sexual dimorphism.’ In KwaZulu-Natal, males are typically bright green, while females are olive
brown, a pattern that assists in their camouflage within the forest canopy. The Boomslang is
a shy, arboreal species that rarely bites unless caught or cornered.” They are highly agile and
feed primarily on chameleons, birds, and bird eggs.”

Indicators of Habitat Loss: The Green Mamba and Vine Snake

The Green Mamba is a habitat specialist that relies on dense coastal forests.> Much of this
habitat has been cleared for residential and industrial development in the Durban South area,
leading to the species being proposed for protection under the Threatened or Protected
Species (TOPS) Act: Similarly, the Vine Snake (7helotornis capensis), also known as the Twig
Snake, is a highly cryptic arboreal specialist that mimics the appearance of a branch. v lts
presence in the indigenous forest patches of Yellowwood Park is a sign of high habitat

integrity, as these snakes require dense shrubs and hedges to successfully hunt lizards and

chameleons.
Species Conservation Biological Interest Primary Threat
Status
Southern African Protected Maternal egg Habitat loss,
Python (National) incubation persecution

Page |4 www.unityincommunity.org.za



Snake Biodiversity In Mount Vernon

Email: hello@unityincommunity.org.za

&

IN COMMUNITY

Green Mamba Proposed for Restricted coastal Urban expansion
TOPS range

Boomslang Not Threatened Potent hemotoxic Deforestation
venom

Southern Banded Critically Specialized snake Forest clearing

Snake Eagle Endangered predator

Black File Snake Rare / Reclusive Cryptic, nocturnal Fragmentation
behavior

Spatial Ecology: Habitat Preferences and Movement
Corridors

The movement and distribution of snakes in Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon are
governed by the availability of prey and the connectivity of natural corridors. The Durban
Metropolitan Open Space System (D'MOSS) is the primary driver of this connectivity.:

Movement Patterns and Urban Interfaces

Research conducted on urban snakes in Durban indicates that large venomous species like
Black Mambas and Cobras are generally found on properties that border nature reserves or
greenbelts.» These snakes utilize the edges of naturalareas to venture into residential
gardens in search of food—specifically mice and rats, which are attracted to human garbage.
They do not typically venture deep into dense suburbia but maintain home ranges that bridge
the gap between "wild" and "modified" land.»

Movement is also highly seasonal. Snake activity in Durban peaks during the late spring and
summer months, coinciding with the return of summer rains.* During this time, snakes move
most commonly along riverine corridors, such as the Umhlatuzana River, and through the
dense undergrowth of coastal forests.!

The Bio-Indicator Study: Heavy Metals and Corridors

Asignificant study led by Professor Graham Alexander and Professor Marc Humphries from
the University of the Witwatersrand used Black Mambas as bio-indicators of environmental
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pollution in Durban. - By analyzing scale clippings from snakes removed from domestic and
industrial areas, the researchers discovered that mambas living in connected green spaces
(within the D'MOSS network) had significantly lower levels of heavy metals in their systems
than those found in industrial areas.

This research highlights two critical insights:

1. Apex Predation Accumulation:  Snakes accumulate pollutants from the birds and
rodents they eat, meaning their health reflects the health of the entire food chain. -

2. The Value of Connectivity: = Connected green spaces protect wildlife from the harmful
effects of urban development. These corridors allow snakes to maintain their
physiological health while providing "ecosystem services" such as rodent control for the
surrounding suburbs. >

Translocation Dynamics

Translocation—the moving of a "nuisance" snake from a residence to a nature reserve—is a
common practice in Durban.: Studies on snake survival after translocation suggest that long-
distance translocation (LDT) often results in significantly increased movement as the snake
attempts to orient itself in a new territory.» Every meter of increased distance from the
original capture site decreases the risk of the snake returning to the human-modified area,
but it also increases the energy expenditure and predation risk for the snake in the short
term.

Institutional Contributions: CROW and Kenneth
Stainbank Nature Reserve

The conservation of herpetofauna and other wildlife in the Yellowwood Park area is
supported by the activities of two major institutions that function at the intersection of
rehabilitation, protection, and education.s

The Center for Rehabilitation of Wildlife (CROW)

CROW is located on Coedmore Avenue in Yellowwood Park and is one of South Africa's most
prominent wildlife rehabilitation facilities.* Founded in 1977, CROW assists over 3,000
orphaned, injured, or displaced animals every year, including a vast array of bird, reptile, and
mammalspecies.>

CROW's contribution to the localecosystem is multifaceted:

e Medical Intervention: They operate a teaching hospital that provides state-of-the-art
veterinary care for wildlife injured by human activities, such as domestic animal attacks,
vehicle strikes, or entrapment in building materials.»
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o Release and Conservation: The ultimate goal of CROW is the successful release of as
many patients as possible back into their natural environments. This is crucial for
maintaining genetic diversity in the isolated green patches of Durban. =

e Public Education: CROW conducts extensive educational outreach, visiting schools and
hosting programs to teach children and adults about the importance of living
harmoniously with urban wildlife. = This is particularly important for snakes, which are
often killed due to deep -seated fears and lack of education. =

Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve (KSNR)

The KSNR is a 253-hectare protected arca that serves as the "green lung" for Yellowwood
Park.: The reserve was established following a bequest of land by Kenneth Stainbank, whose
family had owned the historic dairy farm since the 19th century.»

The reserve's role in herpetological conservation includes:

o Habitat Preservation: It provides one of the finest remaining examples of coastaland
riverine forest mosaic in the greater Durban area.: This variety of habitat is essential for
supporting a high diversity of snakes, from the arboreal Green Mambas of the forest to
the terrestrial Puff Adders of the grasslands.

o Scientific Research: The reserve is a focal point for biodiversity monitoring. Research
on the Black Mamba population in Durban often utilizes the KSNR as a release site for
captured individuals, contributing to data on movement and growth.’

o Biodiversity Hotspot Protection: As part of the Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany
hotspot, the KSNR protects numerous endemic plant species, such as the Real
Yellowwood ( Podocarpus latifolius ), which provide the structural complexity needed for
complex food webs to function.

Institution Location Key Function Impact on Herpetofauna
CROW Yellowwood Park | Wildlife Treatment and release of
Rehabilitation injured snakes
KSNR Yellowwood Park Protected Area Secure habitat for diverse
species
Ezemvelo KZN Reserve Conservation Provincial-level protection
Wildlife Management Agency and oversight
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D'MOSS Municipal Wide Green Maintenance of movement
Infrastructure corridors

Dietary Ecology: Trophic Roles of Local Snakes

Snakes in Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon act as both predators and prey, maintaining
the balance of the urban ecosystem. Their diets are highly specialized, often targeting
species that would otherwise become pests in residential areas.’

Rodent and Mammal Specialists

Species like the Black Mamba, Mozambique Spitting Cobra, and Brown House Snake are
essential for controlling rodent populations. The Black Mamba hunts actively for rodents and
birds, often occupying a specific nest or refuge for many years to maintain a stable hunting
territory.> The Brown House Snake is particularly effective in urban areas, as it can enter small
crevices in buildings to hunt the mice that attract it there.’

Amphibian and Reptile Specialists

The abundance of frogs and toads in Durban's subtropical climate supports several
specialized predators. The Herald Snake and the Rhombic Night Adder feed almost
exclusively on amphibians.” The Spotted Bush Snake and the Vine Snake target lizards and
chameleons. The Vine Snake's diet is almost entirely composed of chameleons and lizards,
which it ambushes from garden hedges.”

Specialized and Ophiophagous Feeders

The Common Egg-eater ( Dasypellis scabra) is a highly specialized species that feeds only on
bird eggs.: It has unique vertebral protrusions that allow it to crush eggs once swallowed,

after which it regurgitates the shell. In suburban areas, they are often found in bird aviaries
where they search for an easy meal. : Some snakes in the region, such as certain cobras, may
also be ophiophagous, meaning they prey on other snakes, including venomous ones. «

Snake Primary Diet Foraging Style Prey Impact

Species

Black Mamba Rodents, Birds Active Hunting Limits urban rodent
pests
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Herald Snake Frogs, Toads Nocturnal Regulates amphibian
Foraging levels
Boomslang Chameleons, Birds Arboreal Hunting Canopy predator
balance
Puff Adder Small Mammals, Ambush Grassland rodent
Birds control
Egg-cater Bird Eggs Specialized Regulates bird breeding
Feeding
Stiletto Snake Small Lizards Burrowing Soil fauna regulation

The Alien Component: The Brahminy Blind Snake

While most snakes in Yellowwood Park are indigenous, there is one notable alien species that
has become globally widespread through the trade of ornamental plants: the Brahminy Blind
Snake (/ndotyphlops braminus ).

Introduction and Identification

Known as the "Flowerpot Snake," the Brahminy Blind Snake is a non-venomous, burrowing
reptile that is frequently mistaken for an earthworm. ¢ It is a small snake, typically 10 to 15
centimeters in length, with shiny charcoal or purple scales and indistinct head and tail
regions.= It has become established in Durban and other parts of South Africa through the
movement of soil in containerized plants. =

Parthenogenesis: A Biological Advantage

The Brahminy Blind Snake is uniquely suited for introduction because the species is
parthenogenetic; all individuals are female, and they reproduce asexually. « This means a
single individual can establish a new population without the need for a mate. =« They live
primarily underground in ant and termite nests, feeding on the eggs and larvae of these
insects.= While they are an alien species, they are generally not considered harmful to the
local ecosystem as they occupy a niche that does not directly compe te with larger
indigenous snakes and may actually assist in controlling garden pests. =
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Mitigation and Homeowner Assistance: Coexisting
with Wildlife

For residents of Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon, the presence of snakes is a sign of a
healthy environment, but it requires a proactive approach to safety and conservation. =

Home and Garden Management

Experts like Nick Evans emphasize that homeowners can significantly reduce the likelihood of
snake encounters through basic maintenance.s

o Neatness: Piles of wood, bricks, or garden refuse provide ideal shelters for both snakes
and their rodent prey. : Removing these piles reduces the "carrying capacity" for snakes
on a property.

o Barrier Implementation:  While nothing is completely "snake - proof," installing mesh on
windows and using shade cloth (at least one meter high and dug into the ground) can
act as a deterrent for many species. -

e Prey Management: Properly storing bird seed in rodent -proof containers and ensuring
that compost bins are sealed can prevent the buildup of rodents that attract large
venomous snakes like Mambas and Cobras.=

Protocol for Encounters
If a snake is found on a property, the primary directive is to leave it alone. -

1. Maintain Distance: Keep a safe distance of at least five meters. If you can see the
snake, it can see you, and it will generally try to escape if it feels it has an exit.

2. Visual Contact: If a snake is indoors and requires removal, visual contact must be
maintained until a professional arrives. Snakes are "hide -and-seek champions," and a
snake-catcher cannot find a snake that has disappeared into a storage room or ceiling
void.

3. Domestic Animal Safety: Dogs are the most likely to come into conflict with snakes. = If
you see your dog attacking a snake, do not get between them, as you risk being bitten.
Instead, try to call the dog away and secure it.

Debunking Repellent Myths

There is no scientific evidence that Jeyes Fluid, commercial snake repellents, or specific
plants (like the "snake bean" or garlic) deter snakes. * Snakes do not perceive these scents as
threats and will slither directly over them. The most effective way to protect a home is

through environmental management and the removal of the food sources that attract them. =

Broader Ecological Implications and Future Outlook
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The herpetological diversity of Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon is a microcosm of the
broader conservation challenges facing the eThekwini Metropolitan Area. The success of the
Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve and the D'MOSS system provides a template for how
urban centers can preserve high -order predators in a human -dominated landscape. >

The Role of Avian Predators

The integrity of the snake population is also linked to the resident bird life. Raptors such as
the Crowned Eagle and the Southern Banded Snake Eagle are specialized predators that
regulate snake numbers.' The Southern Banded Snake Eagle, listed as Critically Endangered in
South Africa, is particularly reliant on a healthy snake-prey base in undisturbed coastal
forests.» The preservation of these forests in the Durban South basin is therefore a priority
not just for the snakes, but for the entire trophic pyramid.:

Resilience and Threats

Despite the high level of biodiversity, threats remain. Habitat fragmentation and the
transformation of land into sugar cane or residential housing have reduced the available
range for sensitive species like the Green Mamba and the Southern African Python.:
Furthermore, the accumulation of pollutants in urban snake tissues serves as a warning that
the "green" suburbs of Durban are still vulnerable to the negative impacts of industrialization.’

The long-term survival of the herpetofauna in Yellowwood Park depends on the continued
cooperation between municipal planning, institutional rehabilitation by CROW, and the active
stewardship of homeowners. By maintaining the connectivity of the D'MOSS corridors and
fostering a community that values snakes as essential components of the environment,
Durban can remain a globalleader in urban biodiversity conservation.:

Synthesis of Conservation Strategies and Homeowner
Guidelines

The integration of herpetofauna into the suburban fabric of Durban is a delicate balance of
ecological maintenance and public awareness. The following table synthesizes the primary
actions that contribute to this balance.

Action Specific Recommendation Biological Rationale
Category

Garden Remove piles of bricks, wood, Eliminates shelter for both
Maintenance and refuse snakes and rodents
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Pest Control Use rodent-proofbird seed Reduces the presence of prey
storage for large elapids

Conflict Calla professional remover for Ensures human safety and

Mitigation venomous species allows for data collection

Habitat Support Plant indigenous trees like Attracts natural prey (insects,
Halleria lucida birds) in a controlled way

Environmental Protect and extend D'MOSS Maintains genetic flow and

Policy corridors buffers against pollution

Public Health Learn to identify common Prevents the needless killing of
species from posters harmless snakes

In conclusion, the prevalence of snakes in Yellowwood Park and Mount Vernon is not merely a
residential concern but a significant ecological asset. These species, ranging from the
reclusive Black Mamba to the ubiquitous Spotted Bush Snake, provide vital ec osystem
services and serve as key indicators of environmental health. Through the combined efforts

of the Kenneth Stainbank Nature Reserve, CROW, and a welkinformed public, the region can
continue to support one of the most diverse herpetological assembli es in the world while
ensuring the safety and well -being of its human residents. -

Local Snake Experts for Queensburgh Hillary & Ward 65

. Contact
Name Primary' Areas Number
Grant Hillary, Bellair, Queensburgh, Escombe, 084 267 9402
Cavanagh Mount Vernon
Chris Lourens Queensburgh (Local specialist) 084 364 5150
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. Contact
Name Primary Areas Number
Craig Cordier Queensburgh, Westville, Pinetown 065 570 0808
Donovan Malvern, Yellowwood Park, Seaview 071839 9225
Carstens
Shawn Sadler Queensburgh through to Umbilo 071509 5359
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