This is a short description of the West Coast National Park just south of Langebaan, about 80 kms north of Cape Town off to the left from the N7 which goes all the way up to the Orange River and Namibia.

The Park is shaped like the letter U with the left hand upright forming a peninsula bounded by the Atlantic on the left and a lagoon on the right that surely boasts the most wonderful collection of blue and green hues ever assembled in one place on a sunny day.  The lagoon is open to the sea at the northern end of the peninsula just south of Saldanha, bringing tidal swells of Benguela nutrients in to the lagoon twice a day.  These nutrient injections are the result of a phenomenon known as “upwelling”, a subject dealt with below.  The right hand arm of the U forms the rest of the Park bounded by the N7 on its right and the town of Langebaan at the northern tip. At the base of the U, on the southern extremity of the lagoon is the Geelbek Restaurant, farmstead and Education Centre. The Park’s southern boundary ends just north of Yzerfontein, which signpost can be found about 10 kms before the Park’s turnoff on the N7.

Geelbek is a must-see for visitors, boasting a superb new licensed Restaurant serving traditional west coast fare at competitive prices. The restaurant hosts events from weddings to conferences in an idyllic setting, either in the open or under cover.  There is a visitor centre where local news, places of interest, information on the animals and flora of the Park is displayed and queries from the public are addressed.  Around the back of this renovated farmstead, parts of which date back from the time of Jan van Riebeeck’s Cape replenishment station at Saldanha (a VOC etched stone pillar marking the northernmost boundary of the Cape’s Dutch East India Company still stands between Geelbek and the bird hide to this day), is the Education Centre which comprises renovated stables used today to house schoolchildren attending presentations on ecology and marine/bush interpretation.  Between 6,000 and 10,000 schoolchildren attend these courses each year.

The lagoon, with its myriad mudflats and sandbanks is an internationally acclaimed and recognized RAMSAR site, dedicated for its importance to annual bird migrants which use the rich bounty of the lagoon as one food source along a chain of feeding sites down through Africa.  Imagine for a moment, the sight of thousands of Greater and Lesser Flamingoes (just two of the hundreds of wader species that frequent this Park) filter-feeding the tiny shrimp and plankton from the nutrient-rich soup of the lagoon, all at the same time!  The lagoon is so sensitive that it has been divided into zones for its own protection; the A zone up near Langebaan is available for all human activities, the B zone is out of bounds to all motorized craft, and the C zone to the south is a clear keep out area.

The lagoon boasts a fresh water seep, slightly north and east of Geelbek which has resulted in a freshwater marsh of reeds and rushes, a veritable haven for weavers and other small LBJ’s.  The twice daily tidal influx invariably kills off a few of these freshwater plants, resulting in subsequent decomposition and the further addition of organic material to the already well-stocked nutrient larder of the lagoon.  The fresh water is the result of an overflow from two, connected underground aquifers or subterranean “sponges” to the immediate east of the lagoon, which extend beyond the N7 eastern boundary of the Park.

One or two western continental coastlines boast a rare phenomenon known as “upwelling”.  This occurs especially on the west coasts of Africa and South America.  The condition is created by ocean currents and winds that work together to drive the surface water away from the coastline, causing bottom oceanic layers to move toward the continent, bringing thousands of years of sediment, organic detritus, faecal matter and dead marine organisms to the surf.  The incoming tides bring this nutrient-rich soup into the protected lagoon where many marine species harvest the bounty and breed prolifically.  This starts a food chain that goes right up to the top predators of the area; cat species, birds of prey and sharks.  This upwelling may also trigger the regular condition known as “red tide” in the area, a result of algal “blooms” – a direct effect of sunlight acting on the overdose of nutrients in the surf where breakers infuse great amounts of oxygen into the cold water. These algae use up all the available oxygen in the water, causing anaerobic conditions, which result in toxins in shellfish and anoxia in crayfish and West Coast Lobster, which then climb out onto the beaches in a desperate attempt to absorb much-needed oxygen.

The Park is proud to provide a home to the largest breeding colony of Black Harriers in the world, and at 35,000 breeding pairs, the largest colony of Cape Gannets on Malgas Island in the lagoon mouth.  On land, look out for Gemsbok (Oryx), Red Hartebees, Bontebok, Springbok, Mountain Zebra, Wildebeest, Cape and Bat-eared Fox, African Wild Cat and Caracal (lynx or Rooikat).  The area is stocked with plenty of ostriches which can occasionally be seen taking a short-cut swim across the lagoon.  Reptiles include the threatened Angulated Tortoise which occurs in abundance in the Park, Puff Adder, Cape Cobra and Molesnake as the most common species.

Recreational facilities at the West Coast National Park include three birdhides, the facilities already mentioned, wave-free beaches at Kraalbaai on the peninsula, wonderful one- and two-day hikes, an annual marathon and cycle race, both held each December, and an annual flower season in August/September when the internationally famous displays of Namaqua daisies and hosts of other beautiful flowers adorn the fields in Postberg at the tip of the peninsula every year. 

Accommodation is available if you book well in advance. Both semi-luxury and rustic accommodation is on offer at various facilities. The number to dial for reservations is (022) 772-2798 at Geelbek.

Next time you are in Cape Town, and you’ve already seen the Table Mountain National Park, Butterfly World, Robben Island and the aquarium, take a day off and come and enjoy West Coast hospitality in a setting that you will never forget.

