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Makgadikgadi Pans, Botswana

The large pans of Makgadikgadi are the most visible 
remnants of a lake that has been formed more than fi ve 
million years ago. Makgadikgadi was once a superlake 
some 30 metres (100 feet) deep, covering a massive area 
of 80,000² km (30,888² miles). But as recent as 10,000 
years ago, climatic shifts had already started to dry up 
Lake Makgadikgadi. Further evaporation turned the lake 
into large pans with a surface glistening with salt.

The Makgadikgadi Pan is a large salt pan in Northern 
Botswana, the largest salt fl at complex in the world. 
These salt pans cover 16,000 km² (6,177.6 sq mi) and 
form the bed of an ancient lake. The area is home to one 
of Africa’s biggest zebra populations. The largest indi-
vidual pan is about 5,000 km² (1,930.5 sq mi), and it is 
frequently covered with water. 

Kubu Island

Lekhubu Island (or Gaing-o to the local people) is a 
granite outcrop situated in the south-western corner or 
the Sua Pan in The Makgadikgadi Salt Pans in the Boteti 
Sub-district. It covers an area of about 60 hectares, and 
harbours impressive baobab and star-chestnut trees, a 
mysterious stone wall (fi rst noted in the 1930s) and ritual 
stone piles associated with initiation ceremonies. It is a 
holy site for the local Basarwa (San) who frequently visit 
it to pray. However, because of its natural setting and 
the heritage it possesses, it receives a diverse number of 
visitors including organized commercial/educational tour 
groups, fun drivers (especially adventure seekers like 
motorcyclists), ritualists and other visitors. It is basi-
cally a remote wilderness with its own unique character 
: - a site of historical interest in an unusual and attractive 

location which was once an enormous lake.

In the south-eastern corner of the Lekhubu there is a 
semi circular wall cutting off the island from the gran-
ite promontory. The wall stands to the height of a me-
tre. There are other features within the wall design of 
which the outstanding are loopholes along the line of 
the wall. There are rectangular apertures created by 
long fl at stones placed as frames for the loopholes. The 
wall encloses an area of around 100 metres in diameter. 
Undiagonostic pottery and fragments of ostrich egg – 
shell can be seen. From the archaeological point of view, 
the loopholes associates this wall with later Zimbabwe’s 
tradition sites around the 17th, century.

Only 15km to the north of this site is another archaeo-
logical leopard kopje settlement, which also has a long 
surrounding wall.

Convoluted Ntwetwe Pan covers more area than its 
eastern counterpart, Sua Pan. This was once fed by the 
waters of the Boteti, but they were diverted at Mopipi 
Dam to provide water for the Orapa diamond mine and 
the pan is now almost completely dry. The western shore 
of Ntwetwe Pan is probably the most interesting in the 
Makgadikgadi area, with landscapes of rocky outcrops, 
dunes, islets, channels and spits.

Makgadikgadi Salt Pans, Boteti. Sub-district.

GPS: 20 53 740 S / 25 49 426 E
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Sunset on the Sua Pans

Mgadikgadi

Sunset on the Sua Pans © Huw Harlech

Sua Pan

SOWA Pan

The Bushman word for salt is “Sowa” - an apt description of the vast white expanse of the largest natural 
grate here from Etosha in neighbouring Namibia and as far as East Africa. Brine shrimps, worms and tiny 
crustaceans provide food for greater while lesser fl amingos feed on algae. These food types all fl ourish in 
the warm shallow waters of the pans.

In the dry winter months bustards and korhaans can usually be found in the grass fringes of the pan ac-
companied by migratory birds including kites, eagles and bee-eaters.

Birdlife is protected by the Nata Bird Sanctuary, a private sanctuary 17km south of Nata village.

There are very few rock islands in the Makgadikgadi, but in southern Sowa a scattering of granite islands 
lie on the white surface like beached whales. All have unique characteristics that give this desolate place 
its mesmeric attraction. Of all the islands, Kubu is the most famous.

A trip to Botswana that includes the Makgadikgadi Pans reveals the true extent of the diversity of this country and 
is a great start or end to a holiday in Botswana. The region is a total contrast to the lush, game rich areas of the 
Okavango Delta, Linyanti and Chobe National Parks.

The lunar expanse of the Makgadikgadi Salt Pans are the National Parks principle attraction; a vast wilderness 
where time and space vanish on the horizon. Made up from miles of shimmering white salt, the Makgadikgadi 
Pans evoke a sense of complete wilderness in an area completely baron and untouched by humankind. The Mak-
gadikgadi Pans themselves are a relic of an ancient superlake that is believed to have covered a vast percentage of 
Southern Africa that dried up thousands of years ago.

It is surprising to fi nd out however that the Makgadikgadi Pans themselves actually make up a maximum of 20% 
of this National Park. The remainder consists of rolling grasslands that attracts large numbers of animals through-
out the year.

When the rains arrive, as early as October every year, the Makgadikgadi Pans slowly start to fi ll with water, creat-
ing pools and small lakes drawing in huge fl ocks of fl amingoes and other birds that arrive to breed. The rain also 
gives life to the grasses surrounding the Makgadikgadi Pans and the National park becomes home to a migration 
similar to that seen in Tanzania and Kenya.

A visit to the Makgadikgadi Pans is essential for anyone interested in the evolution of the country, the origins and 
explanations of the Okavango Delta and Botswanas bigger picture. There are many prehistoric sites and fossil 
lakes in the area and a walk around the pans themselves can often bare fruit to some archaeological fi nds including 
stone tools and hunting weapons dating as far back as 300,000 years.
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Dawn on the edge of the Mgadikgadi

Lekubu Island Fiery Dawn© Matthew Coughlan

The rainy season signals the beginning of the wildebeest and zebra 
migration.
As the grazing herds move north they are followed by their preda-
tors in the shape of lion, cheetah and hyena

Makgadikgadi Map

Salt Pans

Dry winter saltpans are transformed into a huge wetland where huge 
fl ocks of fl amingoes and other waterbirds including pelicans gather 
on the newly formed lakes.

Formation of the pans began more than 5-million years ago and 
archaeological fi nds include stone tools dating back 300 000 years.

It is believed that the Okavango, the Chobe and the upper Zambezi rivers once fl owed together across what 
is known today as the northern part of Botswana

Shifts in the earth caused upliftments of a ridge of high land from around the area of Harare in Zimbabwe 
to the southern reaches of Botswana’s Kalahari.

The right angle of the ridge was to cut across the course of the ancient rivers acting like a dam wall forcing 
the river back to form a vast natural lake.

On the western side of the Ntwetwe Pan, adjacent to the grassland park, hundreds of small islands dot the 
surface of the pan
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Dramatic Baobabs -Kubu Island
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The Sunrise Baobab in leaf - doenst it look healthy? This picture was taken in March 1997
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Pans at Lekubu
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Nata Sanctuary.

This sanctuary was established in the early 1990s on the far northeastern edge of Sowa Pan 
and, apart from the Makgadikgadi and Nxai Pan National Park, is the only protected reserve 
in the area. It is a local community project managed by a board of trustees selected from four 
nearby villages. This 230 sq km community project is designed as a refuge for the wildlife on 
and around Sua Pan (45% of the reserve is in the pan).

The idea was fi rst raised in 1988 by the Nata Conservation Committee and the sanctuary 
was realised four years latter, thanks to the Kalahari Conservation Society and funding from 
national and international organisations. Local people voluntarily relocated 3,500 cattle onto 
adjacent rangeland and established a network of dust roads.

This unique approach to community involvement in eco-tourism is considered to be the key to 
conservation throughout Africa.

Mammal species are restricted to antelope - hartebeest, kudu, reedbuck, springbok and steen-
bok - and springhares, jackals, foxes, monkeys and squirrels. Eland, gemsbok and zebra are 
being re-introduced, and current plans include engineering a permanent water hole, which 
will be fi lled with pumped water from the Nata riverbed.

However, most of the wildlife has wings and around 165 bird species - from kingfi shers and 
bee-eaters to eagles, bustards and ostriches - have been recorded. There are also numerous sa-
vanna and woodland bird species. When the Nata River fl ows, this corner of Sua Pan becomes 
a paradise for water-loving birds from all around Africa: teals, ducks, geese and hosts of 
pelicans, spoonbills and both greater and lesser fl amingoes. This area is an important breeding 
ground for fl amingoes and pelicans.

A campsite with barbecue sites, hot showers and fl ush toilets can be found near the park 
entrance. The camp is dominated by a fallen baobab tree of immense age and girth. This mas-
sive tree collapsed in 1992 but, amazingly, it has survived and continues to grow horizontally 
with new shoots sprouting along the length of its trunk.

While the roads throughout the sanctuary are well maintained, access to certain areas may be 
restricted to four-wheel-drive, particularly in the wet season when the black cotton soil can 
become treacherous.

Mgadikgadi - Very Far Horizons. By Paul Lindenberg & Matthew Coughlan.

The Mgadikgadi Pans, Botswana. Images, Stories, Adventures.

This coffee table photographic book has within numerous pictures from globe-trotting Matthew Coughlan and past resident 
of the pans area, Paul Lindenberg. Stories are drawn from local sources and cover the ‘urban legends’, true stories translated 
and some fi ction. Adventures; there are many and are the experiences of travellers who have risked crossing the pans to 
get to the other side, Kubu Island. Matthew and Paul descibe their own experiences while on photographic shoots into the 
wilds of the Mgadikgadi. The sights and the feelings. The Nata Santuary and Nata Village feature in this volume as they are 
respectively dear to the authors.


