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Phenological research in southern 
Africa 
• Paucity of ground-based records 
• DRP – challenges with theft of cameras, and 

storage of data 
• Remote sensing – issues of spectral mixing 

• Grab and Craparo – Apple and Pear blossoms, SW Cape
• Fitchett et al. – Sardine Run KZN coast

• Snyman and Fitchett – Namaqualand Daisies
• Whitecross – Savanna tree-grass greenup



Utilizing media reporting

• Phenological events which form part of public 
culture are often well-documented in the print 
media, and more recently in social media 
• Eg. Japanese Cherry Festival

To form valuable components of a phenological 
database, these need to be
• Easily and unambiguously identifiable
• Have a distinct phenological event 
• Have a well-understood geographic range



Jacarandas of Gauteng City-Region

25.5-26.5ºS, 27.7-28.4ºE

1500 m.asl

2% of the landmass of South 
Africa

MAT 22ºC Johannesburg

25ºC Pretoria

MAP 600-700mm



Jacarandas of Gauteng City-Region

• Gauteng City-Region one of the world’s largest urban, 
man-made forests covering 16.1% of the terrestrial 
area
• City of Johannesburg alone has over 10 million trees
• Among these are Jacaranda mimosifolia
• Introduced from Brazil in the early 1800s to Pretoria 

and later Johannesburg to beautify the newly 
developed suburbs
• Today Jacaranda are classified as a category 3 alien 

invasive species, replanting prohibited



Jacarandas of Gauteng City-Region

• Jacaranda trees blossom late spring, typically 
during October and November 
• Residents of the City-Region flock to the tree-lined 

suburbs each year to photograph the blossoms, 
and a small number of tourists travel from 
elsewhere in South Africa to see them
• News reports have recorded the flowering period 

for much of the past century
• Since the advent of social media, these blossoms 

have been photographed and often geotagged



Jacaranda Phenological Study

• Digitized records from the Rand Daily Mail on Readex
spanning 1927-1980 
• 68 useable records

• Digitized records from Die Beeld at Media24 Head 
Office spanning 1980-2019
• 66 useable records

• Hard copies of The Star and The Vuvuzela newspapers 
for 1919-1923, 1950-1969 and 1970-2013
• 13 useable records

• Citizen science campaign for dated, geolocated photos
• Social media analysis



Jacaranda Phenological Study



Jacaranda Phenological Study
Strongest phenological response 
is to June Tmax 4.2-5.3d/ºC 

Weaker relationships with mean 
annual Tmin 3.14d/ºC, and mean 
monthly Tmin for Jan-May

Statistically significant 
relationship between flowering 
dates and rainfall in July 
0.33d/mm

In 2021 first rainfall was delayed, 
and first bloom followed within 3 
days.



Avenues for Future Research

• Continued work using a combination of traditional 
and social media posts – Namaqualand Daisies and 
the migration dates of the Brown-Veined White 
Butterfly
• Continued work on Jacaranda flowering, including a 

large scale mobile phone-based geolocated survey 
Citizen Science project
• Exploring avenues for remote sensing, addressing 

the issues of spectral mixing and the density of the 
urban forest



Questions?

Jennifer.Fitchett@wits.ac.za
Twitter: @jenfitchett
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