
The Etosha Pan 

The Etosha Pan is a vast, bare, open expanse of shimmering green and white that covers around 4,800km², almost a 

quarter of the beautiful Etosha National Park. At 130 km long and up to 50km wide in places, it is comfortably 

the largest salt pan in Africa and is the park’s most distinctive and dramatic feature, visible even from space. 

In the language of the Ovambo tribe, Etosha means ‘great white place’, a name passed on to the first Europeans to 

come across this “immense hollow”, Sir Francis Galton and Charles Andersson in 1851, with the help of travelling 

Ovambo traders. 

It is believed that this natural mineral pan was first formed over 100 million years ago. About 16,000 years ago, the 

Kunene River in Angola would have flowed all the way to Etosha, forming, for some time, a huge and deep lake. But 

the river would later change its course due to tectonic plate movement and head for the Atlantic, causing the lake to 

slowly dry up and leaving the salt pan behind. 

Salt springs on the pan have now built up little hillocks of clay and salt which are used by some of the park’s 

wildlife as salt licks. In the wet season, parts of the pan form rain water pools and in particularly wet years the entire 

pan becomes a lake once more, standing at about 10cm deep and drawing thousands of migrating flamingos. 

Etosha Pan is designated as a World Wildlife Fund Ecoregion and was also used as a backdrop during the filming 

of 2001: A Space Odyssey. 

 

Waterholes in Etosha 

Etosha National Park boasts numerous waterholes, including both natural springs and fountains and others fed 

by man-made bore holes. Some of the camps in the park offer the unique experience of floodlit waterholes for 

night-time viewing. Overall, these various waterholes tend to offer the park’s best opportunities for both big and small 

game sightings, especially during the dry winter months, when more animals are drawn out of hiding to drink at the 

water’s edge. 

However, each waterhole has its own unique personality and the animals that can be spotted at certain 

waterholes may vary from, even from season to season. Here is a brief overview of the best of the bunch. 

Okaukuejo 

Okaukuejo Waterhole is right next to the Okaukeujo rest camp. It is floodlit and draws black rhinoalmost every 

night as well as numerous elephants, especially between June and December. This is considered by many to be the 

best place in Africa to see the endangered and solitary-natured black rhino. 

 

 

 



Okondeka 

Okondeka is among the best for lion sightings, and the predators can often be found with kill here. This waterhole is 

a natural fountain and is situated right on the edge of the west side of the salt pan, a little way North of Okaukuejo. 

Halali and Goas 

For the shy and elusive leopard, Halali and Goas are probably the best bets, both of which lie roughly mid-way 

between the southern Andersson Gate and the Von Lindquist Gate on the eastern edge of the pan. The oasis-like 

natural spring at Goas is also a favourite for bird species, black-faced impala andelephants. There tends to be 

large numbers of wildebeest and zebra too. The man-made Halali is situated next to the  Halali rest camp. 

Sueda and Salvadora 

The scenic Sueda and Salvadora offer stunning vistas of the pan stretching away to the northern horizon behind them 

and are also good spots for cheetah sightings. Nearby Rietfontein is one of the larger holes and another regular 

hang-out for lions. 

Tips for good sightings 

It’s always worth remembering though that the best waterholes to visit can change on a daily and even hourly basis, 

and that often it merely comes down to a combination of luck of the draw and patience. Finding a good position, 

switching off the engine and waiting for something to happen will often yieldrewarding results at any of the park’s 

numerous waterholes. Guides and park and camp staff should be able to give you plenty more information on 

seasonal variations and on where you might be able to see the broadest certain animals on a particular day or at a 

particular time. Many of the camps also have a visitors book with a few helpful hints from those who have passed 

through recently. 

 

Entrance Gates 

Etosha National Park is accessible through four gates: 

• Anderson’s Gate is on the southern end of the park and can be reached on the C38 via Outjo. The closest camp 

is Okaukuejo. 

• Von Lindequist Gate lies in the east and connects to the B1. Tsumeb is the closest town to this gate and Namutoni 

Camp is only a short drive from the gate. 

• Galton Gate lies on the south-western end of the park. 

• King Nehale Lya Mpingana Gate is in the northern end of the park and is 48km from the main road to Ondangwa. 

Opening Times and Closing Times 

The times change weekly and are based on Sunrise and Sunset: 

 


