
What environmental conditions were associated 
with the emergence of modern humans on the 

Cape south coast? 
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Modern humans emerged in Southern Africa 108-157 000 years ago 
from an effective population size of ca. 9 000 individuals  
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Palaeo-Agulhas Plain largely 
exposed as the same time when 
modern humans emerged 
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Peak Interglacial Glacial 

• Polar front and ITCZ in 
southern positions 

• Atlantic/Winter rain 
from westerlies; 
Indian/Summer rain 
from easterly trades 

• Polar front and ITCZ in 
northern positions 

• Strong westerlies bring 
Atlantic/winter rain and 
increase heat transport 
from the tropics to the 
south via the Agulhas 
Current 

Late Interglacial 

• Polar front in a southern 
position; ITCZ in 
northern positions 

• Westerlies continue to 
bring winter rain from 
Atlantic; Indian Ocean/ 
summer rain is 
decreased 
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A persistently warm Agulhas Current 
provides a glacial refuge for humans 
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Conclusions 

Glacial emergence of modern humans on the Cape south coast 

Palaeo-Agulhas  was exposed to varying degrees  

Region supported C4 grass dominated biomes under certain circumstances 

Fauna suggestive of grasslands 

Rapid changes in sea level may have disrupted cultural evolution 

Influence of a  warm Agulhas Current 


