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The Biodiversity Economy Project is a 5-year project, funded by the Global Environment Facility, that aims to enhance the 
biodiversity economy surrounding protected areas in South Africa. The project builds on South Africa’s National Biodiversity 
Economy Strategy, which seeks to balance the conservation of biodiversity with sustainable use, to achieve economic 
development and equitable distribution of benefits. The second pillar of the project is focused on increasing benefits to 
local communities that are involved in conservation by improving the capacity to implement the biodiversity economy.

The World Bank is the implementing partner for the second pillar, which is executed by the Department of Forestry, 
Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE), South African National Parks (SANParks), South African National Biodiversity Institute 
(SANBI), Eastern Cape Parks and Tourism Agency (ECPTA) and iSimangaliso Wetland Park Authority (IWPA).

Project activities will focus on three landscapes spread across the country in areas with strong potential for vibrant 
biodiversity economies. They include the Greater Addo-Amathole node in the Eastern Cape, the Greater Kruger-Limpopo 
node in Limpopo, and the Greater iSimangaliso node in KwaZulu-Natal. The project will collaborate with communities in 
these nodes to bring new areas under conservation through biodiversity stewardship programmes. It will also increase 
economic opportunities by providing support to small businesses, improving governance capacity, and benefit sharing.

About the Biodiversity Economy Project

Biodiversity stewardship is an approach to securing land in biodiversity priority areas through entering into agree-
ments with private or communal landowners.

Biodiversity economy encompasses the businesses and economic activities that either directly depend on biodiver-
sity for their core business or that contribute to the conservation of biodiversity through their activities.

The Newsletter serves as an informative communication of the initiatives and activities being implemented in areas related 
to biodiversity stewardship and the biodiversity economy. It contributes to raising awareness about the impact and 
benefits of conservation, to increase involvement and share knowledge with a broader audience. 

For more information on the newsletter, please contact: Mpho Ratshikhopha at M.Gumula@sanbi.org.za and Ntwanano 
Mendes at N.Mendes@sanbi.org.za

About the Biodiversity Stewardship and 
Biodiversity Economy Newsletter

mailto:M.Gumula%40sanbi.org.za?subject=
mailto:N.Mendes%40sanbi.org.za?subject=
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The GEF-7 Technical Working Group participants on a boat ride in St Lucia.

Building a thriving Biodiversity Economy: 
key takeaways from the 8th Technical 
Working Committee Meeting 

By Wisani Lubisi, edited by Mpho Ratshikhopha 

The GEF-7 Biodiversity Economy Project partners convened 
in St Lucia, KwaZulu-Natal, to reflect on implementation 

progress and reinforce collaboration in driving the project 
forward. Key highlights included advancements in the 
Mabasa Conservation Area, ongoing entrepreneurship 
support in iSimangaliso, and the transformation of the 

Brakfontein Community Reserve into a community-
managed wildlife enterprise.

The Technical Working Committee (TWC) for Pillar 2 of 
the GEF-7 project, Catalysing Financing and Capacity 
for the Biodiversity Economy around Protected Areas, 
convened in St Lucia, KwaZulu-Natal, on 13 and 14 
November 2024. The meeting brought together GEF-
7 partners to reflect on progress, exchange insights, 

and collaboratively shape the future of South Africa’s 
biodiversity economy. 

A notable update was the progress in the Mabasa 
Conservation Area, where the community is working 
towards formal inclusion in the Biodiversity Stewardship 
Programme. Plans are in place to fence the area, improve 
road access and create a sustainable conservation model 
that benefits both people and nature. This initiative 
exemplifies how community-driven conservation can lead 
to long-term environmental and economic sustainability.

To attract more funding and expand opportunities in the 
biodiversity economy, stakeholders were encouraged 
to submit projects to the Biodiversity Sector Investment 
Portal. The platform showcases biodiversity-based 
enterprises and connects them with suitable investors for 
potential funding. Meanwhile, significant strides are being 
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By Mlondi Mdletshe, edited by Ntwanano Mendes

A 4-day learning exchange for uMkhanyakude’s traditional 
leaders was hosted by iSimangaliso Wetland Park, with 

support from the GEF-7 Project, to explore how protected 
areas can contribute to sustainable livelihoods. The 

exchange included visits to the Kruger National Park and 
the Bela-Bela Communal Property Association.

iSimangaliso Wetland Park, through the GEF-7 Project, 
hosted a four-day community learning exchange from 
10 to 13 February 2025. The exchange took place at the 
Kruger National Park and Bela-Bela Hotel Retreat, which is 
co-owned by the Bela-Bela Communal Property Associa-
tion. The primary objective of the exchange was to famil-
iarise traditional leaders with the economic opportunities 
available within protected areas under their custodianship, 
particularly those related to biodiversity-based enterprises 
such as farming, ecotourism, and commercialisation.

This excursion provided traditional leaders with a valuable 
platform to visit successful rural social enterprises, share 
experiences and explore common solutions to the 

made in small business development, particularly in the 
Greater iSimangaliso Biodiversity Economy Nodes. Local 
entrepreneurs, including fishing cooperatives, ecotourism 
ventures and boating operators, received support through 
the UNDP, GEF-Small Grants Programme to grow their 
businesses. This ensures that communities not only 
protect biodiversity but also improve their livelihoods. 

The meeting further highlighted promising developments 
in the Brakfontein Community Reserve, where support 
from the Eastern Cape Parks and Tourism Agency has facil-
itated the reserve’s transformation into a community-man-
aged wildlife and hunting enterprise. A recent donation of 
buffalo, blesbok and kudu forms part of a broader strategy 
to unlock economic opportunities through sustainable 
wildlife management. These efforts demonstrate how con-
servation and enterprise development can work together 
to benefit local communities and biodiversity.

A key topic of discussion was the need to clarify co-
financing and investment mobilisation. While co-financing 
refers to in-kind support committed at the outset of a 
project, investment mobilisation involves additional 
resources secured along the way. Understanding these 

financial models is crucial for expanding conservation 
initiatives and ensuring that funds are effectively 
leveraged to maximise impact.

Knowledge sharing remains a cornerstone of the biodi-
versity economy approach, and learning exchanges have 
played a critical role in strengthening collaboration. A 
national learning event, planned for early 2025, will bring 
together stakeholders to discuss best practices and inno-
vative approaches to conservation and enterprise devel-
opment. These engagements ensure that lessons learned 
are captured and applied across different regions, fostering 
continuous improvement in biodiversity-based economic 
initiatives.

As the project moves forward, the focus remains on scaling 
up impact, refining governance structures and ensuring 
financial sustainability. With ongoing efforts to create jobs, 
support local businesses and protect biodiversity, the 
GEF-7 Project continues to demonstrate how conservation 
can drive economic growth. The meeting concluded 
with a strong sense of commitment towards building a 
sustainable and inclusive biodiversity economy, where 
both nature and communities thrive.

The iconic Kruger Shalati, the Train on the Bridge, a 
luxury hotel suspended above the Sabie River.

iSimangaliso ignites a thrilling learning experience 
for uMkhanyakude’s traditional leaders
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challenges they face. It fostered peer-to-peer learning, 
strengthened leadership networks and encouraged 
collaboration around building sustainable, community-led 
businesses. These engagements helped lay the foundation 
for a growing network of traditional leaders committed to 
participating meaningfully in the biodiversity economy 
and broader national economic landscape.

As part of the programme, the leaders visited the Skukuza 
area of the Kruger National Park in Mpumalanga, where 
they explored key tourism attractions and learned from 
successful commercialisation initiatives within the park. 
A highlight of this visit was Kruger Shalati – the Train on 
the Bridge, a unique luxury hotel permanently stationed 
on the historic Shalati Bridge above the Sabie River. 
Combining heritage and innovation, Kruger Shalati 
features a restaurant, bar and high-end accommodation 
– all housed in repurposed train coaches. The visit 
left traditional leaders inspired by the possibilities of 
transforming cultural heritage into thriving tourism 
ventures.

Another significant stop was Mdluli Safari Lodge, a 
community-owned lodge located within the Kruger 
National Park, under the traditional leadership of Inkosi 
Mdluli. Situated in what is now known as the Mdluli 
Reserve, the community holds freehold title to 850 
hectares of land inside the park. The lodge operates under 

a 50/50 partnership between private investors and the 
local community, ensuring both direct and indirect socio-
economic benefits. Designed to improve the livelihoods 
of approximately 45 000 community members, the 
lodge supports infrastructure development and creates 
meaningful employment opportunities.

The learning exchange concluded with a visit to the Bela-
Bela Communal Property Association in Limpopo. The 
land, successfully reclaimed by the Mabula community in 
1998, stands as one of South Africa’s most celebrated land 
restitution cases. Since the resolution of their claim, the 
community has adopted a strategic, business-oriented 
approach to land use and development. Today, the Mabula 
community runs a diverse range of successful enterprises, 
including a game lodge, cattle and crop farming, 
poultry production and ecotourism. These ventures 
have generated sustainable income, created jobs and 
significantly improved community livelihoods.

Through this learning exchange, traditional leaders gained 
first-hand insights into the potential for biodiversity 
stewardship and enterprise development within 
protected areas. The knowledge shared and relationships 
built during this journey are expected to inspire new 
partnerships and projects that will advance inclusive 
economic growth, while safeguarding South Africa’s 
natural heritage.

Traditional leaders from uMkhanyakude District visit the Bela-Bela Communal 
Property Association to explore community-owned enterprises.
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By Mlondi Mdletshe, edited by Mpho Ratshikhopha

In Hluhluwe, KwaZulu-Natal, iSimangaliso Wetland Park 
donated twelve giraffes to the Makhasa Community 

Conservation Area in partnership with Ezemvelo KZN 
Wildlife. This donation is part of ongoing efforts through 
the GEF-7 Project to enhance local community benefits in 

wildlife, ecotourism and bio-trade economies.

In a continued effort to empower community-led 
conservation, iSimangaliso Wetland Park, in collaboration 
with its conservation partner Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, 
has donated 12 giraffes to the Makhasa Community 
Conservation Area (CCA), also known as Makhasa Private 
Game Lodge. Makhasa CCA, located in Hluhluwe, is a 
2 867-hectare, community-owned conservation area 
neighbouring the iSimangaliso Wetland Park. The 
Makhasa Game Lodge is owned and operated by the 
Makhasa Community Trust, which owns the nature reserve 
and a vast portion of the land within the Munyawana 
Conservancy.

The donation forms part of the broader support efforts 
linked to the GEF-7 Biodiversity Economy Project, which 
aims to enhance benefits for local communities through 
wildlife management, bioprospecting and ecotourism.

Mr Thokozani Mlambo, Director of Makhasa CCA, 
expressed his gratitude for the partnership, noting 
that the delivery of giraffes is a significant step toward 
growing their conservation and tourism offering. ‘We are 
grateful for the ongoing relationship with iSimangaliso. 

We previously requested support for game donation 
and infrastructure development, and we are pleased to 
see progress,’ he said. In addition to wildlife donations, 
Makhasa has sought support for the construction of a 
spa, gym, conference facility and further assistance with 
biodiversity stewardship registration.

In October 2024, the Makhasa CCA participated in 
Leadership and Governance training facilitated by 
iSimangaliso. More capacity-building initiatives are 
planned for 2025, including a biodiversity assessment to 
determine Makhasa’s stewardship potential. These efforts 
align with iSimangaliso’s commitment to improving the 
livelihoods of communities surrounding the park through 
inclusive and sustainable conservation. 

GEF-7 Project: Makhasa’s Wildlife Economy 
grows with giraffe donation from iSimangaliso

Giraffes released into the Makhasa Community Conservation 
Area as part of a wildlife donation initiative.

By Tshifhiwa Mandaha, edited by Ayaka Peter 

The Business and Wildlife Economy Capacity Building 
Workshop in Gqeberha, hosted by SANBI, equipped 
biodiversity practitioners with tools and insights to 

support community livelihoods through sustainable 
wildlife economy practices. Highlights included a site visit 

to Aloe Meat, where participants witnessed innovative 
approaches to game meat processing, including the 

creative use of by-products for eco-friendly applications.

Building resilient businesses through the 
Wildlife Economy: SANBI leads Capacity 
Building Workshop in Gqeberha
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In a concerted effort to strengthen the wildlife economy 
and promote sustainable livelihoods, SANBI hosted a 
transformative Business and Wildlife Economy Capacity 
Building Workshop from 22 to 24 October 2024 in 
Gqeberha, Eastern Cape. Under the theme ‘Biodiversity 
Economy and Sustainable Use – Building Resilient 
Businesses through Wildlife Economy for Community 
Livelihoods,’ the 3-day event brought together more than 
50 biodiversity stewardship practitioners and wildlife 
economy stakeholders from across the country. This 
included representatives from the three biodiversity 
economy nodes – Greater Addo-Amathole, Greater Kruger-
Limpopo, and the Greater iSimangaliso. The workshop 
aimed to empower participants with the knowledge to 
understand how sustainable wildlife management can 
drive economic opportunities and enhance livelihoods, 
particularly in rural communities.

The capacity building provided a comprehensive learning 
platform focused on the context of South Africa’s Wildlife 
Economy Programme by unpacking essential topics such 
as the legal and regulatory frameworks that govern the 
industry, Convention on International Trade in Endangered 
Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) and Threatened 
or Protected Species (TOPS) regulations, as well as 
health and safety standards. Participants explored best 
practices in wildlife economy operations and strategies 
for marketing and investment within the industry, as 
well as diverse sectors that contribute to this economy, 
including ecotourism, sustainable hunting and game meat 

Participants engage during the Business and Wildlife Economy Capacity Building Workshop.

SANBI Biodiversity Stewardship Deputy 
Director facilitating a session.

ECPTA’s Sizwe Mkhulisi guides the group through key discussions.
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production. Through interactive sessions and expert-led 
discussions, participants explored effective strategies 
for engaging with landowners and local communities in 
sustainable wildlife-based businesses. A creative highlight 
was a demonstration of art made from pieces of giraffe 
droppings, showcasing creative and sustainable ways of 
deriving value from natural resources. 

The workshop concluded with an inspiring site visit to 
Aloe Meats, a locally rooted game meat processing facility. 
Owner Mr J.J.J. Oosthuizen shared the company’s journey 
from inception in 2002 to formal operations in 2010, and 
provided a candid account of the operational realities in 
the game meat industry.

Delegates at the workshop were highly impressed by 
Aloe Meat’s operations; they were particularly struck 
by the exceptional quality of the final products, which 
highlighted Aloe Meat’s commitment to craftsmanship. 
The company’s innovative approach also caught the 
delegates’ attention, particularly its repurposing of game 
meat by-products, such as bones and lungs, into dog 
treats. Furthermore, Aloe Meat has developed a unique 
meat drying process that utilises hot air generated by their 
refrigerators, effectively reducing energy consumption. 

The site visits also highlighted Aloe Meat’s strict hygiene 
protocols in the receiving and processing of carcasses. 

Delegates had the opportunity to observe key procedures, 
such as temperature checks, proper tagging and thorough 
documentation practices, which included the careful 
packaging and distribution of the game meat. This offered 
delegates real-world insights into sustainable wildlife 
product value chains, which can be replicated or adapted 
in community contexts to support emerging businesses 
and SMMEs.

The workshop was more than just capacity building; it was 
a platform for knowledge exchange, empowerment and 
inspiration, showcasing best practices and encouraging 
peer learning. Practitioners have been equipped with 
the tools and insights needed to navigate the complex 
relationship between business and biodiversity, ensuring 
a balance between economic growth and environmental 
preservation.

 As South Africa continues to refine its biodiversity 
economy strategy, initiatives like this workshop play a vital 
role in ensuring that the country’s rich natural heritage 
is harnessed responsibly, inclusively and sustainably for 
generations to come.

For more information on the Biodiversity Stewardship 
Programme, contact Mpho Ratshikhopha at m.gumula@
sanbi.org.za

Mahlathi Safari Lodge second 
Multistakeholder Forum 

By William Mabasa, edited by Ntwanano Mendes

The second Multistakeholder Forum held at Mahlathi 
Safari Lodge is breathing new life into this community 

asset in the Greater Kruger Biodiversity Economy Node. 
With support from government departments, SANParks 

and partners, the forum is driving efforts to operationalise 
the lodge by tackling water supply, infrastructure and 

governance issues.

On 8 October 2024, the second Multistakeholder Forum 
meeting took place at Mahlathi Safari Lodge, an important 
community asset within the GEF-7 Greater Kruger 
Biodiversity Economy Node. Building on the first meeting 
held in July 2024, this meeting brought key players 
together to assess progress toward operationalising the 
lodge and unlocking its potential as a catalyst for local 
economic development and sustainable tourism for the 
community of Mahlathi village.

The establishment of the forum was prompted by a site 
visit to Mahlathi during the GEF-7 Technical Working 
Committee (TWC) meeting held at Mopani Rest Camp 
in February 2024. Mahlathi Lodge, built with funding 
from the National Department of Tourism and initially 
envisioned as a cornerstone of local tourism and 
economic development, has unfortunately remained non-
operational for the past eight years since its completion 
in 2017. Challenges such as a lack of water supply and 
operational funding have prevented the lodge from 
fulfilling its intended role in uplifting the community. The 
forum aims to address these challenges by mobilising the 
necessary resources and coordinating efforts to bring the 
lodge into full operation and maximise its impact.

The inaugural forum meeting was held on 30 July 2024 
and marked a significant step towards revitalising 
Mahlathi Safari Lodge. Key actions included identifying 
a potential operator, completing essential renovations, 

mailto:m.gumula%40sanbi.org.za?subject=
mailto:m.gumula%40sanbi.org.za?subject=
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addressing land tenure issues, improving infrastructure 
such as access roads, securing a reliable water supply 
and collaborating with local and district municipalities to 
facilitate these developments.

Stakeholders recognised the lodge’s untapped potential, 
not only for community-based tourism and job creation, 
but also as a contributor to broader conservation goals 
within the Greater Kruger landscape. The forum brings 
together a diverse group of partners, including SANParks, 
the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 
(DFFE), the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and 
Rural Development (DLRRD), the Industrial Development 
Corporation (IDC), Mahlathi community leaders, and the 
National Department of Tourism. Their shared efforts are 
directed towards creating a sustainable and effective 
operational model for Mahlathi Safari Lodge.

Several key milestones have been achieved through the 
forum. The National Department of Tourism is actively 

working to secure a lodge operator and ensure long-term 
sustainability through the necessary operational budget. 
The Industrial Development Corporation (IDC) is exploring 
funding opportunities to upgrade and revitalise the lodge’s 
ageing infrastructure. The Department of Land Reform and 
Rural Development (DLRRD) is working with the Mahlathi 
community to regularise land tenure. The Mopani District 
and Greater Giyani local municipalities have committed to 
addressing water supply challenges and improving access 
roads, both vital for the lodge’s success. Through the GEF-7 
Project, SANParks is also providing governance and lead-
ership training to community members, equipping them 
with the skills that will be needed to manage and operate 
the lodge sustainably in the future.

The forum’s overarching goal is to create an operational 
plan that fosters job creation, which builds local capacity 
and spurs sustainable tourism. The next forum meeting, 
scheduled for February 2025, will focus on finalising these 
key actions.

The General Manager meets the Mayor 
regarding the Gidjana Bevhula Project

By William Mabasa, edited by Ntwanano Mendes

On 13 August 2024, Kruger National Park’s General 
Manager, Ms Ntombizodwa Ngubeni, met with Collins 

Chabane’s Mayor and local stakeholders to address 
delays in the Gidjana Bevhula land inclusion project. A key 
resolution was to revive local representative committees to 

help move the project forward.

The General Manager: Regional Planning and Integration 
for the Kruger National Park, Ms Ntombizodwa Ngubeni, 
met with the mayor of Collins Chabane Municipality, 
Councillor Shadrack Maluleke, at his offices on Tuesday, 13 
August 2024, to discuss the Gidjana Bevhula land inclusion 
project. Its purpose was to explore ways and means in 
which the prevailing bottlenecks that exist regarding the 
Gidjana Bevhula Project could be resolved for the project 
to continue to finalisation as envisaged. Following their 
discussion, a second meeting was held on the same day 
and at the same venue with concerned stakeholders of the 
Gidjana Bevhula Project, to further address the issues and 
chart a way forward.

After lengthy deliberations, the representatives of the 
affected communities of Gidjana Bevhula expressed their 
views regarding the project, and the following is the synop-
sis of what was said during the stakeholders meeting:  

The Mashobye community representatives clarified that 
they did not oppose the project but sought clarity on its 
origins and potential benefits for their community. These 
concerns were addressed in detail during the meeting, 
to ease uncertainties. The Bevhula community expressed 
readiness and support for the project’s implementation, 
despite acknowledging that a few individuals were still 
not in support of the project. The meeting noted that 
such differing views are expected in any community 
process. Meanwhile, the Nghomunghomu community 
representative emphasised the need to understand 
what tangible benefits the project would bring to their 
community. 

The main resolution of the meeting was that community 
representative committees should be revived in every 
community in the areas of Gidjana Bevhula, which includes 
Magona, Mashobye, Nghomunghomu and Bevhula villag-
es, so that the process of acquiring community resolutions 
can be started for the project to continue. The GEF-7 staff 
members will commence the process of re-establishing the 
local committees in September and October 2024 as per 
the resolution of this meeting.

Gidjana Bevhula is the biggest stewardship project in the 
Kruger National Park, which has been in the pipeline since 
2013, but it has been unable to take off the ground due to 
community conflicts.
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By Musa Mabasa

Held from 15–17 October at WITS Rural Facility, the WWF 
Khetha Community Engagement Practitioners’ (CEP) 
Conference brought together stakeholders from the 

Greater Kruger landscape to explore community-centred 
conservation. Key topics included the role of traditional 

leaders, empowerment of women and innovative 
approaches to tackling wildlife crime.

The WWF Khetha Community Engagement Practitioners’ 
(CEP) Conference took place at WITS Rural Facility on 15 
to 17 October 2024, and brought together stakeholders 
from across the Greater Kruger landscape, which included 
the GEF-7 Greater Kruger Biodiversity Economy Node 
team, Kruger National Park (KNP) Socio-Economic 
Transformation officials, local community leadership and 
members and conservation professionals to discuss critical 
issues faced by communities living along the fence line of 
the Kruger National Park.

The Conference highlighted the importance of 
collaboration, cultural sensitivity and community 
empowerment in conservation work. Collaboration 
through the role of traditional leaders, the dedication 
of environmental monitors, innovative solutions by 
community-based organisations and Non-Government 
Organisations (NGOs) is key to successful conservation 
efforts and building trust with communities living along 
the fence line.

The conference opened with a keynote speech by 
Chief Andrew Nxumalo of the Gidjana Traditional 
Authority. He highlighted the critical role of traditional 
leaders in upholding community values, mediating 
disputes and serving as the custodians of culture within 
their communities. Chief Nxumalo emphasised that 
when community practitioners seek to engage local 
communities, they must respect traditional authorities 
to avoid unnecessary conflicts. As he stated, ‘Failing to 
work with traditional leaders can lead to disruptions and 
potential sabotage of projects.’

Following the keynote, Dr Jane Burt from Realife Learning 
provided an overview of the CEP course, which has been 
instrumental in equipping community engagement 
practitioners with psycho-social, relational, governance 
and social-ecological skills essential for effective 
engagement and successful conservation work. 

The highlight of the day was a site visit to the 
Zingela Ulwazi, Centre for Women’s Independence, 
where attendees learned about the centre’s efforts 
in empowering women through initiatives, such as 
permaculture and the ‘Ten Trees’ Programme, which has 
successfully planted over 1 660 trees and trained women 
as mentors. This demonstrated that conservation and 
economic empowerment can go hand in hand. 

Day two of the conference was packed with insightful 
discussions, starting with a panel on the changing role 
of CEPs in the Greater Kruger landscape. Facilitated by 
Faranani Lalumbe (SANParks GEF-7 Project Coordinator), 
the panel featured key players like Thabang Mdluli 
from Manyeleti Nature Reserve, Lucia Hlatshwayo from 
SANParks SET, and Angela Hogg from USAID. The panellists 
discussed the evolution of CEP roles, with a focus on 
moving from a combative approach to wildlife crime to 
dialogue and community trust-building.

Environmental Monitors also took the stage to share 
their experiences of patrolling the fence line, removing 
snares, repairing fences and dealing with both human 
and wildlife threats. Also featured was feedback from 
the Sensemaker research presented by Martha Themba, 
which captures real-life experiences from the fence 
line to inform better training and development for 
environmental monitors.

One of the most thought-provoking sessions of the 
conference was led by Dr Annette Hübschle, who 
introduced the concept of a socio-ecological harm 
reduction approach to tackling illegal wildlife trade. 
Her research emphasised the need to understand the 
motivations behind wildlife crime and create solutions 
that respect community needs while protecting 
biodiversity. This approach, she argued, is essential 
to address issues such as rhino poaching and illegal 
succulent harvesting in a way that doesn’t alienate local 
populations.

Michelle Henley from Elephants Alive wrapped up the day 
with a discussion on human-elephant conflict, presenting 
strategies to mitigate these interactions by engaging with 
local communities and implementing non-lethal barriers 
to protect both people and wildlife. Her case studies from 
the Kruger region demonstrated how understanding 
elephant movement patterns and community concerns 
can lead to more effective conflict mitigation.

WWF Khetha Community Engagement 
Practitioners Conference 2024
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By Mpho Ratshikhopha, edited by Ntwanano Mendes

In an effort to localise international lessons and inspire 
collective action, a knowledge-sharing event was hosted 

in Mpumalanga to reflect on the 2024 Korean Green 
Innovation Days learning exchange.

On 26 May 2025, a knowledge-sharing event was held in 
White River, Mpumalanga. The event was convened by 
the South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), 
the Department of Agriculture, Rural Development, Land 
and Environmental Affairs in Mpumalanga Province 
(DARDLEA), the Mpumalanga Tourism and Parks Agency 
(MTPA) and the World Bank.

This gathering aimed to share insights gained during 
the 2024 Korean Green Innovation Days (KGID) learning 
exchange, which took place from 4 to 6 November 
2024 in Jeju, South Korea. The KGID, themed ‘Green 
Growth for a Liveable Planet,’ hosted approximately 350 
participants, including World Bank project teams, global 
experts, Korean Green Growth Trust Fund (KGGTF) grant 
beneficiary countries and partner organisations from 
around the world.

South Africa was represented at the KGID by Mpho 
Ratshikhopha and Ayaka Peter from SANBI, Differ 
Mogale from MTPA and Philemon Mathebula from 

DARDLEA. Their participation formed part of South 
Africa’s engagement under the World Bank-led initiative: 
Catalysing Biodiversity and Protected Lands Remediation, 
Restoration and Expansion around Retired Mining Sites. 
This initiative is supported by the KGGTF, a single donor 
trust fund administered by the World Bank on behalf of 
the Republic of Korea’s Ministry of Economy and Finance. 
This complements the ongoing GEF-7 funded project 
Catalysing Financing and Capacity for the Biodiversity 
Economy around Protected Areas, which aims to 
expand the country’s protected area estate through the 
Biodiversity Stewardship Programme in Limpopo, Eastern 
Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. Funding for the Mpumalanga 
knowledge exchange event was provided through the 
GEF-7 Project.

During the event, participants shared lessons learned 
from the KGID learning exchange. Ayaka Peter and Mpho 
Ratshikhopha from SANBI were among the speakers 
who reflected on their visit to South Korea, sharing how 
global insights could enhance South Africa’s biodiversity 
economy and conservation efforts.

‘As a convener of communities of practice through the 
Biodiversity Stewardship Programme, I was inspired by the 
KGID’s structure and delivery,’ said Mpho. “One of my key 
takeaways was the ‘guerrilla interviews’ approach, spon-
taneous interviews capturing attendees’ voices, stories 
and contributions to green growth. It was an ‘aha!’ mo-

Reliving the 2024 Korean Green Innovation 
Days learning exchange through a knowledge-
sharing event in Mpumalanga, South Africa

Delegates participate in the knowledge-sharing workshop 
on the rehabilitation of retired mining areas.

SANBIs Mpho Ratshikhopha shares her experience of the 
2024 Korean Green Innovation Days learning exchange. 
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ment for me to speak about the Biodiversity Stewardship 
Programme as an innovative approach to expanding South 
Africa’s community-driven protected areas.”

Mpho also highlighted the value of bilateral meetings, 
parallel thematic sessions and the opportunity to present 
SANBI’s role on a global stage.

The visit to Korea included capacity-building engagements 
between the South African delegation and the National 
Institute of Green Technology, which further enriched the 
country’s approach to green innovation, particularly within 
the scope of the KGGTF-supported initiatives.

The Mpumalanga knowledge-sharing event featured 
presentations aligned with South Africa’s green growth 
priorities, including carbon sequestration technologies, 
arboretum-based conservation innovations and 
community-led biodiversity conservation efforts. 
Mbombela Municipality shared findings from its Forest 
Monitoring Study, which is supported by Korean funding.

This event marked a significant milestone in translating 
global learnings into local action, demonstrating how 
international cooperation platforms like KGID can 
inform and strengthen South Africa’s environmental and 
development goals.

The participants at the learning exchange.

The World Bank visits GEF-7 projects 
within iSimangaliso Wetland Park 

By Mlondi Mdletshe, edited by Mpho Ratshikhopha

The iSimangaliso Wetland Park, through the GEF-
7 Biodiversity Economy Project, hosted a high-level 

delegation from the World Bank and the Department of 
Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE) for a 4-day 
site visit. The purpose of the visit was to observe and assess 

projects supported through World Bank funding and 
implemented under the GEF-7 initiative.

The delegation visited a range of project sites within 
the Kosi Bay tourism precinct, including the Madlangula 
boat concessionaires, Madlangula Lodge, KwaDapha 

homestays, and the iconic Kosi Bay Mouth. Further site 
visits were undertaken at Mabasa, Makhasa and Nibela. In 
addition to touring these areas, the World Bank and DFFE 
representatives engaged directly with project beneficiaries 
and community members. These dialogues offered 
valuable insights into both the successes and challenges 
experienced during implementation and highlighted the 
tangible impact of iSimangaliso’s community-focused 
approach through the GEF-7 Project.

As a sub-executing agency of the GEF-7 Project, 
iSimangaliso Wetland Park, is leading efforts to develop 
biodiversity economy nodes that promote community 
stewardship and sustainable livelihoods adjacent to 
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protected areas. A key component of this initiative is the 
development of a master plan for the Kosi Bay tourism 
precinct. Current interventions include the rehabilitation 
of Madlangula Lodge, support to three Madlangula boat 
concessionaires through the provision of new boats, and 
the refurbishment of six community-owned homestays in 
KwaDapha.

During the site visit, the delegation visited KwaDapha to 
meet directly with residents and assess the condition of 
the homestays identified for renovation. They also toured 
the Kosi Bay Mouth to inspect the proposed site for an 
eco-friendly, high-end tourism facility, one of the key 
developments envisioned in the precinct’s master plan.

The project is also supporting the process of formally 
declaring three Community Conservation Areas (CCAs) 
– Mabasa, Makhasa and Nibela – under the Biodiversity 
Stewardship Programme, which presents several 
categories/options for landowners to choose from. 
These CCAs will benefit from additional infrastructure 
investment, game donations and technical support. This 
process aims to secure conservation status for community 
lands while unlocking economic opportunities linked to 
biodiversity stewardship.

Improving community livelihoods around iSimangaliso 
remains a central goal of the GEF-7 Project. Several 
initiatives have already been implemented and are 

The participants on a site visit around the Kosi Bay tourism precinct.

The delegates visit the homestays in KwaDapha.
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beginning to deliver measurable benefits. For example, 
the delegation inspected the Madlangula Boating 
Concessions, where trained community operators 
supported through iSimangaliso’s SMME programme 
have received boating permits and two new boats, with 
two more expected in the coming months. Plans are 
also underway to construct a slipway to improve boat 
launching and strengthen tourism infrastructure.

In October 2024, Makhasa CCA received leadership and 
governance training, with additional training planned for 
2025. As mentioned in the article above, twelve giraffes 
were recently donated to the area to support wildlife-

based tourism. In 2025, biodiversity assessments will be 
conducted across the Makhasa, Nibela and Mabasa CCAs. 
These assessments will determine the ecological value 
of each area and inform their appropriate biodiversity 
stewardship category.

The World Bank delegation expressed strong satisfaction 
with the progress achieved to date within the iSimangaliso 
node. They commended the project’s integrated approach 
to building biodiversity economy nodes, enhancing 
local stewardship, improving livelihoods and positioning 
communities to take a more active role in South Africa’s 
wildlife and conservation sectors.

Delegates engaging during the site visit.

The 8th National Land Reform and Biodiversity 
Stewardship Initiative Learning Exchange

By Nthabiseng Sedibeng 

The 8th National LRBSI Learning Exchange brought 
together land reform beneficiaries, government, NGOs 
and conservation partners to reflect on progress, share 

experiences and strengthen partnerships.

The Land Reform and Biodiversity Stewardship Initiative 
(LRBSI) was established in 2009 by the Department of 
Forestry, Fisheries, and the Environment (DFFE), the 
Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and Rural 
Development (DALRRD), and the South African National 

Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), along with a range of other 
organisations and institutions. This initiative addressed 
conservation challenges and opportunities in land 
reform and communal areas, by integrating biodiversity 
conservation with socio-economic development.

SANBI, in partnership with DFFE and DALRRD, co-host-
ed the 8th National LRBSI Learning Exchange from 25 to 
27 February 2025 at the Garden Court Hotel in Durban, 
KwaZulu-Natal. The event brought together three spheres 
of government, officials from the eThekwini Metropolitan 
Municipality as the hosting local municipality, public and 
private NGO practitioners, traditional leaders, financial 
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institutions and local communities. The 2025 LRBSI theme, 
‘Biodiversity Stewardship: A Catalyst for Transformation in 
Conservation,’ prompted stakeholders to reflect on and ad-
dress challenges and opportunities in biodiversity steward-
ship, land reform and the biodiversity economy. On the first 
day, the Chief Director of the Biodiversity Information and 
Policy Advice Directorate, Mr Mahlodi Tau, set the scene 
and tone for the event, providing the background and aims 
of the LRBSI learning exchange since its inception in 2009. 

Mr Tau discussed how SANBI’s contribution to biodiversity 
through scientific work is generated and easily translated 
to enhance understanding and facilitate informed 
decision-making processes and policies. He emphasised 
that the learning exchange requires collaboration and 
partnership to produce effective results. Mr Tau urged 
attendees to recognise their role and contribution to the 
biodiversity sector, especially concerning South Africa’s 
challenges, such as unemployment, notably among the 
youth. He further noted that the 3-day event contributes 
to the White Paper on the Conservation and Sustainable 
Use of Biodiversity, providing a framework for sector 
intervention and mandates.

Day one was convened under the theme, ‘Biodiversity 
stewardship and land reform in action: Learning 

from the ground.’ Discussions offered a national and 
provincial perspective on challenges, opportunities and 
lessons learned in implementing stewardship initiatives 
nationwide. SANBI’s Mpho Ratshikhopha provided an 
overview of the Biodiversity Stewardship Programme 
in South Africa, highlighting its goals related to 
environmental sustainability, social justice and cohesion, 
climate change and mitigation. The presentation outlined 
key outputs, such as policy alignment, economic benefits 
and community engagement.

One of the strategic objectives highlighted was building 
community capacity to catalyse and sustain interventions. 
The first day also focused on communities’ conservation 
approaches, policies, governance and land-use planning 
frameworks. The day ended with interactive panel dis-
cussions featuring Communal Property Association (CPA) 
representatives and land reform beneficiaries involved in 
biodiversity stewardship, who shared their roles, challenges, 
opportunities and lessons learned from their community 
activities. These insights offered valuable best practices for 
community projects that promote sustainable rural liveli-
hoods based on nature and boost economic development.

Day two, under the theme ‘Transforming biodiversity 
stewardship: celebrating progress, embracing equity 

SANBI Chief Director, Mahlodi Tau, giving 
opening remarks and setting the scene.

Mpho Ratshikhopha from SANBI presenting an overview of 
the Biodiversity Stewardship Programme in South Africa.

eThekwini Municipality Senior Manager: Biodiversity Planning, 
Sabelo Nkosi, sharing welcoming remarks with the attendees.

Panel discussion participants during the event, 
including chiefs from rural communities.
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and unlocking opportunities,’ provided reflections 
on transformation within biodiversity stewardship. 
Discussions centred on gender mainstreaming, indigenous 
knowledge and inclusive government models. Participants 
explored investment opportunities and financial 
mechanisms supporting biodiversity stewardship and the 
biodiversity economy. A notable highlight was Sibongile 
Mtungwa’s presentation from the Women’s Leadership 
& Training Programme (WLTP), which focused on 
empowering women and girls with skills and knowledge 
about conservation through gender and leadership 
workshops. This illustrated a commitment to inclusive 
participation, benefit sharing and equitable access within 
the biodiversity economy.

Breakaway ‘buzz’ groups discussed what transformation 
means for individual participants, aiming to define the 
parameters of transformation and inclusive governance. 
Panel discussions featuring traditional authorities, 
academia and government representatives shared 
insights on investments for conservation and sustainable 

livelihoods, funding solutions for biodiversity stewardship 
and technical capacity building. The day ended with an 
open dialogue for participants to deepen their learning.

The final day’s theme was ‘Driving conservation through 
innovation, policy and community involvement.’ It 
highlighted emerging conservation models such as 
Mega Living Landscapes, which promote integrating 
ecological sustainability with socio-economic benefits. 
Other topics included Unpacked Other Effective Area-
based Conservation Measures (OECMs) and their role in 
meeting biodiversity targets for communities. The day also 
covered collaborative agreements on community-centred 
conservation approaches. Practical knowledge-sharing 
took place through parallel breakaway sessions discussing 
biodiversity observation (Citizen Science), climate 
resilience within communities and sustainable agriculture 
and rangeland management. Additional insights were 
shared on the CPA model, community resolutions, trusts 
and traditional authorities.

Participants of group discussion using Mentimeter to capture discussion outcomes.

Delegates attending and gaining insights at the LRBSI event.
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Interactive market stalls led by community delegates 
showcased successful biodiversity stewardship stories, 
featuring products made from natural resources, such as 
handbags, shoes, necklaces and hats. A notable highlight 
was a necklace crafted from giraffe excrement.

The event concluded with reflections on the progress and 
future direction of the LRBSI programme and learning 
exchange, providing a platform for participants to 
share insights and experiences gained. The three days 

demonstrated that modest investments could yield 
significant returns in conservation, land reform and rural 
development. The learning exchange illustrated that the 
stewardship programme benefits when the government 
partners with NGOs, private entities and landowners to 
conserve South Africa’s natural heritage. The Biodiversity 
Stewardship Programme exemplifies how partnership and 
empowerment can lead to notable improvements in rural 
livelihoods through activities like ecotourism, fostering 
local development, job creation and skills enhancement.
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