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CEO REPORT 
 

This year has highlighted humankind’s vulnerability and interconnectedness while Covid-19 spread across 

the globe. Despite the pandemic, Elephants Alive has had a very successful year, proving our resilience 

when faced with challenges. We have exceeded our fundraising targets for the year by securing significant 

new income streams. We collared 40 elephants, the majority of these with our partners in Mozambique. In 

South Africa, where we are based we lead the world’s first virtual collaring experience with the help of The 

Blue Sky Society Trust and Painted Dog TV, allowing supporters from around the world to join us every step 

of the way. Our elephant ID study celebrated the 25th year of its existence and saw the publication of a 

unique coding system to identify elephants. We monitored over 3000 trees for elephant impact with a 

proportion of these trees occupied by endangered raptors, vultures or southern ground Hornbills. We have 

produced many jars of delicious wild honey as part of our tree protection program where we use bees to 

keep elephants at bay from iconic trees. Wildscapes Veterinary and Conservation Services are now also 

using our honey to treat wildlife snare wounds, which is working very effectively.  

 

We have joined forces with the all-female Black Mamba Anti-Poaching Unit, thereby initiating a visionary 

new corridor project in Mozambique. These inspiration women will be taught to keep bees and grow three 

garden types including a permaculture food garden, a medicinal plant garden (many poverty-stricken 

people still depend on treating their ailments directly from various plant parts with the cultural knowledge 

handed down across generations) and an elephant unpalatable crop garden. The latter will involve planting 

species known to be avoided by crop raiding elephants but with a high market value.  While we gain the 

experience in growing various plants, the bees will increase the production outcomes with their pollination 

services. This proof of concept developed in South Africa as a demonstration project will be upscaled in 

Mozambique in critical corridor regions mapped by our collared elephants. We plan to demonstrate to 

people that living alongside wildlife can be a bonus and not necessarily a burden, depending on what you 

cultivate and how you use ecosystem services that are available to you. 

 

Other than upskilling the Black Mambas as already converted wildlife guardians, we have continued our 

educational outreach by launching the heart-warming Ndlopfu Gogo (Elephant Grandmother) Program. We 

take Grandmothers from neighbouring communities that are isolated from protected areas by both poverty 

and responsibility (they look after the grandchildren so the parents can earn a living), to meet the elephants 

we have been studying for decades.  These experiences enrich their stories within the communities with 

far-reaching conservation effect. To visually depict our journeys with powerful images, we have 

collaborated with Wild Shots Outreach where we use trained photographers from disadvantaged 

backgrounds to photo-document our main activities. As science ambassadors, we have published ten 

scientific articles in peer-reviewed journals the past year. We have participated in numerous popular 

articles and delivered presentations to ensure that what we do reaches a global audience. To ensure that 

Elephants Alive maintains the highest standards in terms of information delivery, we are all committed as 

life-long learners and continue to qualify ourselves in various fields  (please refer to page 21). 
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Elephants Alive is committed to living up to its name and ensuring the long-term survival of the African 

elephant as a flagship species. All our activities this past year have focussed on increased protection through 

better knowledge (research), education and awareness. What we have achieved has been due to a small, 

impactful team underpinned by a wider and larger benevolent network of sponsors, donors, landowners, 

reserve managers and followers. We are very grateful to all involved. Our network grows so that all of our 

faithful supporters have created a safety net to keep Elephants Alive! amid uncertain times. 
 

With elephant hugs of gratitude 

   
Michelle Henley (PhD, PGCE) 

CEO, Co-founder & Principal Researcher 

 
 
 

Wild Shots Outreach (Neville Ngomane) 
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Mission 
 
To ensure the survival of elephants and their habitats and to promote harmonious coexistence between 
elephants and people.  
 

Protection and conservation  
 

 Promoting scientific enquiry and research into the protection and conservation of elephants and 
their habitats; 

 Tracking elephants with advanced technology to understand their needs and what motivates their 
movements; 

 Identifying individual elephants; 

 Protecting large trees from impact caused by elephants and experimenting with methods of 
alleviating tree impact; 

 Tracking elephants across national and international boundaries to support their free movement 
(corridors, transboundary and trans frontier conservation) and 

 Providing scientific knowledge for management and land use planning; 
 

Education and awareness  
 

 Providing assistance with elephant welfare; 

 Promoting environmental education and awareness i.e. winning hearts and minds to inspire local 
people to be custodians of their own rich heritage; 

 Developing a conservation ethic and an understanding of biodiversity, including the value of 
ecosystem services  to local communities, based on local knowledge and resources and 

 Enabling research into the behaviour, ecology and needs of elephants in their interface with humans 
 

Communication 
 

 Conveying information about elephant ecology and behaviour and the needs of elephants to local, 
national and international audiences. 
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Core Activities, Duration and Outcomes as: 

 

Science Ambassadors (2020) 

    

ELEPHANTS  HABITAT ECOSYSTEMS BIOSPHERES 

  

  

   

Satellite  

Tracking 

Individual 

Identity  

Big Tree 

Protection 

Bees for Tree 

Protection 

Vultures 

& Raptors  

Ground 

Hornbills 

Co-existence  

Corridors 
22 years 25 years 16 years 5 years 12 years 12 years 12 years 

Elephants collared in 

past year:  

 30 Mozambique 

 8 APNR 

 2 Outside Parks 

Training: 

 Transition to 

Earth Ranger  

 Pathway 

Symposium in 

Kenya (2 staff) 

 Earth Ranger 

course (2 staff) 

 500+ new 

elephants 

identified 

 SEEK ID 

system 

launched  

 Ongoing large 

tusked bull 

monitoring 

Sales: 

 86 ID guides 

sold 

 3000+ trees 

monitored for 

elephant 

impact 

Mitigating impact: 

 100+ with 

stone-packing 

 500+ with wire-

net protection 

Mitigation:  

 50 beehives to 

protect marula 

trees  

 Beekeeping 

manual 

distribution to 

protect trees  

Sales: 

 82 litres honey 

 328 honey jars 

 50+ lip balms  

 10+ wax wraps  

 10+ honey soap 

 330 trees 

with 

vulture or 

raptor 

nests 

monitored 

for 

elephant 

impact 

 60 trees 

with 

Ground 

Hornbill 

nests 

monitored 

for 

elephant 

impact 

 20 collared 

elephants moving 

in corridor 

between 

Protected Areas 

 50+ times 

communities 

warned about 

crop-raiding 

elephants for 

protection 

 



 6  

 Compassionate    and   Community 

Conservationists  Guardians  

   (2015-2020)     (2020) 

 

ELEPHANTS PEOPLE 

 

 

   

 

Snare/Injury 

Treatment 

Damage Causing 

animal relocation 

Elephant 

Grandmothers 

Black Mamba Anti- 

Poaching Unit 

Wild Shots 

Outreach 
20 years 8 years 2 years 8 years 5 years 

 Financed the 

treatment of 5 

elephants for snare 

removals in the past 

three years 

 Financed the 

treatment of 4 

elephants for severe 

injuries in the APNR 

in the last three 

years 

 2 elephant babies 

rescued on request 

of Wardens in the 

last five years 

 Use of our honey as 

natural anti-biotic in 

all local snare 

wounds of both 

elephants and other 

wildlife 

 

 7 elephants damaging 

crops or infrastructure 

translocated to safety 

in the last three years 

 Development of 

Damage Causing 

Animal App and 

workshop training 

 Brochure compilation 

and distribution on 

how to behave around 

elephants  

 10+ times of capsicum 

application to protect 

infrastructure and 

deter elephants 

 Four programs to 

introduce 

Grandmothers 

neighbouring  

Protected Areas to 

elephants  

 Elephant 

Grandmothers 

(Ndlopfu Gogos) are 

powerful story-tellers 

and matriarchs in 

their own right 

Monthly program has 

far-reaching social 

impact on second 

and third generation 

children 

 100 beehives for 

beekeeping training, 

honey production 

and acquisition of 

small business skills 

(December 2020) 

 Completion of 

greenhouse for 

permaculture food 

garden 

 Completion of first 

workshop  on the 

principles of 

permaculture, 

composting and 

bokashi making 

 Medicinal plant 

sourcing for 

medicinal plant 

garden (planting Dec-

Jan) 

 Sourcing of elephant 

unpalatable plants 

for third garden type 

(planting Dec-Jan) 

 Photographers from 

Wild Shots Outreach 

(WSO), trained by 

Mike Kendrick 

(Director) and coming 

from disadvantaged 

backgrounds are 

routinely contracted 

to take stills when we 

collar elephants 

  On our monthly 

Ndlopfu Gogo 

programs we also 

employ WSO 

photographers to 

capture precious 

moments with the 

Grannies 

 Rivoni Mkansi was 

commissioned to take 

portraits of the Black 

Mamba APU 

 Rifumo Mathebula 

was commissioned to 

document our honey 

harvesting activities 
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Global Communicators (2020)                             
 
 

 

SCIENTIFIC 

PUBLICATIONS 

POPULAR 

PUBLICATION 

PRESENTATIONS FILMS  NETWORKING 

(since inception) 

 

 

 

  

25 years 25 years 25 years 25 years 25 years 

 10 Scientific papers 

in accredited science 

journals  

 14 Scientific 

manuscripts 

reviewed 

 1 Scientific proposal 

to NERC reviewed 

 1 PhD reviewed   

 

Full list of 2019-2020 

publications on the 

following page 

 117 popular articles 

 24 Reports to 

Managers and 

interested parties 

 4 Newsletters and 5 

Newsflashes to donors 

and interested parties  

 12 Popular book 

contributions 

 

 33 formal presentations 

to national and 

international audiences 

 3 Training Workshops 

 3 Awards 

2019: Michelle Henley 

(KUDU award) 

2019: Robin Cook (Post 

Graduate Merit Award 

for PhD) 

2020: Jessica Wilmot 

(Erasmus Mundus+ 
Program – MSc in 
Environmental 
Sciences, Policy & 
Management 
(MESPOM). Central 
European University, 
Hungary 
 

 Work on 

the Wild Side 

(Waddell Media 

UK) 

 Elephant Corridor 

(DKR Films USA) 

 Collaboration with 23 

NGOs (financial or 

logistical) 

 Collaboration with 15 

state- or private based 

reserves (financial or 

logistical) 

 Support to four 

communities on the 

border of the 

Protected Areas 

 Expertise or students 

shared from 9 local 

and 32 international 

academic institutes 

 Expertise or 

sponsorship received 

from 35 corporate 

organisations 
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Peer-reviewed scientific publications 2019/2020 

 
 

1. COOK, R.M. & HENLEY, M.D. 2019. Complexities associated with elephant impact on Sclerocarya birrea subsp. 
caffra in the Greater Kruger National Park. South African Journal of Botany 121:543-548. DOI: 
10.1016/j.sajb.2019.01.016 

2. BLACK, C.E., MUMBY, S.M. & HENLEY, M.D. In Press. Mining morphometrics and age from past survey 
photographs. Frontiers in Zoology. 16:14. DOI:10.1186/s12983-019-0309-x 

3. HENLEY, M.D. & COOK, R.M. 2019. The management dilemma: removing elephants to save large trees. Koedoe 
61(1): 1-12. DOI: 10.4102/koedoe. v61i1.1564 

4. MURPHY, D., MUMBY, S.M. & HENLEY. M.D. 2019. Age differences in the temporal stability of male African 
elephant (Loxodonta africana) social network. Behavioral Ecology 31 (1): 21-31. DIO: 
10.1093/beheco/arz152\ 

5. SANTOS, T.L., FERNANDES, C., HENLEY, M.D., DAWSON, D.A. & MUMBY, S.M. 2019. Conservation Genetic 
Assessment of Savannah Elephants (Loxodonta africana) in the Greater Kruger Biosphere, South Africa. 
Genes (10) 779-813. DOI: 10.3390/genes10100779 

6. WEIDEMAN H.J., BLOOMBERG L.P., STEWART, C.V., PARHAM, J.R. HOLMBERG, J., FLYNN, K., CALAMBOKIDIS, J. 
PAUL, D.B., BEDETTI, A., HENLEY M.D., LEPIREI, J. & POPO, F.G. 2020. Extracting identifying contours for 
African elephants and humpback whales using a learned appearance model. Winter Conference on 
Applications of Computer Vision 2020: 1276-1285. Open Access 
p://openaccess.thecvf.com/content_WACV_2020_papers/Weideman_Extracting_identifying_contours_fo
r_African_elephants_and_humpback_whales_using_WACV_2020_paper.pdf 

7. SACH, F., YON, L., HENLEY, M.D., BEDETTI, A., BUSS, P., DE BOER, W.F., DIERENFELD, E.S., GARDNR, A., LANGLEY-
EVANS, S.C., HAMILTON, E., LARK, R.M., PRINS, H.H. T. SWEMMER, A.M. & WATTS, M.J. 2020. Spatial 
chemistry influences the home range of elephants. Science of the Total Environment 792-804. DOI: 
10.1016/j.scitotenv.2020.139066 

8. VAN DE WATER, A., HENLEY, M.D., BATES, L. & SLOTOW, R. 2020. Future of Thailand’s captive elephants.  Animal 
Sentience 28 (18): 326-331.  

9. VOGEL, S.M., BLUMENTHAL, S.A., DE BOER, W.F., MASAKA, M., NEWTON, I., SONGHURST, A.C., McCULLOCH, G., 
STRONZA, A.L., HENLEY, M.D. & COULSON, T. 2020. Timing of savannah elephant’s dietary switches in 
relation to crop raiding consumption. Biological Conservation 249: 108703. 
DOI:10.1016/j.biocon.2020.108703 

10. BEDETTI, A., GREYLING, C.E., PAUL, D.B., BLONDEAU, J., CLARK. A., MALIN, H., HORNE, J., MAKUKULE, R., 
WILMOT, J., EGGELING, T., KERN, J. & HENLEY, M.D. 2020. System for Elephant Ear-pattern Knowledge 
(SEEK) to identify individual African elephants. Pachyderm 61:63-77. 
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Meet the Team and What They Do  

 
 Tracking Giants  

   
Anka Bedetti (Tracking Projects Manager)  

&  

Kayla Geenen (Tracking Project GIS Technician)  

 

 

 

 

Male (blue) and female (pink) trajectories of all elephants collared by Elephants Alive since 1998, in the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier 

Conservation Area 

 

Elephants Alive has been studying elephants for a quarter of a century, spanning four countries including the 

Great Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation Area (GLTP). Since 1998, we have collared 187 animals, who have 

become our storytellers and intelligence agents. Elephants Alive’s tracking team monitors these elephant 

movements around the clock by managing the tracking platforms and large datasets, producing analytical, 

awareness and educational material, which are also used to publish peer-reviewed scientific papers 

contributing towards global conservation efforts and cutting edge spatial analyses in movement ecology.  
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Our collared elephants have defined cross-border movements and elephant corridors, identified poaching 

hotspots, helped us assess the efficacy of experimental mitigation methods aimed at reducing the conflict 

with elephants in localised areas and informed managers, conservation bodies and landowners on seasonal 

movements and vegetation impact. These study animals have furthered our understanding of how elephant 

mortality rates differ between South Africa and other African range-use states in view of the escalating 

illegal trade in ivory. We have gained a better understanding of how habitat resources, social and safety 

drivers influence observed patterns in movement with special reference to the last remaining large tusked 

bulls who we strive to protect as flagship individuals to address broader conservation concerns.  

We have accumulated over a million location points, which have helped us keep track of their incredible 

journeys and ultimately improve our knowledge of the ecological processes that will propagate the 

coexistence of elephants, trees and people. The elephants’ journeys cross international borders, navigate 

through our human-dominated landscapes and show us which areas are safe and unsafe across time. Young 

elephant bulls are the trailblazing elephants who set out to explore the world after leaving their natal 

families. The young collared elephant bulls, as well as older bulls in musth have surprised us more than 

once, moving from Limpopo National Park (Mozambique), into Kruger National Park (South Africa) and into 

Banhine National Park (Mozambique) travelling a total of 3000km in one year. Combining the latest 

technology to track elephants with on the ground observations has provided a unique insight into the social 

bonds, breeding behaviour and movements of these amazing animals. 

 
Classic (M Henley) 
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Tracking – The World’s First Virtual Elephant Collaring (August 2020) 

 

  
The team and Michelle by General the elephant. A big thank you to Blue Sky Society Trust, Painted Dog Tv, Edwin Pierce & Colin 

Rowles from the APNR, Dr. Joel Alves as the veterinarian, Gerry McDonald as the pilot and all the viewers for making this happen 

 

Having conducted 187 collaring operations throughout South Africa and Mozambique since 1998, Elephants 

Alive has a vast amount of experience when it comes to collaring elephants. Elephants Alive, in partnership 

with Blue Sky Society and Painted Dog TV, achieved a world first during lockdown in South Africa. More 

than 250 viewers from around the world tuned in to watch the world’s first live virtual elephant collaring 

of the two magnificent bulls, General and Proud.  

 

The viewers were able to witness first hand all that is involved with collaring an elephant, from the initial 

tracking to the immobilization and fitting of the collar on the two iconic elephants. This world first enabled 

viewers to have a close up view of the coarse-textured elephant skin, the silky smooth skin on the ears and 

they could even listen to the elephant snore peacefully as the team worked on him. The team on the ground 

answered live questions sent in by viewers, explaining the importance of this operation and how it will help 

conservation professionals make a difference in protecting and studying these marvellous creatures.  

 

The precious data obtained from collaring these elephants provides insights into potential corridors linking 

protected areas, how elephants avoid conflict by becoming nocturnal, how they react to boundaries (both 

fences and virtual political international boundaries), how they interact with one another and forge 

relationships, how they respond to resource availability, how reproductive cycles drive certain movement 

patterns and how they plan crop-raids. With only 3% of the continental population of elephants remaining 

compared to 100 years ago, it is critical to monitor these individuals for their protection. The technology 

we use includes immobility and speed alarms, allowing us to identify if an elephant is in danger. This has 

been a new unforgettable experience for viewers and the team alike. COVID has encouraged us to adapt 

and become creative, driving us to discover an innovative way of bringing conservation work to people’s 

households.   

Sleeping General (M. Kendrick) 
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Individual Elephant Identity 
 

 Ronny Makukule  

 

(Researcher & Bee Project-, Elephant Mortalities- and Education Liaison officer) 

 
 

It is always interesting for me to go out in the morning without knowing what my day is going to be like. 

And some days really stand out above others. I was following Gower and Classic, two of our collared 

elephants in Umbabat Private Nature Reserve during a hot summer afternoon. They were part of group of 

five bulls resting under an Apple leaf tree. Behind Gower I saw a brown object and first thought nothing of 

it as it looked like a dead broken branch. A few minutes the ‘branch’ moved and I was shocked to see that 

it was an elephant tusk that almost touched the ground. I was filled with excitement and was eager to see 

who the elephant behind the tusks could possibly be. Fortunately I didn’t have to wait a long time. One of 

the great Kruger known tuskers, a bull known to us as Himalaya since the early 2000s (or N’wendlamuhari 

as he is known in Kruger), soon took centre stage. I whispered ‘please don’t disappear now’. He came close 

to the vehicle and took a long mud bath, before disappearing into the thick mopane. It was one of my most 

memorable days to see a famous Kruger tusker in the Associated Private Nature Reserve, close to where 

we are based! 

 

Himalaya (R. Makukule) 

Note Himilaya’s tusk sticking out behind the elephant in 
the foreground (R. Makukule) 
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The Big Tree Survey – Delving into Nature’s 

Complexity 
 

      Robin Cook  

 

(Big Tree Projects Manager) 
 

 

Elephants Alive’s Big Tree survey is as big as it sounds – more than 3000 trees surveyed across the 

Associated Private Nature Reserves in just under two months. The survey measures changes in elephant 

impact on big tree species across the reserves every 3 - 5 years, originally started by Dr Michelle Henley in 

2004 and continued for over a decade before handing the project over to form part of Robin Cook’s PhD. 

Whilst the survey primarily focuses on elephant impact, it also allows one to appreciate the smaller details 

of the trees, as well as who may be living in them. From ants and bees, to raptors and leopards, our time in 

the field helps us gain a better understanding regarding the importance of trees within our ecosystems. But 

the tree survey also serves as an incredible catalyst for conservation-related discussions and collaborations. 

And this can be expected when you throw a group 

of like-minded people together for an entire day of 

walking and measuring elephant impact on trees. 

However, discussions quickly die down when the 

mega-herbivores decide to join in. Buffalo, in 

particular, were always keen participants, showing 

their faces at a few of our study sites. There’s 

nothing like an angry buffalo bull’s face to remind 

one how large and magnificent these creatures truly 

are. The survey also allows us to appreciate a tree’s 

value after wind or an elephant has pushed it over. 

A fallen tree may not appear aesthetically pleasing 

to the human eye, but try and tell the numerous 

common duiker, steenbuck and scrub hair seeking 

shade and shelter under the fallen canopies, that 

those trees have no value. Or one can marvel at the 

efficiency of termites, devouring a fallen tree until 

only a small fragment of hardwood remains. Indeed, 

the Big Tree survey sheds light on the complexity of 

nature and how savanna systems change over time. 

We are able to gain a better understanding of how 

tree survival is influenced by elephants, as well as 

how mitigation methods can be used to protect 

certain iconic tree species. Whilst we may walk from 

anywhere between 10 - 20 km a day, we are only 

scratching the surface regarding the hidden secrets 

of our natural ecosystems.  
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Bees, Trees & Honey –  
 

           The Sweet Side of Science 
 

 

Robin Cook (Big Tree Projects Manager) 

Ronny Makukule  

(Researcher & Bee Project-, Elephant Mortalities- and Education Liaison officer) 

 

There is a special feeling that one gets when tasting a jar of Elephants Alive’s honey. It may be because the 

flavour changes every month depending on which savanna plants are flowering. Or it may be due to the 

100% natural composition of this bushveld honey. However, it may also be the pride we have that not only 

do the honeybees in our beehives protect their iconic marula trees against elephant impact, but they are 

also proving that beekeeping can deliver sweet rewards, both in terms of honey and revenue, for 

conservation managers and community members alike.  

 

 
 

Our study site in Jejane Private Nature Reserve turns 5-years old at the end of this year, giving us incredible 

insight into the longevity of the beehive project. Our current results suggest that a tree with a beehive is 

eight times less likely to receive impact from an elephant versus a tree with no protection. It is hard to bee-

lieve how these little insects form such a strong defensive mechanism against the world’s largest land 

mammal!  

 

Robin Cook 
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We have also been extremely excited to work with Dr Joel Alves from WildScapes Veterinary & 

Conservation Services, who has been using our honey to treat wounded animals. With the first treatment 

commencing on an elephant with a snare wound back in December 2019, today our honey has been used 

as a natural anti-septic on the wounds of elephants, spotted hyena, rhino, lion, kudu, warthog, buffalo, wild 

dog, nyala, bushbuck and Burchell’s zebra. We are very grateful for the work that Dr Alves does to treat 

these wounded animals, and that our honey can be used as such a successful anti-septic. Nature indeed 

holds all of the answers.  

 

Finally, if our honey tastes different each month, it must mean that the flowers on which they are feeding 

change overtime. To investigate this, we are collaborating with the University of the Witwatersrand’s Prof 

Frank Neumann and Masters candidate Nikiwe Ndlovu to identify the various flower pollen grains within 

each seasons’ honey samples. This will give us some incredible insight into the feeding patterns of Elephants 

Alive’s honeybees.  

Dominant pollen grains from the March honey harvest of the Associated Private Nature Reserves (Nikiwe Ndlovu) 

 

We look forward to the upcoming rainy season, providing the bees with an abundance of flower and water 

sources, as well as ensuring that they are able to produce healthy quantities of delicious bushveld honey. 

 

 

     

Combretaceae 

(Bushwillow) 

Asteraceae 

Gerbera (Gerbera 

daisy) 

Anacardiaceae 

Searsia 

(Kareeboom) 

Anacardiaceae 

Sclerocarya birrea 

(Marula tree) 

Acacia Senegalia 

Vachellia 
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Elephants, Vultures, Raptors, Southern Ground 

Hornbills & Trees – Exploring the Connections 

There is something awe-inspiring about watching soaring vultures high up in the savanna skies. These 

important scavengers are undergoing dramatic declines across the African content, placing increasing 

pressure on conservationists to protect the remaining individuals. So what has this got to do with 

elephants? Back in 2008, Dr Michelle Henley initiated the large tree nesting bird surveys (including vultures, 

raptors and southern ground hornbills) within the Associated Private Nature Reserves (APNR). These 

surveys focus on how elephants may impact the trees in which these birds nest. The annual surveys cover 

the entire APNR, taking our researchers from the open plains of the Klaserie, towards the riverine zones of 

the Olifants and Timbavati rivers. And due to these changes in scenery, we are able to measure an incredible 

range of tree species chosen for by vultures as nesting spots, thus providing the reserves with valuable data 

as to how elephants may impact the various trees. Furthermore, we are able to understand both the species 

and physical dimensions of the trees for which vultures choose to build their nest, thus enabling us to better 

protect these iconic tree species from all forms of impact as well as their often critically endangered cargo 

(vulture or raptor species). However, the Southern ground hornbill nests are artificially made and the most 

suitable trees for these nests are chosen by the relevant researchers.  
 

The surveys, which take a month to complete, are filled with excitement and adventure as our team covers 

the vast regions of the APNR. Each day brings its own memorable stories. From sleeping elephant herds 

preventing our researchers from reaching certain nests, to pleasant surprises of martial and African fish 

eagles occupying old vulture nests, our field days are continually filled with special moments.  
 

We are also excited to be collaborating with Dr Lindy Thompson (Project Coordinator: Vulture Conservation 

& Research) from the Endangered Wildlife Trust, who has been of tremendous assistance with vulture tree 

surveys along the Olifants River. Dr Thompson and her team have been most helpful in providing us with 

insight into vulture ecology, helping explain patterns to complement our tree data. Likewise, Kyle-Mark 

Middleton and Carrie Hickman (Ground-Hornbill Research and Conservation Programme) have been 

wonderful to work with on the ground hornbill side. We are grateful for all the knowledge sharing and the 

permission from the Wardens of the APNR and respective landowners to conduct the surveys.  
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Elephant Grandmothers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joel Sithole (Researcher & Elephant Mortalities- and Education Liaison officer) 

Ronny Makukule (Researcher & Bee Project-, Elephant Mortalities- and Education Liaison officer) 

Tinyiko Bosch (Office administrator and Ndlopfu Gogo caterer) 

In early 2019, Elephants Alive hosted a workshop to a number of national and international scientists. The 

role of women in the scientific and conservation arena was one of the themes. Dr. Michelle Henley gave a 

presentation outlining the parallels between elephant and human societies, stressing the importance of 

the accumulative knowledge within Matriarchs and Grandmothers alike. Within elephant society, older 

individuals are respected as mentors and repositories of knowledge, allowing them to be fully integrated 

into day-to-day life. In rural communities, the Grandmothers (Gogos) are also the backbone of society and 

are culturally respected for the role they play in the guidance and education of the youth. They are the glue 

that holds it all together while youthful parents have to work far away or orphaned children are left 

destitute. In addition, the Grandmothers often work the fields and are on the frontline of potential Human-

Elephant-Conflict over limited resources. Gogos are the respected storytellers who carry the oral history of 

their people forward. They remember the days when we lived close to the land, integrated with wildlife 

and when Human-Elephant-Coexistence was the order of the day. The Gogos are the key to teaching the 

second and third-generation children about coexistence whilst huddled around the crackling fire at night. 

They are the moral fibre of the often poverty-stricken communities surrounding the Protected Areas. Sadly, 

many of these Gogos have never seen an elephant as fences, development and poverty have separated 

them from their roots.  

While collaring elephants in Mozambique, Joel Sithole told Michelle how his Mother was asking him every 

day about Matambu, our collared but blind elephant’s health. She had never met this elephant but 

respected that he was important to us and just kept on caring about him at a distance. Our quiet evening 

conversations around Grandmothers, Matambu and the disconnect between the youth and wildlife 

became the birthing place of the Ndlopfu Gogo (Elephant Grandmother) Program. We would create 

opportunities for the Wise to Meet the Wise as Michelle had coined the presentation and make sure our 

Elephant Grandmothers meet Elephant Matriarchs (older elephant cows) and Mentors (older elephant 

bulls). With a glint in their eyes, Joel Sithole and Ronny Makukule told Tinyiko Bosch about the plans when 

we all returned to South Africa. Tinyiko gladly offered to cater traditional food for the elephant tracking 

days. We now run monthly programs and the Gogos’ gentle wisdom has rekindled a new sense of hope for 

conservation. We have enriched the Gogos’ stories with the presence of powerful elephants and 

experienced first-hand how this program has the power to break down existing barriers and boundaries as 

minds open and hearts are touched (refer to the testimony of Bizoze Monareng on the following page).  
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After each Ndopfu Gogo program our little group of facilitators lead by Joel, Ronny and Tinyiko, are close 

to tears. The Gogos softly sing gentle praise songs to the elephants they meet, sometimes for the first time, 

or they simply sit mesmerised for hours on end, despite their old age and weakened bladders.  

 
We are incredibly grateful to all who have sponsored this project. Tony McClellan kindly sponsored a brand 

new game drive vehicle (The Gogo Chariot) for these gracious ladies. Wild Shots Outreach photographers, 

from disadvantaged surrounding communities, create fond memories with their incredible photographs, 

which we plan to exhibit in galleries. Mammoth Safaris and Vortex Optics, kindly donated binoculars for 

the Gogos and the field team. Rhino Revolution made their minibus available to fetch the Gogos from their 

respective communities. Umbabat Private Nature Reserve sponsored the first few programs. We trust that 

the renewed hope of this program will warm others’ hearts as much as it has brought light to ours.  
 

“I am Bizoze Monareng. I was born on 27 March 1940. I am now 79 years old. I am the 

Grandmother of Respect Matebula. He was a Ranger in the Kruger National Park in the 

Crocodile Bridge area. In 2018, he died in a shootout with poachers. I am still in 

mourning for the passing of my Grandson. I wanted nothing to do with nature related 

issues since his death. Then I was invited to join the Ndlopfu Gogo Program on 13 

December 2019. This has changed my heart and my hurt. On 22 December 2019 during 

a Rock of Salvation Church Service* I felt a need to testify and encourage other 

congregation members to attend the Ndlopfu Gogo Program. It has helped me connect 

to nature and see its beauty again. I am very grateful for the opportunity to be part of 

the program to meet the elephants.” 

*These Church Services can draw on average 150 members, which is testimony to the 

power and reach of one Gogo’s experience of Elephants Alive’s Ndlopfu Gogo Program. 

Photos by Wisani Ngwenya, Rivoni Mkansi and Michelle Henley 
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Garden & Bees Project with the Black Mamba Anti-Poaching Unit 
 

 Jessica Wilmot  

(Garden and Bees Projects Manager)  

Joel Sithole  

(Black Mamba Anti- Poaching Liaison Officer on behalf of 

Elephants Alive)  

 
“To plant a garden is to believe in tomorrow” – Audrey Hepburn 

Audrey Hepburn might not have meant those spoken words in the same context, but since starting our 

exciting new garden project, those words resonate more profoundly with every passing day. In the coming 

months, we will literally be planting specific plant species in the hopes of creating a better future for both 

humans and elephants. A future which does not entail harsh boundaries demarcated by electrified fences 

between wildlife and people, but rather one that promotes coexistence, food security and an increased 

understanding of the need for vast open spaces and wildlife corridors in which people are able to view 

elephants as a benefit, not a burden. This project aims to promote alternative means to coexistence other 

than the norm of relying on electrified fences, which not only results in a physical separation between 

people and elephants, but also an emotional one.  

With an ever-increasing human population alongside diminishing natural landscapes, solutions to ensure 

coexistence are becoming imperative. Dr Michelle Henley took guidance from our adventurous collared 

elephants in Mozambique who have identified a potential wildlife corridor and decided that we need to 

establish a proof of concept bee and garden project in South Africa with the all-female anti-poaching unit 

known as the Black Mambas. What we gain in experience in South Africa will be needed and applied in 

Mozambique, a beautiful country that has not yet been fragmented into fenced parcels.  Of particular 

interest is the Naamacha Valley in Mozambique where a group of bulls are known crop-raiders within the 

surrounding communities. Discovering this corridor also reiterates the importance of elephant collaring 

operations, without which we would not have the opportunity to share the data, which could be used to 

shape a more sustainable development land use plan for Mozambique.  

The first stage of this project encompasses three parts: (1) testing the palatability of certain climate-

appropriate plant species which have a high market, medicinal- as well as high nectar- and pollen values to 

bees; (2) establishing a food garden and seedling station within a recently completed greenhouse to 

encourage more water-wise gardening principles; and (3) with the proven success of bees as elephant-

impact-mitigation-measures, the high market value for bee-related products and the need for pollinators, 

installing 100 beehives on site. The most appropriate plants have been termed as “unpalatables” as these 

plants are not consumed by elephants but have the potential of providing a market-related benefit to the 

communities. 

By collaborating with the Black Mamba APU, not only do we aim to diversify their job profile through 

training in permaculture and beekeeping, skills which they will be able to take back to their communities 

and upskill other local women, but we hope to appoint them as the ambassadors needed to introduce this 

project to the communities living within the Namaacha Valley. South Africa will function as a proof of 

concept where the potential of these plant species will be tested and a viable business model investigated. 
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Although this is a daunting task, particularly for us who are well-versed in all things elephant-related and 

not horticulture, we have a fantastic support network and our passion for the outcome will help us to see 

it through. This project would however not be possible without the collaboration and support of several 

incredible organisations: financial support from the Tanglewood Foundation, Lions Share and Rufford 

Foundation; the logistical support from Transfrontier Africa who have not only facilitated the collaboration 

between Elephants Alive and the Black Mambas, but also given us access to a piece of land to be used as 

the demonstration site; and Hoedspruit Hub for sharing their incredible knowledge on permaculture. 

 

Since attending our first workshop with Hoedspruit Hub, during which we were introduced to the principles 

of permaculture, composting and bokashi, we cannot wait to attend the second workshop to finally be able 

to establish our food garden! Once the irrigation has been installed, we will be able to get going, in the 

meantime, we are continuously learning about the most appropriate plants to test. 

Let the growing begin! 

 

 
The Black Mamba Anti-Poaching Unit after their first permaculture workshop (Aida Ettayeb from into my Wild Africa) 
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ADDITIONAL HIGHLIGHTS 

 
 
 

 
We have new Head Quarters along the Olifants River (Ekuthuleni) and we proudly share 
the space with the all-female Black Mamba Anti- Poaching Unit. This is where we will 
propagate our gardens and bring in 100 beehives for training. 

 
 
We will be opening offices in Hoedspruit so do come and say hello if you are a local! We 
will be sharing office space with Drs. Ben Muller and Joel Alves from Wildscapes 
Veterinary & Conservation Services. They are our elephant collaring and treatment heroes 
so it will be good to work closely on the ground.  Thank you Trevor Jordon for donating 
the office space. It is going to be great to have a public presence in this bustling little town.  
 

 
We are all life-long learners here at Elephants Alive. Not unlike the elephants we study. 
In between looking after the pachyderms and their habitats, we will be furthering our 
education in some way so that we improve what we have to offer you and the elephants 
in the years to come:  

 
 
Anka Bedetti (Full time PhD in Biological Sciences: Response mechanisms of the African Elephant 
(Loxodonta africana) to different anthropogenic landscapes in the Greater Limpopo Transfrontier 
Conservation Area) 
 
Jessica Wilmot: Coursework LLM programme in environmental law 
 
Joel Sithole: BA in Environmental Management 
 
Dr. Michelle Henley (Part time PhD in Philosophy: Using principles rooted in African environmental ethics 
to address problematic elephant-human interactions with the view on fostering human-elephant 
coexistence values) 
 
Robin Cook (Full time PhD in Biological Sciences: The value of large trees and their protection where 
elephants and trees co-exist) 
 
Ronny Makukule: Field Guides Association of South Africa Level 1 
 
Tinyiko Bosch:  Secretarial Course – Management Assistant N4 
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FINANCES 

 

Elephants Alive is totally reliant on donations and grants to run our operations. We are a South African 

registered Public Benefit organisation.  For restricted funding, all grants and earmarked donations are 

used on the intended projects as per the application budget. 

 

Despite COVID-19, we have exceeded our expectations in terms of fundraising 2019/2020. For the 

Financial Year 2022 and 2023 we have projected that our donor funding will grow by 6 % respectively 

over those two years. Ambitious fundraising targets have thus been set for the next three years. These 

will enable Elephants Alive to achieve its strategic objectives and goals - as well as build a healthy 

reserve in order to ensure the sustainability of the organisation and safe-guard against any unexpected 

crisis.  

 
*For 2020 we have already exceeded the target fundraising income for this year despite COVID-19 (light blue bar) 

 

The pie-chart below shows that most of our funding comes from Trusts and Foundations followed by 

Statutory bodies such as the USFWS. 
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Our income allows us to continue operating as Science Ambassadors, Compassionate Conservationists and 

Community Guardians. Part of our funds are also spent on enabling us to be Global Communicators  so 

that we can continue to win hearts and minds  and inspire people  to become custodians  of our natural 

heritage.  

 

 

 

DONATIONS ZAR USD

Private donations 582 136 37 839

Cause Related Marketing / Corporate Partnerships 479 332 31 157

Trusts and Foundations 6 643 069 431 800

Statutory/Government (USFWS) 1 252 375 81 404

Events (includes presentations) 135 427 8 803

Self generated income (merchandise and other) 247 077 16 060

Individual giving (online) 120 925 7 860

Bequests income 206 499 13 422

TOTAL 9 666 840 628 345

EXPENSES

Administration 861 480 55 996

Development 198 464 12 900

Projects Costs 3 415 997 222 040

TOTAL 4 475 941 290 936

GRANTS NOT YET EXPENDED 4 619 900 337 408

SURPLUS 570 999 37 115
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THANK YOU 
Our work would not have been possible without the continued support coming from numerous 
organisations and individuals. In particular, we would like to thank the following organisations for either 
their long-term support or their considerable investment in our achievements (in alphabetical order): 
 

CAH Private Philanthropy  
JAMMA International Foundation 

Louis Stewart Foundation  
Mike McMillan Foundation 

Millichope Foundation 
Oak Foundation 

 Rufford Foundation 
Save the Elephants 

Tanglewood Foundation 
The Lions Share 

US Fish and Wildlife Services 
 

Sponsorship and Supporters for 2019/2020: 
Aida Ettayeb 

Blue Sky Society Trust 
DELL 

Linton Park Wines 
Mammoth Safaris 

Meerendal Wine Estate – BIGFEET Elephant Foundation 
Ndlopfu 

Nkombe Rhino 
PAMS Foundation 

Pick n Pay 
Relate 

SATIB Conservation Trust 
Transfrontier Africa 

Vortex Optics 
Woolworths  (My Planet) 

Wildlifevets 
WIldscapes Veterinary and Conservation Services 

 

Individual donors for 2019/2020: 
Alicia Amy Wingrave Sella 

Antony McClellan 
Brian & Claire Makare 

Jean Battams 
Joubert de Lange 
Kisty Zoutendyk 
Marc Solomon 

Mark & Jacqui Atkinson 
Marie Valstorp 

Mike & Gail Strong 
Peter Eastwood 

Ralf Murjahn 
Reimund Kuehn  

The Smelting family 
 

We would like to thank the management of the Association of Private Nature Reserves, South African National 
Parks, and Administracao Nacional de Areas de Conservacao (ANAC) in Mozambique for their continued support 

and permissions for the research to be conducted within their respective Reserves. 
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‘If you want to go fast, go 
alone. If you want to go far, go 

together.’ 
 

African proverb 

 

Become a Herd Member 
 
For more information,contact:  

info2u@elephantsalive.org 
 

Donate via website 

 
Bank transfer details: 

 
Elephants Alive 

First National Bank (FNB) 

Acc. num.: 622 874 792 26 
Hoedspruit, South Africa 

Branch Code: 270 652 

Swift code: FIRNZAJJXXX 
 


