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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

NO M S A  &  F E L I C I A 

W E  PROT EC T OU R H E R I TAGE

“I was raised with a love of animals and nature. I had a cat and a 
dog who I loved very much. I was always taught to be humble and 
respectful of all living creatures,’’ says Felicia.

As part of Care for Wild’s training and employment programme 
within local communities and through their partnership with In-
vestec, Nomsa and Felicia were recruited and trained to become 
Assistant Field Rangers. 

“We trained for fourteen days after which, we started work-
ing on a small reserve. Shortly after, we were called back for a 
tough selection process to become fully qualified Field Rangers,’’  
Nomsa tells.

The seven weeks Field Ranger course would test and train Nomsa 
and Felicia in multiple disciplines. 

“We were fourteen men and only six women. There was no spe-
cial treatment, I had to prove myself in physical and mental en-
durance. And had to do 40 push ups, 40 sit ups, pull ups, 2.4 km 
run and 10 km walk. It took a lot of self-encouragement, remem-
bering the bigger picture,’’ Felicia explains, and Nomsa continues.

“We were trained in wildlife monitoring, patrolling, radio com-
munication, self-defence, firearm management and tracking. I 
learnt a lot about myself and self-discipline.’’ 
Nomsa and Felicia excelled in their course with Nomsa receiving 

two highly coveted awards ‘Best Student Overall’ and ‘Best Stu-
dent in Field Craft.’ 

“I was extremely proud, my family too. My sister cried. I think I 
have really inspired her,’’ says Nomsa.

Now working at the Rhino Sanctuary, the women spend their 
days and nights on the reserve, protecting the adult orphaned 
rhinos who have completed their rehabilitation and have entered 
the rewilding programme. 

“Our job is to monitor and protect the rhinos. We use technolo-
gy to record their behaviour, what they eat and how they interact 
with each other. It is important for the bigger picture of conser-
vation,’’ Felicia declares.

“It is so important to protect our heritage. I want my children 
to experience nature, the grasses, the mountains, the rivers, the 
wildlife. I want them to share what we have,’’ Nomsa says. 

When Felicia and Nomsa is asked if they have something specific 
to say to other women. Their inspirational message is.

“If you are a woman, you need to be positive all the time, you 
need to believe in yourself, that you can make it. We told our-
selves this over and over again and we made it. If you are reading 
this, know that you can make it too.’’ 

Nom s a a nd Fe l ic i a  a re  Fie ld  R a nger s  w it h  a n a nt ipoac h i ng u n it  

at  a  r h i no s a nc t u a r y  i n  S out h A f r ic a .  B or n a nd r a i se d i n  sm a l l ,  r u r a l  

v i l l a ge s  t he y bot h re c a l l  t h at  t he i r  love  for  n at u re  a nd  

w i ld l i fe  w a s  nu r t u re d i n  c h i ld hood .

PHOTO: CARE FOR WILD RHINO SANCTUARY 
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

YA M A T  L E N G A I 

BL A Z I NG A T R A I L FOR 
WOM E N I N CONSE RVAT ION

As a young girl growing up near Tanzania’s Tarangire National 
Park, Yamat Lengai both hated and feared lions. In a rural land-
scape where people and wildlife coexist in close proximity, lions 
sometimes steal valuable cows, goats, and sheep from local herd-
ers as an easy meal. 
“Lions used to come to our homestead at night and attack our 
livestock,” says Yamat. “At the time, people would seek out lions 
and kill them in revenge.” 

Today, Yamat reveres lions and the immense value they possess. 
“When I began working with African People & Wildlife (APW), 
I started learning about the environmental and economic impor-
tance of wildlife to our country. When I was young, my commu-
nity didn’t have this knowledge.” 

Through her role as a monitoring and evaluation officer at APW, 
Yamat educates her fellow community members about the im-
portance of lions as well as the dire threats facing the species. 
She also measures the organization’s programmatic impact and 
oversees the construction and maintenance of Living Walls – 
nature-friendly corrals that protect livestock, uplift livelihoods, 
conserve lions, and benefit the landscape. 
“Compared to previous years, people’s attitudes have changed to-
ward wildlife due the benefits they receive from conservation,” 
says Yamat, and continues. “Through education and other oppor-
tunities, I have been able to help youth, women, and the elderly 
to bring development to our community.” 

As the mother of a young son, Yamat is committed to making sure 

future generations in Tanzania will see and benefit from lions. 
“I know when my son grows up, he will love lions because I will 
teach him,” Yamat says. 

She also strongly supports girls’ education and promotes women’s 
involvement in conservation. She is a member of the Maasai eth-
nic group, a patriarchal society where women typically adhere to 
traditional roles as homemakers and caregivers. The only female 
conservationist from her community, Yamat is blazing a trail for 
others and shifting local perceptions about the role African wom-
en can play as leaders and decision-makers. 

When Yamat started working with APW, many in her commu-
nity thought she would not be able to cope as the only woman 
working with men, but she proved them wrong. 
“The men were so respectful, and that surprised me as I didn’t 
think they would be that way. We worked well together then and 
still do today. Now, I am a role model for others.”

Yamat believes men’s attitudes about women working outside of 
their homes are shifting. 
“Women are now engaging in different projects such as beekeep-
ing and selling beadwork, and the whole community benefits 
from that,” she says and concludes.
“Women have many good ideas about environmental protection 
and can bring their effort and knowledge to the field. Conser-
vation is not just for men, it’s for everyone. I believe the future 
is going to be a good one for women in conservation. I feel very 
positive about it.” 

Ya m at  e duc ate s  a bout  t he  i mpor t a nc e of  l ion s  a s  we l l  a s  t he  d i re  t h re at s  f ac i ng t he 

s pe c ie s .  B e i ng t he  on l y  fe m a le  c on ser v at ion i s t  f rom her  c om mu n it y  she  s t rong l y 

be l ie ve s  women h ave m a ny good ide a s  a bout  env i ron ment a l  prote c t ion a nd c a n  

br i ng t he i r  e f for t  a nd k now le d ge to  t he  f ie ld . 

PHOTO: AFRICAN PEOPLE & WILDLIFE / HANS COSMAS NGOTEYA
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D
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Thulile is a rhino caregiver at Care for Wild Rhino Sanctuary in 
South Africa. The sanctuary is the world’s largest orphan rhino 
sanctuary specialising in the rescue, rehabilitation, rewilding, re-
lease and ongoing protection of black and white rhinos effected 
by the poaching crisis.

She currently cares for six orphaned baby rhinos and says that her 
love and respect for animals started when she was very young and 
her dog Junior was her best friend. Now, she has her hands full 
raising and rehabilitating an endangered species. 

“It’s a full-time job that requires round the clock dedication. Baby 
rhino Anchor’s mother died of natural causes, but Yster, Ranger, 
Cotton, Tom and Fred where orphaned when their mothers were 
killed by poachers. Fred is the youngest, only eight months old, 
and Anchor was only four days old when he came here,’’ Thulile 
says.
Caring for young rhino calves requires a lot of hard work, and 

it takes passion and commitment. When the orphans arrive at 
the sanctuary they are scared and traumatised and sometimes in-
jured. The caregivers have to earn their trust.

‘‘The babies are fed every two hours when they come in. Right 
now, they are fed four times a day. Their first feed is it 7am and 
their last feed is it 7pm. They each drink four litres of milk at 
each feed. This means I make 48 bottles of milk a day,’’ explains 
Thulile.

The orphans that Thulile cares for will enter a rewilding and re-
lease programme, when they are old enough but until then she 
makes sure that they are well taken care of. 

“I look after baby rhinos. I feed them clean their enclosures, make 
sure they are healthy and growing and happy. Every day I am in-
spired by the people around me that I work with as we try hard to 
save rhinos from extinction,’’ Thulile concludes. 

Thu l i le  i s  g u a rd i a n of  a n end a ngere d s pe c ie s .  She g i ve s  her  love  a nd 

de vote s  her  t i me a s  c a re g i ver  for  s i x  or ph a ne d ba by r h i nos  to  be  

pa r t  of  ret u r n i ng t he m to t he  w i ld .

PHOTO: CARE FOR WILD RHINO SANCTUARY 

TH U L I L E 

48  BOT T L E S OF M I LK 
  EV E RY DAY 
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

WA NG A R I  M A A T H A I 

TH E  POW E R OF ON E

Wangari Maathai espoused the idea of the Power of One – that 
every one of us can make a difference and collectively, we are  
a force. 

Wangari founded the Green Belt Movement, that began as a 
project of the National Council of Women of Kenya, of which 
she was a member. Women had been coming to the council com-
plaining of deteriorating environmental conditions in their rural 
regions. With streams drying up, and poor harvests, women had 
to walk further and further away in search of firewood.

Wangari saw the solution clearly. Through the Green Belt Move-
ment, she mobilized thousands of women and men to plant tens 
of millions of trees throughout Kenya. Her approach was practi-
cal, holistic, and deeply ecological: the tree roots bound the soil, 
halting erosion and retained groundwater following rains. This 
in turn replenished streams, and the trees provide food, fodder, 
and fuel – maintaining the livelihoods of communities.

“It’s the little things citizens do. That’s what will make the differ-
ence. My little thing is planting trees.” – Wangari Maathai.

Within a few years, Wangari realized that the illegal and cor-
rupt privatization of public land necessitated a more systematic 
and comprehensive approach to conservation. These activities 
brought her into direct conflict with the Kenyan government. 
She was harassed, threatened, beaten, and jailed. Nevertheless, 
Wangari and the Green Belt Movement persevered, earning 

national and global recognition for her transformative work.  
Working tirelessly as a member of parliament and an assistant mi-
nister for the environment, she fought for women’s rights, demo-
cratic space, multipartyism, against corruption, land grabbing, 
and misogyny.

From 2004 to her untimely death in 2011, Wangari continued 
travelling the world campaigning for change. She urged action 
be taken on climate change, environmental justice, the protec-
tion of forests, good governance, participatory democracy, and 
women’s rights within Kenya. She touched the hearts of rural wo-
men, heads of state, people of every faith, in her community and 
across continents alike. 

Wangari Maathai’s legacy is exemplary of how one person can be 
a force for change. She did so much more than create environme-
ntal and educational systems to empower women through grass-
roots means. 

She touched countless lives – in Kenya, across Africa, and around 
the world. She embodied values and characteristics that they 
wanted in themselves: to aspire to an idea bigger than individual 
needs and to make a difference regardless of their situation or 
resources.

In 2020, Professor Maathai was presented The Perfect World 
Foundation Award in honour of her legacy, accepted by her 
daughter Wanjira Mathai. 

Wa ng a r i  w a s  bor n i n  19 4 0 ,  t he  t h i rd  of  s i x  c h i ld ren ,  i n  a  t r ad it ion a l  mud hut  

w it h  no e le c t r ic it y  or  r u n n i ng w ater.  She went  on to  en a ble  m a ny pe ople  to  sh ape 

t he i r  f ut u re  l i ve s .  D u r i ng her  l i fe  she  re c r u ite d hu nd re d s  of  t hou s a nd s  of  pe ople  w ho 

pl a nte d more t h a n 4 0 m i l l ion t re e s .  A nd i n  2 0 0 4 ,  Wa ng a r i  M a at h a i  w a s  t he  

f i r s t  A f r ic a n wom a n to  re c e i ve  t he  Nobe l  Pe ac e P r i z e .

PHOTO: MICHELINE PELLETIER
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

SU Z Y  K W E T U E N DA 

TH E R E I S NO WAY TO STOP

Suzy Kwetuenda was born in eastern Congo but came to Kinsha-
sa at a young age when her family was forced to flee the violence 
of the civil war. Growing up she dreamt of becoming a doctor, 
and as a student at Kinshasa University, she studied biology and 
ecology. And she fell in love with bonobos.

“I first came to the bonobo sanctuary as an intern, after my stud-
ies. I fell in love with bonobos because I understood they are real-
ly close to us humans. Most people don’t care because they don’t 
have the knowledge,” Suzy says. 

After a year of volunteering and observing the bonobos at the 
sanctuary, she was hired as a research assistant by a team of scien-
tists visiting the sanctuary. Suzy worked with Dr Brian Hare on 
cognitive behavioural research for three years.

Today, Suzy is Coordinator of Bonobo Wellness at the Lola ya 
Bonobo Sanctuary. And she manages all aspects of the bonobos’ 
life, from nutrition to intragroup social conflicts.

In order to understand the complex social relationships among 
bonobos, she tries to maintain a connection to all of the bonobo 
groups at the sanctuary. She knows the bonobos on an individual 
level and remains attentive to changes in group behaviour.

“When you meet bonobos for the first time – they are fantastic, 

they are amazing! They are really close to us, and they are very 
smart,” Suzy says.

In 2009, Suzy helped lead the first successful release of bonobos 
back into the wild. Bonobos are threatened because of illegal 
hunting and deforestation. Restoring wild populations is an im-
portant part of bonobo conservation.

“I was so pleased to see that the bonobos quickly learned to take 
care of themselves in the wild. They made nests, foraged for food, 
and kept the same social groups they had at the sanctuary,” ex-
plains Suzy and adds, “The bonobos are happy to be back in the 
wild!” 

While Suzy’s early ambition was to be a human doctor, she is 
contented in a rewarding career overseeing the health of humans’ 
closest relatives.

“I’m work with our closest cousin, so I’m not so far from my 
childhood dream after all. Now I have the opportunity to work 
hard for conservation. I love it, and I feel like I’m working with 
my family,” says Suzy.

“Every day is a new challenge. There’s no way to stop. And I’m 
one of the women working for conservation. So, I can say that, 
and I think it’s something very good.” 

G row i ng up Su z y w a nte d to  be c ome a  doc tor.  B ut  she  fe l l  i n  love  w it h 

bonobos ,  a nd wor k i ng  w it h  hu m a n s’  c lose s t  re l at i ve  be c a me a  c lose 

se c ond to  her  c h i ld hood d re a m .  Tw ic e ,  she  he lpe d le ad t he  on l y  s uc c e s s f u l 

re le a se s  of  bonobos bac k i nto t he  w i ld .

PHOTO: LEON HABERKORN
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

NA E M I  A N TON I US 

W H AT YOU  K NOW
YOU  C A N C A R E FOR

Naemi Antonius grew up in a remote village in northern Namib-
ia, close to the border of Angola. In high school was the first time 
environmental education was available to her. And by joining 
an environmental club at school, she started to understand the 
beauty of nature and the importance of conserving it. In the club 
the students talked about Namibia’s wildlife and different envi-
ronmental issues that Namibian communities are facing, but they 
also did field trips.

“We visited different conservation areas, and for the first time in 
my life I saw wild animals and wild plant species. I clearly remem-
ber a trip to Waterberg Plateau Park in central Namibia where the 
staff took us on a nature walk to the top of the plateau, teaching 
us about the plants along the trail. I just loved learning all about 
the different plants. This was when my passion for plants was 
born,” says Naemi.

After completing high school, Naemi chose to pursue a career 
in the environmental field and completed a bachelor’s degree in 
Nature Conservation. 

“I wanted to understand how things in our environment are con-
nected and how I could contribute to the preservation of our nat-
ural resources,” she states. 

During a six-month internship Naemi got involved in environ-
mental education hands on while working with school children 
and youth from different communities. She loved sharing her 
passion for the environment with the children. 

Later, Naemi joined the Giraffe Conservation Foundation (GCF) 
as an environmental education intern and was part of the launch 

of their Khomas Environmental Education Programme (KEEP). 
GCF is dedicated to protecting and securing a future for giraffe 
in the wild but has also realized that they need buy-in from young 
Africans, to pursue this goal. After starting as an intern, Naemi 
gradually made her way up to leading the small Environmental 
Education team.

Naemi is now taking primary school groups on daytrips into the 
field. Most of the children come from government schools in Na-
mibia’s capital Windhoek, and most of them have never visited a 
national park, or ever seen a wild animal.

“No two classes are quite the same, but most of the children are 
excited to be out of the classroom and out in nature instead. They 
love seeing giraffe footprints or giraffe poo… so you cannot even 
imagine their reaction when they spot a giraffe in the distance,” 
says Naemi.

KEEP is a field-based, hands-on, and fun programme that al-
lows the school children to learn by doing, from seeing nature 
in action and applying skills and knowledge they have previously 
learnt in the classroom. 

“The excursions are a very special day for the students and for me. 
This is my one opportunity to make children passionate about 
their environment and show them how beautiful their country 
is. I just love seeing their smiles and happy faces – and we always 
have lots of fun,” Naemi says and continues.

“It's incredibly rewarding. I really hope that I can contribute and 
inspire to an environmentally literate next generation, who will 
take all necessary actions to look after our beautiful Namibia.” 

Nae m i i s  u s i ng her  pa s s ion for  n at u re  a nd t he  env i ron ment  to  e duc ate 

a nd sh ape Na m ibi a's  ne x t  gener at ion of  we l l  i n for me d a nd i n s pi re d n at u re 

c on ser v at ion i s t s  a nd env i ron ment a l  g u a rd i a n s .

PHOTO: GIR AFFE CONSERVATION FOUNDATION
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G A R D E N E R S  O F  T H E  R A I N F O R E S T

OU R  V I T A L

G A R DE N E R S OF 
T H E R A I N FOR E ST

Mountain gorillas live on top of six volcanoes, split between the 
countries of Rwanda, Congo, and Uganda. And there are two 
separate and distinct populations – the Virunga population in 
Rwanda, Congo and Uganda, with 604 gorillas and the Bwindi 
population of 450 individuals in Uganda, sum up the just over 
1,000 mountain gorillas remaining on Earth. 

CONSERVATION CA N NOT BE FI X ED OV ER NIGHT
The challenges in gorilla conservation are enormous and requires 
a long-term effort of investing in boots on the ground in the for-
est every day, 365 days a year. Stretching over decades, the Dian 
Fossey Gorilla Fund trackers’ and anti-poaching teams’ daily pro-
tection from, among other things, poaching have helped save the 
critically endangered mountain gorillas from extinction, and sta-
bilized their tiny population in Rwanda.

ONE OF TH E GR EATEST THR EATS
A great threat to mountain gorillas is that they are a small popu-
lation. The small population size means that any natural disaster 
or pandemic could have a very significant impact. Any time you 
have a small population the greater the risk to go extinct. Espe-
cially with gorillas, as they take a long time to mature and only 
reproduce every four years. That means that recovery of the pop-
ulation is a very long process. 

TH E W H YS OF GOR I LL A CONSERVATION
Foremost, they need us – there are over a million species at risk 
of extinction right now and gorillas are one of the most at risk 
species. All four gorilla subspecies are considered endangered or 
critically endangered (the highest level of endangerment). There 
are only around 1,000 mountain gorillas left in the world and 
the population of Cross River gorillas is down to 300 individuals.

We need them – gorillas live in the Congo Basin, the second larg-
est standing rainforest and combined with the Amazon rainfor-
est they are literally the lungs of our planet, and our best natural  
defence against climate change. We humans need these forests to 
stay healthy and you can think of the gorillas as one of the many 
gardeners of these forests. Gorillas help keep the forest healthy… 
they eat fruit and when they poop disperse seeds, they build nests 
by breaking tree branches which opens up gaps to let sunlight in. 
Gorillas are kind of the environmental engineers of these critical-
ly important forests for our future. 

They share our humanity – gorillas share 98% of our DNA and are 
one of our closest living relatives. They share our humanity. Just 
like us they have friends, they have enemies, they have personali-
ties, they mourn the loss of a family member, they are intelligent, 
and they care for others.

Mou nt a i n  gor i l l a s  a re  be aut i f u l ,  f a m i l y  or iente d a nd re s i l ient  a n i m a l s .  The y a re  t he 

env i ron ment a l  eng i ne er s  of  t he  c r it ic a l l y  i mpor t a nt  r a i n fore s t s  for  ou r  f ut u re .  We 

ne e d t he m… bu r  t he y ne e d u s .  Poac h i ng a nd h a bit at  de s t r uc t ion h ave pu she d t he i r 

popu l at ion s  to  t he  br i n k of  e x t i nc t ion i n  re c ent  de c ade s .

BY MARIE K JELLSDOTTER    PHOTO: DIAN FOSSEY GORILL A FUND / JORDI GALBANY
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G A R D E N E R S  O F  T H E  R A I N F O R E S T

TH E THR EAT OF POACHING
Today, direct poaching of mountain gorillas is not a significant 
threat (for the other subspecies it remains one of the top threats). 
But direct poaching has cost the lives of mountain gorillas in the 
past, when people wanted a gorilla hand or a gorilla head as a 
souvenir, and baby gorillas where in demand. To catch a baby the 
mother had to be killed, as gorillas defend their infants the same 
way as we defend ours.

Indirect poaching on the other hand, such as illegal activities in-
cluding setting up snares to entrap antelopes and small game an-
imals, are a threat as the gorillas accidently can get caught in the 
snares causing injuries and even death.

That’s why always having trackers and anti-poaching teams out in 
the forest, removing snares, is an important part of gorilla conser-
vation. The on-the-ground teams also observe the gorilla families 
to make sure they are healthy, that everyone is there, if anyone has 
had a baby or if anyone has left. If a gorilla is missing and it is sus-
picious, such as a youngster that is not expected to leave, patrols 
will be organized to look for them.

FASH A CROSSING TH E R I V ER
Trackers from the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund in Rwanda on pa-
trol in the forest one day noticed that four-year-old Fasha was 
missing, and of course she shouldn’t be. So, the trackers went to 
search for her and observed that the family have had a run-in in 
a patch of snares. 

Finding a lost young gorilla in that dense of a forest is extreme-
ly difficult. But continuing to tack the trails they found Fasha 
separated from her family with a snare around her foot, and a 
veterinarian could be called in to help remove it. 

Her foot was badly injured just from being caught in the snare for 
a short while (hence the importance of trackers being out in the 
forest every day.) 

Weeks later her family was spotted by Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund 
researchers, crossing a river. Fasha was nervous to cross. Her sister 
on the other side encouraged her, holding out her hand and when 
she crossed embraced her in a big hug while their whole family, 
who was waiting for them, watched. 

G A R D E N E R S  O F  T H E  R A I N F O R E S T

PHOTO: JORDI GALBANY
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G A R D E N E R S  O F  T H E  R A I N F O R E S TG A R D E N E R S  O F  T H E  R A I N F O R E S T

PHOTO: JORDI GALBANY
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

K H E NS A N I  NGOB E N I

MOR E PEOPL E SHOU LD 
E X PE R I E NCE E L E PH A NTS

“I didn’t grow up with animals, not even a dog and so when I first 
started working with elephant calves, I was scared. It was my first 
time seeing elephants close to me. I had only ever seen them on 
television or in magazines”, says Khensani.

Khensani Ngobeni is from Acornhoek, in South Africa. A town-
ship close to HERD elephant orphanage in the Limpopo prov-
ince, where she works as an elephant carer. At 23 years old, she is 
the youngest carer in the team. 

“My role in conservation is to work as a baby elephant carer and 
it is my dream to make sure that the orphans survive, that they eat 
well and are happy. The elephants have taught me a lot, like how 
to slow down in life because I’m normally always on the move, 
but with elephants you can't always do things quickly. You need 
to sit, to be still and patient, to watch and listen to them. I am 
also very present when I’m with the elephants and not concerned 
with other things like chatting on my cell phone.”

“I finished my Matric in 2017 and then did computer studies in 
2018,” Khensani says. “Afterwards I planned to do a gap year, but 
someone I knew suggested working with elephants in need and I 
took the opportunity immediately. And I’m so glad that I did.”

Since albino orphan Khanyisa’s arrival at the elephant orphanage, 
after being seriously injured by a snare, Khensani has dedicated 
herself to the care of the calf. Initially, Khanyisa’s health went 
through some dips but having Khensani’s warm spirit there to 

keep the elephant calm and secure has been invaluable. 

“During my shift, I spend a lot of time with Khanyisa, feeding 
her, playing with her, accompanying her on walks, and talking to 
her… starting with asking her how she slept the night before. My 
favourite part of the job is exercising with the orphans. 

“I learnt everything on the job and through training, but it was 
hard when I started because I didn’t have the experience, but now 
I really understand the orphans and have fitted well into the rou-
tines and ways of the elephants.” says Khensani.

“When I first came to HERD and saw the big elephants – the 
older orphans and rescued herd – I was so scared. I prayed as we 
headed into the bush to meet them, because it was my first time 
to see a big elephant. I just hoped that they wouldn’t hurt me, but 
when I got there, they welcomed me. Now I feel safe when I am 
around the herd, because they are used to me and know they can 
trust me, and they help to protect us carers. In the bush, if there 
are lions nearby, they will chase the lions away. I was surprised the 
first time I saw this, because I thought that the lions would kill 
the elephants. But the elephants are bigger and help keep us safe 
in the wild,” says Khensani and concludes.

“I believe that more people from my community and those around 
us at HERD should experience elephants here and see how they 
behave around people. I think they will learn a lot about how 
special and important elephants are.” 

W hen K hen s a n i  s t a r te d to  wor k a s  a  c a rer  at  a n e le ph a nt  or ph a n a ge ,  she  h ad 

ne ver  se en a n e le ph a nt  up c lose .  Tod ay,  she  t a k e s  c a re  of  or ph a ne d e le ph a nt 

c a l ve s  w it h  k now le d ge ,  re s pe c t  a nd g re at  love .

PHOTO: HERD ELEPHANT ORPHANAGE
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

PE L AG I E  MU T U Y I M A N A

GUA R DI A N OF 
MOUN TA I N GOR I L L AS

“When I saw a gorilla face to face for the first time, I was very 
happy, because it’s something I’d wished to see since I was a 
child,” says Pelagie Mutuyimana.

Growing up, she heard stories about mountain gorillas. The peo-
ple in her hometown, in the southern part of Rwanda, often said 
that gorillas were just like humans. 

“They said that when the babies in the group screamed, the fa-
ther would come to see what had happened—just like a human 
when a child cries at home,” she explains.

In secondary school, Pelagie always chose the courses related to 
animals and conservation. And when it came time to attend col-
lege, she naturally chose to study wildlife management at the In-
tegrated Polytechnic Regional College Kitabi.

“My role model is Dian Fossey,” she says. “She cared so much 
about protecting gorillas. So it was a dream come true when I was 
hired as a tracker by the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund.”

As one of only a few female trackers, Pelagie is an important role 
model herself. “We need to see more African women in conser-
vation,” she says. “In Rwanda, we only have female conservation-
ists from other parts of the world as our role models, because we 

don’t have enough African women in conservation.” 
She acknowledges that it isn’t an easy road for African females 
to follow. 

“At first, I was discouraged by people who thought I was not ca-
pable of working in a remote area. When I started my job, I was 
one of only two female trackers. But I learned not to worry about 
what people said or thought. I am following my dream, and I am 
showing them what a woman can do.”

Pelagie now spends her days in the forest, following families of 
gorillas to monitor their health, or searching for and dismantling 
snares that could otherwise harm the gorillas.

“That’s our biggest conservation challenge,” she explains and 
continues. “People are not always aware of the importance of sav-
ing mountain gorillas. They enter the habitat to set snares for 
bush buck, duiker, buffalo, and the gorillas get caught instead.”

In her role as a tracker, she helps spread awareness of the plight of 
this beautiful animal.
“I love my job,” she says. “I get to observe gorillas every day. And I 
am happy to know that I am contributing to gorilla research and 
protection so that gorillas will still be here for future generations 
to study and protect.” 

W hen Pe l a g ie  s t a r te d her  job a s  a  gor i l l a  t r ac k er  i n  Rw a nd a ,  she  w a s  one of  on l y 

t wo fe m a le  t r ac k er s .  She i s  fol low i ng her  d re a m of  obser v i ng a nd prote c t i ng 

gor i l l a s  e ver y  d ay,  a nd  her  wor k c ont r ibute s  to  i nv a lu a ble  re se a rc h .

PHOTO: DIAN FOSSEY GORILL A FUND
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

M A RT H A H AU KONGO

M Y DE SI R E TO I NSPI R E

Martha Haukongo grew up in Omuloka, a small village in north-
ern Namibia. Like many Namibian children she didn’t have the 
privilege of going on holidays to wildlife reserves or national 
parks. The first time she saw wild animals was on a school trip to 
Etosha National Park, when she was 11 years old. 

“It was an exciting and unforgettable experience for me, and it 
was this excursion that made me decide what I wanted to do 
when I grow up,” says Martha. 

After high school Martha pursued a bachelor’s degree in Natural 
Resource Management and Nature Conservation, in Windhoek.

“My desire to make a difference in the world, and to be a part of 
the solution drove me to pursue a career in conservation,” Martha 
explains and continues.

“I studied nature conservation because I wanted to be involved 
in conserving our natural resources. Nature provides us with so 
many important things that are essential for humans and our sur-
vival on this planet. It does not matter if we have studied nature 
conservation or not, it is important that we all contribute to mak-
ing this world a better place.” 

After completing her degree, Martha joined the Giraffe Conser-
vation Foundation's (CGF) environmental education team, and 
it was here she discovered her real calling : sharing her passion 
for nature with the next generation of Namibians. The Khomas 
Environmental Education Programme (KEEP) aims to recon-
nect children with nature and equip them with the knowledge 
and skills they need to tackle environmental issues and make in-
formed decisions in the future. 

“As we educate the children, I realize that we are making a dif-
ference in their lives because we are changing their behaviours 
which will ultimately improve their living conditions. Working 
with young kids can be exhausting at times, however, it is also 
incredibly fun and rewarding,” Martha says.

The programme runs field classes at a nature reserve close to the 
capital. The children can join the 3.5 km nature hike and learn 
all about the plants, wildlife, animal tracks, and poo that they 
encounter.

“For most of the kids, this is their first time to explore nature 
and their first opportunity to see wild animals. I love seeing how 
excited they get as they start to identify different animals based 
on their tracks or poo, or when they spot them in the park for the 
first time. When we are lucky, we see animals like giraffe, zebra, 
wildebeest, or springbok. It reminds me of my first wildlife expe-
rience and how it has changed by life,” Martha says and continues.

“In the end, all the hard work is worth it because the students 
leave the park excited to share everything they have seen and 
learned with their friends, teachers and family!” 

GCF is the only organization in the world that concentrates 
solely on the conservation and management of giraffe in the wild 
throughout Africa. Martha explains:
“Our organization is doing a wonderful job securing a sustainable 
future for all giraffe populations in the wild, not only with our 
giraffe conservation programmes but also by prioritizing educa-
tion of young Namibians. I hope that the children we meet will 
develop a passion for protecting their environment and grow up 
to become dedicated conservationist just like us.” 

M a r t h a w a s  11 ye a r s  old  t he  f i r s t  t i me she s aw w i ld  a n i m a l s  i n  her  home  

c ou nt r y  Na m ibi a .  Tod ay,  she  i s  i nvol ve d i n  env i ron ment a l  e duc at ion of  

t he  ne x t  gener at ion of  Na m ibi a n s ,  by  t a k i ng t he m out  i n  n at u re .

PHOTO: GIR AFFE CONSERVATION FOUNDATION
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W O M E N  W H O  A R E  C H A N G I N G  T H E  W O R L D

M A R I E F I DE L E T U Y I S E NG E

BOTA N I ST S AV I NG  GOR I L L AS

“I grew up with curiosity about plants – how they grow, how they 
look,” says Marie Fidele Tuyisenge. 

That curiosity propelled her into a job as a biodiversity research 
assistant at the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund in Rwanda.

While the Fossey Fund is famous for their work protecting en-
dangered gorillas, they also study the gorilla habitat itself, includ-
ing the plants, insects and other animals that share the habitat, in 
order to better protect the gorillas themselves.

“Volcanoes National Park, where the Rwandan mountain gorillas 
live, is a high-altitude tropical forest,” says Marie Fidele. “It con-
tains a high diversity of plant species and is home to many ani-
mals – not just mountain gorillas, but golden monkeys, buffalo, 
elephants and more.”

Marie Fidele is part of a team that studies the native plants that 
have been propagated in the Fossey Fund’s nursery at their Ellen 
Campus, hoping to learn more about the ecosystem of the nearby 
Volcanoes National Park, home to more than half of the world’s 
remaining mountain gorillas. 

“We started a biodiversity survey as we began working to refor-
est a former agricultural plot on which our new Ellen Campus is 
located, and we will continue to monitor the plants over time.”

Marie Fidele was born in Muhanga district, a city in the south-
ern province of Rwanda. Her parents and three siblings live 
there still. She says her appreciation for nature started when she  

was young.
“I grew up with the aspiration to pursue scientific studies, espe-
cially in the natural sciences, so that I could contribute to the 
conservation of the environment,” says Marie Fidele.

As a biology student at the University of Rwanda, she had the op-
portunity to participate in a field visit to the Volcanoes National 
Park with researchers from the Dian Fossey Gorilla Fund, and 
she knew that’s where she was meant to be. After that visit, she 
was invited to work on her bachelor’s thesis at the Fossey Fund’s  
Karisoke Research Center; upon graduation, she joined the  
Fossey Fund as a professional intern.

“The field visit directed my interest toward conservation, and I 
decided to specialize in botany, building an extensive knowledge 
of the plant species endemic to my country and this region.” 

Her favourite plant is the Hagenia tree. “It plays a large role in 
the ecology of the forest, providing shelter to different animals 
and even plants,” she explains. “It’s a keystone plant species in the 
Volcanoes National Park, and gorillas and other animals use it for 
shelter because of its size.”

While her focus is on plants, she is proud to be doing her part to 
protect the endangered mountain gorillas of her homeland.
 
“Gorillas are incredible animals, and they need our help to pro-
tect them from going extinct. As a botanist and biodiversity re-
search assistant, I want to make a better home for them to survive 
by protecting their habitat.” 

M a r ie  Fide le ’s  c u r iosit y  a bout  pl a nt s  a s  a  c h i ld  now bene f it s  t he  c on ser v at ion  

of  mou nt a i n  gor i l l a s  a nd t he i r  h a bit at  i n  t he  Rw a nd a n r a i n fore s t .

PHOTO: DIAN FOSSEY GORILL A FUND
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R A I S I N G  A  B A B Y  E L E P H A N T

A NE W FA M I LY 

R A I SI NG  A  BA BY E L E PH A NT 

Mornings come early in the wilderness. The sky is still dark as 
we wake to prepare for the day ahead. Already our night shift 
carers have been working through the night. Working… What 
does work look like in the wee hours under the starry skies at 
our little elephant orphanage in the wild, you wonder? Well, 
it could be one of our dedicated carers sitting outside or on a 
stretcher next to the orphan, little albino calf Khanyisa, while  
she and her companion sheep, Lammie and Nungu alternate be-
tween sleeping, eating, playing, sleeping, eating, playing, through 
the night. 

The carer keeps a close eye and ear on them, ready to attend 
to the call of a rumble or baaaa (from Lammie). They monitor 
everything: writing down the elephant’s every urine or dung pass-
ing, feeding the calf milk at different intervals, and keeping it safe 
from outsiders, here in our Big 5 reserve.

Elephants are restless sleepers, not at all like humans who sleep 
straight through. Khanyisa who is just two years old, will wake 
for her milk bottles several times through the night, which our 

carers prepare, feed and clean constantly. She also munches on 
branches, sweet potato and bana grass in the nursery during the 
night, right beside her woolly friends. 

On hot nights, the door is open, and Khanyisa can roam about 
or sleep outside in her small private garden. On cold nights, it is 
vital for fragile baby elephants to keep their body temperatures 
up and so inside they stay, with a fleece or wool blanket wrapped 
around them, providing the warmth a mother elephant would 
provide in the wild.

Constantly, th rough our care of baby elephants, 
the role is to be a mother to the or phan, to step  

in and help replace what was ta ken away. 

Khanyisa (meaning light or sunshine in Shona) was found aban-
doned by her herd in the wild. Her mother and herd were no-
where to be seen. It’s unknown whether she was abandoned be-
fore or after being caught in the snare, which she dislodged and 
was found trapped in. The wire caught around her neck caused 

BY TAMLIN WIGHTMAN    PHOTO: HERD ELEPHANT ORPHANAGE

A c c e pt a nc e a nd be long i ng ,  s uppor t  a nd love ,  t he se  a re  v a lue s  t h at  a re 

v it a l l y  i mpor t a nt  i n  e le ph a nt  soc i a l  s t r uc t u re s  a nd go a  long w ay i n  he lpi ng 

t he  c a l ve s  w ho h ave e x per ienc e d t he  g re at  t r au m a of  sn a re s ,  poac h i ng ,  a nd 

a ba ndon ment  to  he a l  a nd h ave a  se c ond c h a nc e at  l i fe  a s  n at u re  i ntende d . 

C ome a long to  H E R D e le ph a nt  or ph a n a ge i n  S out h A f r ic a  a nd get  a  g l i mpse  

of  a  d ay  be side  a  ba by e le ph a nt  or ph a n ,  a s  nu merou s  h a nd s  a nd t r u n k s  t a k e  on 

t he  role  of  r a i s i ng  a  c a l f  a nd g i v i ng it  a  se c ond c h a nc e at  l i fe  i n  a  herd .
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when necessary. They keep an eye on the bush all around them, 
at all times. 

For our carers, the elephants’ role in raising a baby  
elephant is never done, but a lso, l i ke us, in the human herd, 

it is for t unately a job that is shared among  
many hands – or tr un k s. R aising an elephant, as w ith  

a ch i ld, ta kes a v i l lage. A herd.

Acceptance and belonging, support and love, these are values 
that are vitally important in elephant social structures and go a 
long way in helping the calves who have experienced the great 

trauma of snares, poaching, and abandonment to heal and have a 
second chance at life as nature intended.

When Khanyisa and the herd arrive back at sunset, Khanyisa 
heads over to the orphanage again, often with her adoptive moth-
er, Lundi accompanying her to the gate, where Lammie, Nungu, 
and one of our carers welcome her, with a bottle in hand (in the 
carer’s hand, Lammie is not quite that flexible yet). 

Her two woolly friends Lammie and Nungu provide such lovely 
company for the calf in these nursery moments, with the three 
grazing together, chasing one another, playing, headbutting, 

severe lacerations to her cheeks, head and ear. Following her suc-
cessful rehabilitation, young Khanyisa is now being integrated 
into the Jabulani elephant herd.

Our carers, for those very important first months, and still now, 
as Khanyisa walks in the wild with her new herd, became her fam-
ily, providing milk, security, teaching, warmth, stimulation. Her 
needs, as with all baby elephants, are diverse, nuanced, and nu-
merous. Raising a baby elephant is completely different to raising 
other animals, as elephants are incredibly complex and sensitive.

Khanyisa’s milk formula needs continual tweaking as she grows 
– just as her mother’s milk would have naturally changed, in that 
truly amazing way of nature intuitively knowing what is needed. 
As she has grown, and started eating vegetation more and more, 
our carers provide Khanyisa with a range of branches, grasses, 
leaves, vegetables and fruits, solid food that helps to supplement 
her milk intake. 
 
After waking and getting her morning milk bottles, she may have 
a weigh-in on our livestock scale, or head straight to grazing out-
side in the grass with Lammie and Nungu, before following one 
of our carers to the herd. The carer carries a backpack, which 
holds milk bottles for the day in the bush and a hot water bottle 
to keep it warm. 

T h is is a lways such a precious scene, l i ke a ch i ld  
heading of f to school, as K hany isa leaves her home  

to r un to t he elephants waiting for her. Once united, tr un k s 
embracing one another, smel l detection on  

overdr ive, t he herd head of f, carers beside them to  
protect them th rough the day. 

It took a slow and vital process of integration to get to this stage 
where Khanyisa happily speeds off among the big gentle giant 
feet, with her favourite playmate, little elephant Timisa, anoth-
er orphan accepted into the herd, and adoptive mother, Lundi. 

She has been fully accepted now and our role is simply to get her 
bigger and stronger, with frequent milk feedings, so that she can 
spend full nights with the herd who have taken her in as one of 
their own.

Together the elephants spend the day foraging from the lush 
greenery, fruits, branches, and bark across the bush, swimming in 
the waterhole, sparring and playing, mud wallowing, sand bath-
ing, walking, bonding… with our carers making sure all is well 
along the way, from around 6 am to 6 pm. During the day, our 
team bring in a new batch of milk bottles for Khanyisa and take 
the empty bottles back to the orphanage for cleaning and refilling. 
The calf ’s time in the bush with the elephants is invaluable, it’s  
when she learns all the vital tricks and talents of her species. 
It’s not only the adoptive mother who helps, but rather several  
allomothers too – elephant “aunts” who fill in for the mother 
from time to time, helping, instinctively, to care for the calf who 
has become the apple of the herd’s eye, the most important centre 
of attention. 

It has been beautiful to watch Khanyisa mimicking her elders – 
when they dig for bulbs, she will watch and then try it herself, 
until finding her own bulb. There have been so many moments of 
learning and copying over the months between Khanyisa and her 
herd – as she’s soaked in every new experience: elephants throw-
ing sand over their bodies and rolling about in the mud, vital ac-
tivities that help protect the skin from insects and the sun’s harsh 
rays. She has learnt what to eat, how to eat, gaining more and 
more strength in her growing trunk to be able to pull up grass and 
tug down branches. 

The herd have surrounded her every little step of the way. This is 
especially evident as she has started swimming. Elephants have an 
incredible way of looking after one another and when the young-
est and most vulnerable is lolling about in the thick mud where 
threats like crocodiles or lions, or simply getting stuck, are posed, 
the herd protect the baby with their legs, helping it to get up 

R A I S I N G  A  B A B Y  E L E P H A N T






