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UP

AND
close

personal

Seeing elephants in their natural habitat helps 

people understand and value their importance in 

the wild, writes Braam Malherbe

Loxodonta africana, the  
African elephant, surely is one  

of the most impressive, emotive  
and iconic mammals alive on Earth 
today. Yet we, Homo sapiens, are 
continuing to drive this keystone 
species to extinction through our 
actions. Two of the main factors 
implicated in the species’ demise  

are habitat destruction due  
to human overpopulation,  

and poaching for ivory.
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Foundation, awarded AWE with R50 000 
toward elephant research. Money had 
been donated to the foundation from the 
estate of the late Dr Clay Wilson, a wildlife 
vet who was very involved in elephant 
conservation. After conducting due 
diligence on AWE, we decided it was a 
worthy recipient. 

The elephants at AWE arrived as 
so-called ‘problem’ and ‘unmanageable’ 
animals, and were faced with two simple 
options: be destroyed or be placed in 
protective care as ambassadors. AWE 
managing director Sean and manager 
Mike are the sons of the late Rory 
Hensman who, over 30 years ago, took  
in such ‘problem’, injured or orphaned 
animals on their family farm in Zimbabwe. 
Sean says, “The mission of AWE is to 
increase awareness of the conservation 
issues facing wildlife and conservationists 
in a modernising Africa with a burgeoning 
population. We want to inspire awe, joy 
and an interest in the African elephant.  
It is vital for people to understand that 
wildlife needs to have value in order for  
it to survive.” 

n 1980, there were an estimated  
1 million African elephants—by 
2012, only approximately 400 000 
remained. This represents a 
staggering 60% decrease in just 
over 35 years. The human 
population in the same period has 

increased from 4.5 billion people in 1981  
to 7.4 billion people today—an increase  
of 64%. These statistics are shocking and 
make one wonder what we can do to  
stop this. What can we do to ensure our 
grandchildren enjoy the privilege of seeing 
these majestic animals alive?

Education is always an important  
factor in the conservation of any species, 
especially if its demise is caused directly by 
human action. Awareness of the problem 
needs to be created—for population 
groups who are geographically or 
socio-economically far removed from the 
issue, but also for those who have the 
funds and power to make a real difference. 

Local communities have the power to 
make a difference once they understand 
that wildlife is an asset. It is vital that these 
communities benefit from wildlife in a 
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i positive way. If this does not happen, there 
is little chance that our wild animals will 
escape destruction. Wildlife tourism is  
one way in which substantial financial 
resources are being created to be fed back 
into the preservation of habitat of wild 
species; involving local communities 
through employment is another. 

On the other hand, communities living 
in close proximity to wildlife need to have 
the opportunity to experience why these 
wild animals are valuable and worth 
protecting for their benefit, over their  
cattle and subsistence crops. Often these 
communities are located outside the parks 
for various reasons, so many of the locals do 
not even get to see the animals or benefit 
directly from wildlife. The more personal 
and intimate the experience, the more 
holistically educated and emotionally 
involved the person; the more they will walk 
away inspired by and valuing what they 
have seen, and they will be motivated to try 
and help preserve this. If something is of 
value to you, it becomes your responsibility. 

Recently, I had the privilege to visit 
Adventures With Elephants (AWE) near Bela 

And I witnessed ‘value’ aplenty. Initially, like 
many people, I was sceptical of so-called 
‘trained’ animals or animals in captivity. 
However, after my experience at AWE and 
gleaning understanding from Sean as to 
why the elephants are there, I am 
convinced of their value and the value 
they give us humans.

This was the first time I could easily 
distinguish the elephants’ different 
personalities, how intelligent they really 
are, what their skin and tongue feel like, or 
the surprisingly heavy yet soft sole of the 
foot. They even have unique smells.  
Listening and feeling the vibrations of an 
elephant rumbling so close was very 

special. I was amazed at how relaxed and 
interactive these animals are. I will never 
forget standing at the edge of the dam, 
surrounded by five of these pachyderms—
one with a calf—and having only two 
choices: panic or remain calm. I breathed 
slowly and deeply as I heard them ‘talking’ 
to each other with tummy rumbles. I 
smelled them, and the big male Chova 
touched my arm with his trunk. Scared?  
A little. Humbled? Definitely! 

I watched children from the 
surrounding communities, who had never 
seen an elephant before, go from initial 
(and understandable) fear to a state of 
wonderment and humility. The unique 

Bela in the Limpopo province. Viewing 
elephants in their natural habitat at a 
distance from a safari vehicle, as opposed to 
reading about them in a book or watching 
them on television, helps a great deal 
toward making people understand the 
magic and importance of the African 
wilderness. Nothing can compare to being 
really close to one of these amazing animals. 

The reason for my visit was because my 
charity, The DOT (Do One Thing) 

          I watched children from the 
surrounding communities, who had never 
seen an elephant before, go from initial 
(and understandable) fear to a state of 
wonderment and humility
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hands-on educational yet fun experience  
is a tool that can only instil a deep respect 
and desire to protect these gentle giants.

“Our elephants represent the many 
difficulties of managing wildlife in Africa 
today. As ‘problem’ animals, Mussina, 
Chishuru, Nuanedi, Chova and Shan [and 
later, baby Zambezi] were given to us, 
otherwise they would have been 
culled. Their classification as ‘problem’ 
animals is a direct result of their impact on 
flora, diminished land, human–elephant 
conflict and legislation—a scenario all  
our wildlife faces today,” Sean explains. 

Human–wildlife conflict has increased 
exponentially since the Industrial 
Revolution. As our population expands 
disproportionally, we humans have 
destroyed the habitats of most species on 
Earth, and a few are left trying desperately 
to manage the last remnants of ‘the 
wilderness’. In Africa, between 7% and 10% 
of land is currently available to wildlife (a 
large percentage compared to the rest of 
the world). I recently walked through the 
Garden of Extinction in Kirstenbosch 
Botanical Garden and came across a quote 
by former UN Secretary-General U Thant: 
“We must ask ourselves seriously whether 
we really wish some future universal 
historian on another planet to say about us: 
‘With all their genius and with all their skill, 
they ran out of foresight and air and food 
and water and ideas’.” We, the ‘wise people’…

Many scientists state that humans are 
currently the cause of the greatest mass 
extinction in the Earth’s history, often 
referred to as the Sixth Extinction. It is 
estimated that we are losing anywhere 
between 10 000 and 100 000 species per 
annum, and hundreds of thousands of 
hectares of forests and woodlands. Even  
at the lowest level, this is a shocking 
indictment on the human race. The 
impacts of this massive loss of biodiversity 
will also have a direct bearing on our own 
survival. We often speak of ‘the big 
elephant in the room that no one wants  
to talk about’, which is human 
overpopulation. If we do not urgently 
address this, the most pressing issue facing 
our long-term survival, we will be one of 
the countless other species facing 
extinction in our grandchildren’s lifetime. 
We have overpopulated our ‘human 
reserve’, Mother Earth, and as such we are 
impacting negatively on all the other 
species with which we share this ‘reserve’. 

Let’s look at the African elephant as an 
example of a keystone species and the 
lessons they can teach us. Elephants are 
currently being destroyed at the rate of 96 
per day across Africa for food and money. 
However, it is felt that many reserves within 
southern Africa have too many elephants. 
The two scenarios have much more severe 
and far-reaching implications than 
immediately obvious.  When a keystone 

species such as the African elephant is 
removed from an ecosystem, or is in excess, 
an intricate net of functions fulfilled by  
each individual species can be destroyed—
causing the entire ecosystem to collapse. 
This directly affects the quality of our water 
supply, availability of clean air, and all the 
other resources we need to survive. As Sean 
says, “It is vital that animals have a value. 
When we see the holistic value of an animal, 
we protect it, other animals and, ultimately, 
ourselves.” We need to learn to understand 
and appreciate that we are a mere strand  
in the complex web of life and that, when 
we break one too many strands, the entire 
web fails—threatening our livelihood  
and survival.

Standing in the shadow of a giant, 
living and breathing elephant, one may 
more easily understand how important 
these creatures are in a biological system, 
and what vital roles they may fulfil. 

To find out more about AWE, visit  
www.adventureswithelephants.co.za or 
email adventures@zebula.co.za.

Conservationist, adventurer, author and 
motivational speaker Braam Malherbe is  
the ambassador of the MyPlanet Rhino Fund. 
Through his DOT campaign, he tries to help 
individuals understand the important role  
all of us have to play in protecting our 
environment. See www.braammalherbe.com.
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