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REMARKS BY MEC REV. THULASIZWE BUTHELEZI DURING THE 

SOUTHERN AFRICAN ELEPHANT INDABA, BONAMANZI GAME 

RESERVE, HLUHLUWE 

13 August 2025 

Programme Director; 

Ngikhuleke kubaNtwana baseNdlunkulu; 

Amakhosi aseNdlunkulu akhona phakathi kwethu; 

Members of the Portfolio Committee on Environment and other 

representative of the national assembly and Provincial legislature; 

Honourable Deputy Minister of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, Mr 

Narend Singh; 

Honourable Minister of Environment, Botswana 

North West MEC for Economic Development, Environment, Tourism and 

Conservation, Ms Lenkopane 

Chairperson of the National House of Traditional and Khoi San Leaders, 

Kgosi Sethlolo; 

Heads of Departments for Environment present;  

Chief Executive Officer of EKZNW, Mr Mkhize and other CEOs;  

Esteemed representatives from the African Union Commission and South 

African Development Community;  

Esteemed guests from across our Southern African elephant range states; 

Community representatives; 

Traditional Health Practitioners;   

Conservation practitioners, NGOs, industry partners; 

members of the media; 

Ladies and gentlemen; 

I greet you all on this wonderful morning. 

Programme Director, allow me to firstly express my sincere gratitude to the 

Deputy Minister, Honourable Singh, and Amakhosi aseNdlunkulu for 

affording me the opportunity to participate in this important gathering as we 

open this high-level Elephant Indaba today. This is a crucial gathering in our 
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collective efforts to preserve our rich culture, nature, and heritage - and most 

importantly, the legacy of Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi, the late Founder 

and President Emeritus of the Inkatha Freedom Party. I state this because 

the history is well-recorded, showing how uMntwana managed to ensure we 

have these reserves today.  

There is no way one can speak about nature conservation in KwaZulu-Natal, 

in particular, without mentioning uMntwana wakwaPhindangene, given his 

role, commitment, and activism in establishing game reserves in our 

province. He dedicated his entire life into it. 

We may gather here as Ministers, Deputy Ministers, and public 

representatives, experts or academics, but for us who grew under his 

leadership, this work is more than a job, it is a vision inspired by the example 

of Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi. 

It is important to reflect on the role uMntwana played in establishing nature 

conservation facilities. Understanding his journey will help us address the 

challenges we face today. He formed these institutions under very difficult 

circumstances, persevering because he was a visionary leader with what 

one might call a giraffe’s view - the ability to see far ahead. Without his firm 

stance in the face of pressure and his deep conviction about the value of 

nature, it is possible that none of the beautiful game reserves we now pride 

ourselves on would exist. 

His vision for conservation dates back to the 1950s, when he was 

approached by young park rangers, Mr. Nick Steele and Mr. Hugh Dent, as 

the influential leader of the Buthelezi clan. They sought his support to 

educate communities about conservation and the importance of setting aside 

land for wildlife conservation 

In one of his addresses, uMntwana recalled how challenging this was, as it 

involved land which has always been a sensitive matter under the oppression 

of apartheid. Yet, through his leadership and wisdom, he convinced 

communities in Hlabisa and Mtubatuba to see the preservation of natural 

heritage as a worthy long-term goal. This led to the establishment of the 
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corridor between the Umfolozi and Hluhluwe Game Reserves. But this 

wasn’t an easy task, he faced a huge backlash, and he was mocked for 

"caring more about animals than people”. Many, at the time, did not see his 

vision. If he was weak or wanted to appear as good to people, he would have 

failed in his mission.  

Even Bonamanzi Game Reserve, where we meet today, might not exist had 

uMntwana not heeded the call to persuade communities to release land for 

conservation. 

It is worth reflecting on how he managed to win support for such a sensitive 

issue at the time. As we address the current threats to our elephant 

population, I am pleased that we have Amakhosi among us as the leaders 

of the communities who must be part of the solution. 

Prince Mangosuthu believed that for conservation to be sustainable, 

communities must be at its core. If people see no value in it, they will regard 

it as something foreign and irrelevant to their identity and will likely protest 

against it. 

We remain grateful for his vision and commitment. Even after the 

establishment of these nature reserves, he faced immense pressure, 

including from the apartheid government. For years he was persecuted by 

the National Party Government which tried to force him to take the great 

game reserves of Zululand, Hluhluwe/Mfolozi, Ndumo and others, and turn 

them into agricultural holdings. He resisted, declaring that these reserves 

were part of KwaZulu-Natal’s heritage and therefore beyond price. 

To ensure conservation for future generations, in 1982, as Chief Minister of 

KwaZulu, he established the KwaZulu Bureau of Natural Resources, which 

later became South Africa’s first Department of Nature Conservation. He 

also founded Tembe Elephant Park on the border of KwaZulu-Natal and 

Mozambique and served as a trustee of the Wilderness Leadership School 

founded by Dr. Ian Player and Magqubu Ntombela.  He became patron of 

the Magqubu Ntombela Foundation and served as President of the now-

defunct Rhino and Elephant Foundation of Southern Africa. 
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His contribution was recognised internationally. Among many honours, he 

received the Naturelife Environment Award in 2015 and the Nature Life 

International Environment Award for his work in preserving KwaZulu-Natal’s 

heritage and culture in 2016. 

Programme Director, I believe this history is worth revisiting as we gather 

today to discuss ways to protect elephants and involve communities in 

conservation. 

We are deeply honoured to host this gathering in our province, as it is 

renowned for its remarkable biodiversity, vibrant heritage, and the profound 

cultural ties that bind our communities to the majestic African elephant. From 

the green hills of Zululand’s reserves to the sweeping coastal plains of 

Maputaland, elephants are intertwined into the very fabric of our living 

landscapes. In our culture, the elephant holds a respected place, reflected in 

the royal salute, “Bayede, Wena we Ndlovu,” which honours our King and 

symbolises strength and leadership.  

 

The theme of this Indaba, “People and Elephants, Thriving Together,” 

calls us to transcend conflict and embrace coexistence. The African elephant 

is not merely a keystone species, shaping ecosystems and sustaining 

biodiversity, but also a powerful symbol of our history, spirituality, and 

identity. As the isiZulu proverb reminds us, “Akukho ndlovu yasindwa 

umboko wayo”: an elephant is not burdened by its own head, reflecting the 

strength, dignity, and resilience we must embody in our conservation efforts. 

For many, particularly abakwaNdlovu, the elephant is a sacred clan totem, 

embodying leadership, wisdom, and unity.  

Elephants, as the largest land mammals, hold ecological, cultural, and 

economic significance in South Africa. They are part of the Big Five and must 

be protected. While some African countries have seen elephant populations 

decline, southern Africa has witnessed growth, thanks to stronger protection 

measures. 

However, challenges remain, the limited space, restricted access to 

resources, and genetic isolation threaten elephant populations. We have 
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seen disturbing incidents which went viral on social media where elephants 

that stray into nearby communities are killed, sometimes for meat. This calls 

for united action between government, organisations, communities, and 

Amakhosi. 

Many game reserves are located within the jurisdiction of Amakhosi. While 

there has generally been peaceful coexistence between communities and 

reserves, tensions can arise. The government must ensure these 

relationships remain strong. Communities should be ambassadors and the 

first line of defense against poachers. 

This Indaba is a timely opportunity to share knowledge, draw on diverse 

experiences, and craft ethical, sustainable, and inclusive strategies that 

safeguard elephants while prioritising communities around our protected 

areas. 

It also gives an opportunity to listen to Amakhosi aseNdlunkulu on how to 

strengthen the relationship between rural communities and game reserves. 

Amakhosi must be at the centre of any development initiatives that reserves 

bring to local areas. This ensures that communities benefit and see 

themselves as part of conservation. 

We are also pleased to have municipalities represented here today. Game 

reserves are powerful tourist attractions that contribute significantly to local 

economies. Protecting them benefits tourism and economic growth. 

We must also address cultural practices. Trading in elephant parts, such as 

ivory, dates back to the era of King Senzangakhona kaJama. Even today, 

some Traditional Health Practitioners use parts of elephants in preparing 

umuthi. We are grateful for their presence here so that together we can find 

a balance between cultural traditions and conservation. 

The academics and experts here are also critical. Climate change is altering 

rainfall patterns and causing land erosion, which impacts species like 

elephants. If elephant populations grow while available land remains the 

same, how do we manage the balance? These are some of the pressing 

issues I hope we can address in this Indaba. 
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In the spirit of the visionary Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi, let us bring 

together Amakhosi, traditional health practitioners, local communities, 

conservation experts, private sector stakeholders, academia, and all levels 

of government. Let us deliberate on these matters with the vision uMntwana 

wakwa Phindangene had, that future generations should enjoy the beauty of 

our province through the preservation of these magnificent animals. 

Ladies and gentlemen, I now declare this high-level Elephant Indaba 

officially open. 

I thank you. 

 


