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The Munywana Conservancy: A Landscape Restored

Decades of ecological recovery, 
community partnership 
& conservation innovation

Simon Naylor
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WHERE IT ALL BEGAN 
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Mont&Beyond 

Maputaland
One of 8 biodiversity hotspots in Africa
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Taming Of The Wilds 

First by the great European 
hunters and traders
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Mont&Beyond 

Taming Of The Wilds 
Pioneer Farmers
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Taming of the Wilds
Extensive DDT spraying 
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Iconic Species and 
their rangelands lost



© &BEYONDMonth 2022&Beyond Presentation Title

Apartheid & land dispossession 
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A country in transition
civil unrest and threat of war
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The vision of Nelson Mandela:
"A sustainable future for humankind depends on a caring partnership 

with nature as much as anything else" 
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RESTORING THE LAND 

Reintroduction of lost icons
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The Evolving Vision:
Transfer of landowners 
back to indigenous communities 
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The Evolving Model:
Expansion & community participation and ownership
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The Phinda Model:
- Conservation economy that works
- Core Pillars
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High quality profitable wildlife & lodge experience 

Low volume / High end 
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Habitat and Rangeland Restoration 

Habitat and rangeland management
- Fire 
- Alien plant control
- Bush clearing
- Soil conservation   
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Effective Evidence based &
Innovative Conservation Management

 Metapopulation management
 Security  
 Long term monitoring and research
 Translocations 
 Staff development 

Effective Evidence based and Innovative Conservation Management

Metapopulation management

Security  

Long term monitoring and research

Translocations 

Staff development 
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CONSERVATION IN PARTNERSHIP WITH PEOPLE

Entrenching Conservation 
in Partnership with People

 Health 
 Education and Skills development 
 Small business development
 Food security
 Wildlife ownership and tourism  
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Remarkable Outcomes
 Ecological
 Social 
 Economic  
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Mont&Beyond 

Expansion & Ecological Connectivity 
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Mont&Beyond
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Taming of the wilds 
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ECOLOGICAL OUTCOMES 
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Mont&Beyond 



Cheetah 
63 translocated to ensure critical 
genetic

diversity across Southern Africa 
metapopulation

White and Black Rhino 
White rhino | 202 

translocated to establish founder

populations across Africa

Black rhino | 18 

translocated to support black rhino 

Range expansion across Southern Africa

Pangolin 
Viable population established in a 
region

where the Temminck’s ground 
pangolin was considered

locally extinct

ENDANGERED WILDLIFE MILESTONES 



Care of Wildlife

2019 | Phinda Button Spider 
discovered – new species

2017 | Phinda Rain Frog 
discovered – new species

Care of Land

2020 | Water bottling plants 
installed at all six lodges

2025 | Over 142 000 plastic 
bottles removed p.a.

Care of People

1991 | 22 Unskilled 
community people 
employed 

2025 | 600+ skilled full 
time employees

CONNECTING THE HISTORIC AND CURRENT



HealthcareSchool Education Higher Education

2025 | CLEF tertiary education 
fund established supporting 268 
students 

2025 | Programme evolves to 
include vocational training 
opportunities 

2020 | 4 Clinics supported

2025 | 51 070 Residents with 
access to primary healthcare 

2020 | 134 New & renovated 
classrooms

2025 | 19 000 Scholars 
supported across 50 schools

CONNECTING THE HISTORIC AND CURRENT



© &BEYOND

SHARING THE IMPACT 

Then Now



33 years | Community impact in partnership 
with Wild Impact/Africa Foundation 
5  | Partner Communities | 
69 762 | Community residents

FY 1995 – 2020
US$ 5.5 Million | Local procurement spend
US$  5.9 Million | Capital Investment
US$ 4.7 Million | Annual disbursements to 
Partner Communities
US$ 7.5 Million | Wage contribution, Phinda 
& Munywana 
US$ 22.7 Million | Estimated lease fees to 
two Communities till 2042

IMPACT SNAPSHOT 



Phinda/Mkhuze Community Benefit 
Comparison (2000)
Measure Mkhuze Game

 Reserve Phinda

Estimated losses to 
poaching
 (annual)

In excess 
US$ 60 000 

US$ 1,500
– US$ 3,200

% respondents stating their
 community did not receive
 benefits

KwaNgwenya: 85%

KwaJobe: 78%

Makhasa: <7%

Mnqobokazi: just
 over 28%

% saying management
 works closely with
 communities

Under 10% Over 54%
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Key Challenges:
“The Hardest Moments”

• Economic Vulnerability Linked to 
Tourism 

• Rhino poaching

• Complex Community Relations and 
Land Restitution Issues

• Climate Change

• Socioeconomic Tensions with Adjacent 
Communities 
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Key Improvements

 Diversify revenue streams 
 Ensure real value reaches communities 
 Increase community voice in decision-making 
 Prioritise women & youth inclusion
 Invest in the future 
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What has this landscape taught us?



© &BEYOND

Landscape restoration is possible even after extreme 
degradation - 150 years in 30 years 

The Lesson: 

Ecological restoration is possible at scale, given time, 
patience, and strong protection.
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Wildlife can return when habitat is restored and protected
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BUILDING TRUST AND MOVING AT THE SPEED OF TRUST WITH LOCAL COMMUNITIES IS ESSENTIAL

Trust and moving at 
the speed of trust with 
local communities is 
essential.

The Lesson: 

Deep inclusive 
consultation is essential 
for buy in
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT MUST EVOLVE BEYOND EMPLOYMENT

Community Involvement Must Evolve Beyond Employment 

The Lesson: 
Participation must move up the value chain from labour to meaningful 
decision-making and ownership.
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COMMUNITY OWNERSHIP MATTERS AS MUCH AS PARTICIPATION

Tourism Is a Tool, Not the Objective

High-end tourism can sustainably finance conservation but its 
challenging, marginal and not for all conservation areas

The Lesson: 
Diverse income and revenues are necessary to buffer against 
the tourism shocks
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Strong Protection Is 
Non-Negotiable

Community goodwill alone could not 
replace trained, well-resourced security 
operations. 

The Lesson: 
Social solutions do not eliminate the 
need for enforcement- they complement 
it
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CONSERVATION IS AS MUCH ABOUT PEOPLE AS WILDLIFE

Conservation Is as Much About People as Wildlife

Some of the hardest challenges were not ecological but social: expectations, elite 
capture, internal community politics, youth unemployment, and trust deficits. 

The Lesson: 
Social dynamics can determine conservation outcomes as much as species biology.
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SCIENCE-BASED ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT IS ESSENTIAL

Science-based adaptive 
management is essential.

The Lesson: 
Long term monitoring and 
credible academic research 
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CONSERVATION TIMELINES ARE MEASURED IN DECADES, NOT PROJECTS

Conservation Timelines Are Measured in 
Decades, Not Projects 

Phinda’s real outcomes - ecological recovery, governance maturity, 
leadership emergence - took 20–30 years, not funding cycles of 3 -
5 years.

The Lesson: Donors and managers 
must design for intergenerational timescales.
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LIKE-MINDED ORGANISATIONS AND NGO PARTNERSHIPS CAN HELP RESTORE AND REWILD THE WORLD

Like-minded organisations and 
NGOs partnerships can help restore and 
rewild the world

The Lesson: conservation is relational work.
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NO MODEL IS STATIC OR PERFECT

No Model Is Static or Perfect 

The Phinda model required 
continuous adaptation, 
ownership structures changed, 
partnerships shifted, tourism 
models evolved, and mistakes 
corrected over time. 

The Lesson: 
Successful conservation models 
are living systems, not templates
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Leadership Truths

 Step into uncertainty - expect failure 

Be bold. Be brave. 

Make hard, uncomfortable decisions 

 Success is never final 

You can’t please everyone 

 It’s bloody hard work

Work life balance 
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“Amongst the most challenging goals which the world has set 
itself for the twenty-first century is to try to combine 

development with sustainable use of the environment.”

Nelson Mandela
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