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SHEWULA TRUST

Swaziland

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

The Shewula Trust is an innovative community-based natural
resource conservation initiative based in northeastern Swaziland.
The community oversees a 2,650 hectare community-owned
nature reserve that complements ongoing conservation efforts
in adjacent reserves, and that acts as an anchor for culture- and
nature-based tourism. An ecolodge attracts tourists to the
area, providing jobs and income-generating opportunities for
the community. Profits from the ecolodge are re-invested in
the community, supporting restoration of the nature reserve,
conservation agriculture initiatives and the well being of HIV/
AIDs orphans. The success of the Shewula Trust provides an
example of how community-owned reserves can become
integral components of national and transboundary protected
area strategies.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2014
FOUNDED: 1999
LOCATION: Lubombo Mountains, Swaziland
BENEFICIARIES: 13,000 people
AREA OF FOCUS: Biodiversity, Maputaland-PondolandAlbany Hotspot, habitat restoration
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Background and Context

The Shewula community is located in the Lubombo Mountains in
northeastern Swaziland. Shewula is a 150 kilometer drive northeast of
the capital Mbabane, and is a mere 20 minute drive from the border
with Mozambique. Perched at an elevation of 500 meters, the area offers commanding views. To the east, on a clear day, one can see Mozambique and its capital, Maputo, backed by the Indian Ocean. To the west
are views of the Mbuluzi and Mlawula Reserves and the Swazi lowlands.

conservation area. Swazis are highly dependent upon their native biodiversity for practical uses, including food, medicinal plants, fuelwood and
construction materials, as well as for cultural uses, such as traditional attire, ceremonial dances and hunting and burial rituals.
Legally gazetted protected areas cover roughly 4.5 percent of the
country. Nearly 80 percent of the land in Swaziland is dedicated to
agriculture and most rural residents, like those in Shewula, are subsistence farmers. Many Shewula farmers find seasonal work on the
sugar cane estates in Simunye, a nearby town. The country’s unemployment rate is estimated at 40 percent and the poverty rate is close
to 70 percent. Swaziland has the highest HIV/AIDS infection rate in the
world, currently afflicting 26 percent of the population and dropping
life expectancy to 50 years. The disease has ravaged Shewula, leaving
many orphans and vulnerable family members in need of assistance.

With an area of 17,364 square kilometers, the Kingdom of Swaziland is
relatively small in size, but rich in biodiversity - over 800 species of vertebrates and nearly 2,500 species of higher plants have been recorded within its borders. The eastern portion of Swaziland, including Shewula, forms
part of the Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany Hotspot, a globally important
biodiversity hotspot. The western parts of the country are included in the
Drakensberg Escarpment Endemic Bird Area, which is a significant avian
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Key Activities and Innovations

Ecotourism

The Shewula Trust oversees the Shewula Nature Reserve and the
Shewula Mountain Camp (an ecolodge), implements conservation
agriculture and habitat restoration strategies, supports local tourismbased livelihoods and provides care and education for vulnerable
members of the community, particularly children.

In 2000, the Shewula Mountain Camp, a relatively simple ecolodge,
opened its doors. The camp features seven rondavel huts with
thatched roofs and stone bases and a boma (communal area) with
kitchen and dining area. The huts are not electrified, however the
boma is powered by solar lights and houses hot showers and flush toilets. The Camp offers traditional Swazi meals featuring locally-grown
organic produce. During the daytime, tourists can choose from a variety of activities including hiking, biking and visiting local villages.
During cultural visits to the villages, tourists may sample some of the
locally produced beers (umcombotsi, a beer made from maize, and
marula beer, produced from the fruits of the marula tree) or meet with
a sangoma, a traditional healer. Revenue from the Shewula Mountain

Establishment of the Shewula Nature Reserve
Rural Swazis have traditionally had an uneasy relationship with conservation projects and established wildlife parks, viewing them as elitist and exclusionary. It was within this environment of distrust that
Shewula’s Chief, Mbandzamane Sifundza II, proposed the creation of
The Shewula Nature Reserve. After seeing the success of ecotourism
operations in neighboring Mbuluzi and Mlawula Reserves, the chief
proposed that the Shewula community set aside land and promote
conservation and ecotourism as a means to address unemployment
and poverty. The community agreed with the strategy and established a 2,650 hectare reserve. The land was ecologically significant,
particularly because it bordered two existing protected areas. However, the land was also degraded due to overgrazing, overharvesting
of plants, increasing presence of invasive species and poaching. The
community has worked to restore the habitat by removing exotic species and re-introducing native plants. With training and support from
outside experts, community members recently embarked on an ecosystem mapping exercise that will improve data collection and management of the reserve. The mapping and zoning exercise will formalize which areas will be set aside for grazing and where fencing will
be erected to protect the reserve. Once the fencing of the reserve is
completed, it is envisioned that community members will be trained
in law enforcement and park management and that neighboring reserves will open corridors that will permit the movement of animals
into and out of the Shewula reserve. Fencing of the reserve, training
of community members and connectivity with surrounding reserves
are pre-conditions for the re-introduction of wildlife into the Shewula
Nature Reserve.

5

Camp supports the salaries of the camp staff and maintenance of the
facilities. Extra profits are channeled back to the community for environmental and social programs, including: a plant nursery, conservation agriculture, and a social welfare system for orphans and vulnerable families. Community members hope that a proposed eco trail
network linking Shewula with neighboring protected areas and conserved lands will increase the number of ecotourists coming to the
region. The eco trail will also link Shewula with other community initiatives in the Lubombo Region as well as with the Goba community
in Mozambique. These linkages will strengthen cooperation between
the two communities under the broader umbrella of the Transfrontier
Conservation Area Program.

not commonly used in Shewula, weed control was addressed through
varying the timing of plowing, manual control and the use of cover
crops. Invasive weeds in agriculture fields and within the reserve
were further reduced after the community instituted a food-forwork program to combat their spread. However, an extensive weed
control program is still necessary due to the serious threat that alien
plants pose to the Lubombo landscape. Dietary diversification was
addressed by adding more native, drought-resistant crops such as
cassava and sorghum, resulting in increased food security.

Indigenous plant nursery
The community has established an indigenous plant nursery where
useful, endangered and extirpated plants and trees are raised for the
purpose of restoring the nature reserve. Local traditional healers, sangoma, and school children are involved with the nursery, making the
nursery a vehicle for environmental education and preservation of traditional plant knowledge. The involvement of sangomas is significant
as it represents a revival of traditional authority roles and traditional
knowledge, as well as rules for conservation. Notable species that are
propagated in the nursery include the pepper-bark tree (Warburgia
salutaris) and the Lebombo cycad (Encephalartos senticosus), plants
whose wild populations are ranked as endangered and vulnerable, respectively, by the IUCN. Both plants are widely collected from the wild
for use in traditional medicine.

Conservation agriculture
After a series of farmer trainings, residents of the Shewula community
implemented a number of conservation agriculture principles with
the aim of increasing yields, reducing erosion and retaining soil
moisture. Farmers were trained on a variety of agricultural techniques,
including low-impact plowing, correct use of fertilizers, avoidance of
soil compaction, contour planting and weed control. Community
members constructed terraces to retain water and prevent runoff.
Mulch and native cover crops, particularly nitrogen-fixing plants, were
used to reduce evaporation, retain soil moisture and add biomass
and nutrients to the soil. The enhancement of soil organic matter has
reduced the need for costly inputs of fertilizers. As herbicides were

“The Shewula Trust has been running for a period of 13 years under full ownership
and administration of the local community. Community ownership is strong especially
through the support programmes that were created to make the community benefit from
the tourism.”
Shewula Trust
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

larly for tourists interested in viewing large birds such as the marabou
stork, vultures and martial and bateleur eagles.

Management and restoration of the Shewula Nature Reserve is ecologically significant because the reserve is situated within a globallyrecognized biodiversity hotpot. The Shewula Nature Reserve is also
nationally significant because it is contiguous with the largest conservation area in Swaziland.

The Lubombo Conservancy
The Shewula Nature Reserve, together with Hlane Royal National
Park, the Mlawula Nature Reserve, the Mbuluzi Game Reserve and
the Nkhalashane Siza Ranch, form the 60,000 hectare Lubombo
Conservancy, the largest conservation area in Swaziland. The Lubombo Conservancy includes a variety of terrestrial and aquatic
habitats from the lowveld to mountain tops, and harbors charismatic animals such as elephants, lions, leopards, rhinos, hippos, giraffes
and crocodiles. The Lubombo Conservancy’s size reduces threats
to biodiversity and improves connectivity, allowing for the movement of animals, seeds and genetic material. The Lubombo Conservancy is a linchpin in the conservation of Swaziland’s biodiversity,

Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany Hotspot
The Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany Hotpost stretches from the
Eastern Cape Province of South Africa, north along the coast below
the Great Escarpment, through KwaZulu-Natal province and eastern
Swaziland into Mpumalanga province and southern Mozambique.
The area is topographically and geologically diverse, encompassing coastal plains as well as mountains, and is ranked the second
richest floristic region in Africa. The Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany
Hotspot exhibits a high degree of plant endemism and the region’s
woodlands – home to nearly 600 tree species - are the most diverse
temperate forests in the world. The hotspot is a significant bird conservation area, with more than 540 species, and is also home to 200
reptile species, nearly 200 mammal species, over 70 amphibian species, more than 70 freshwater fish species and a wide variety of invertebrates.
The Shewula Nature Reserve lies within the northern reaches of the
Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany Hotspot (the Maputaland section)
and includes savannah, forest and aquatic biomes. It supports many
vegetation types including ironwood dry forest, a floristic assemblage
that is home to a number of threatened species. Ironwood dry forest
is considered under-protected in Swaziland, therefore its presence in
the Shewula Nature Reserve is important for the ecological representativeness of the country’s overall protected area system and, potentially, for the larger Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany Hotspot itself. The
Shewula Nature Reserve also harbors species that are endemic to the
Lubombo Mountains, and its southern-facing forests are notably species-rich. The Shewula area offers fine birding opportunities, particu7

and Shewula’s participation is notable because it is one of the few
community-owned reserves in the country, providing a model for
future conservation.

their crops. A community resource center serves as a sales point
for local handicrafts made by more than 70 people, mostly women.
Cultural tours of the community offer additional opportunities for
households to sell fruits and vegetables, honey, and homemade
beer. Local community members also serve as guides to the Shewula Nature Reserve and the nearby Mbuluzi gorge. Savings and credit
groups provide additional opportunities for community members
to start small businesses.

In 2000 Mozambique, Swaziland and South Africa signed an agreement to establish the Lubombo Transfrontier Conservation and Resource Area, a conservation area covering more than 10,000 square
kilometers. One of the five districts of this area is the Lubombo Conservancy-Goba Transfrontier Conservation Area, which straddles the
Swaziland-Mozambique boarder and includes Shewula as well as
Goba, a community-managed area in Mozambique. The goal of the
Lubombo Transfrontier Conservation and Resource Area is to consolidate private, community and state owned lands into conservation areas that will support biodiversity and enhance connectivity
between some of the larger protected areas in southeastern Africa.

Preserving local culture and traditional knowledge
Tourists who visit the Shewula Mountain Camp are treated to folklore, local fables, traditional Swazi songs and performances of the
sibhaca, one of Swaziland’s best known dances. The recitation of fables and folklore and the performances of song and dance are popular with tourists, but more importantly, they are a means of teaching
and engaging youth in the perpetuation of local customs and traditions. Tourist visits to sangomas are another vehicle for supporting
and valuing traditional knowledge within the community. Sangomas are also activity involved in the indigenous plant nursery that is
used to grow plants and trees for habitat restoration in the Shewula
Nature Reserve. Such activities help maintain traditional knowledge
of plant harvesting methods and foster sustainable plant use among
community members, particularly with respect to medicinal plants.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Support to HIV/AIDS orphans
The HIV/AIDs crisis in Shewula has created many orphans and vulnerable community members in need of support. To date, profits
from the Shewula Mountain Camp have helped support more than
250 orphans in the community. With the help of donors and TruroPenwith Colleges, the Shewula community has built three Sebenta,
or non-formal schools, where orphans and vulnerable children can
receive free basic education. The Sebenta also provide a daily meal
and regular monitoring of children’s health and welfare. COSPE, an
Italian NGO, also supported the establishment of the Sebenta schools
and currently supports the education of a number of children at the
community’s Formal School. Truro-Penwith College and tourists who
have visited Shewula have sponsored the education of additional
children at the government-run primary and secondary schools in the
community. Although the Swazi government provides educational
support to children who have lost one or both parents, the amount
is frequently not enough to cover expenses such as school fees and
uniforms. Ndumiso Mantimakhulu, a 17 year old orphan caring for
two younger brothers, describes how he uses a patch-work of jobs to
support his education and household expenses: “During school holidays, I do a lot of work for some of my relatives and neighbors. In turn,
they give me money which I use to buy food for my brothers and also
to cover the shortage in the school fees, because the money paid by
the government scholarship is not enough.”

Embracing conservation
The Shewula Trust actively promotes the use of clean energy. The
Shewula Mountain Camp uses solar energy and liquid propane gas.
Solar cooking is also promoted amongst households bordering the
Shewula Nature Reserve to reduce fuel wood harvesting within
the reserve. Environmental education is part of the curriculum at
the schools in Shewula and students are involved in tree planting
efforts in the community. Conservation agriculture has increased
yields and improved soils. Taken together, these activities are slowly
changing local attitudes toward conservation, and the community
has embraced community-based natural resource management as
a vehicle for transforming the local economy. Poaching, once rampant in the community reserve and in neighboring reserves, has decreased as residents have seen the benefits that have accrued to the
community from ecotourism. As Swazi environmental attorney and
winner of the 2010 Goldman Prize for Africa, Thuli Makama, stated:
“The Shewula now understand the value of wildlife since they have
a stake in preserving it.”

The Shewula community established a voluntary counseling and
testing center for HIV/AIDS and supported 30 infected women with
anti-retroviral (ARV) treatment. The Swaziland government has
since taken over this program and now fully funds its operation.

Resilience
Caring for and educating HIV/AIDS orphans are sound investments
in the future of the Shewula community. The HIV/AIDS testing clinic
and HIV/AIDS educational programs are further steps to address the
disease’s impact on the community and rebuild social resilience. Inclusion of cultural programs, such as song and dance, in ecotourism
activities and maintenance of sangoma traditional knowledge bolsters cultural identity and cultural integrity, which further buttresses
community well-being.

Creating income opportunities
The Shewula Nature Reserve and Shewula Mountain Camp have attracted tourists to the Shewula community and their presence has
created a number of income opportunities within the community.
The Shewula Mountain Camp has six full-time employees and generates around 400,000 Rand per year (31,500 USD). The Shewula
Mountain Camp purchases local produce for the traditional Swazi
meals that they prepare, providing local farmers with an outlet for

The conservation agriculture program is rebuilding soil structure with
the addition of organic matter, employing erosion control through
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contour planting and terracing and using drought-resistant crops to
enhance food security and provide environmental resilience in the
face of climate change. Restoration work within the Shewula Nature
Reserve will enhance ecosystem services such as groundwater
retention and pollination, thereby giving the community a further
buffer against the impacts of climate change.

Southeastern Africa contains a number of significant parks, including the Gonarezhou National Park in Zimbabwe, Limpopo National
Park and Parque Nacional de Banhine in Mozambique and Kruger
National Park in South Africa. The Lubombo Conservancy is small relative to these larger parks, but it represents an island between these
lands and other conserved lands in the Maputaland-Pondoland-Albany Hotspot. Further connectivity between the aforementioned
larger parks and conserved lands to the south is desirable, but will
only be possible if more private landowners and communities agree
to set aside land for conservation. The possibility of building upon
a nascent tourism corridor connecting the various conserved areas
in the region has vast economic implications as well. Thus the success or failure of community-based natural resource management
projects such as Shewula has major policy implications for protected
areas, community conservation and ecotourism.

GENDER
Shewula is a traditional, patriarchal community, but women have
recently been appointed to the chief’s inner council. This change
elevated the status of women in the community. Today, four of the
eight elected members of Shewula Trust’s Board of Trustees are
women. The manager of the Shewula Camp is a young woman, and
her energy and success in promoting the community has made her
a role model. Sale of handicrafts and agricultural produce, as well as
access to a savings and credit group, has allowed women a chance
to earn income and assume leadership roles in the community.

POLICY IMPACTS
The Shewula Mountain Camp is an ecotourism destination, but it is
also a destination for donors, development agencies working in the
region and local communities curious to learn about Shewula’s ecotourism operations first-hand. Over the years, the Mountain Camp
has hosted a number of meetings and trainings, allowing donors
and development groups working in the region to interact with local
communities. Such meetings have inspired local communities and
donors to replicate the Shewula model in other areas of the country.
The Lubombo Conservancy is a notable conservation area because
it is comprised by three different tenure types: legally recognized
protected areas, private lands and community lands. There are relatively few community-owned conservation areas in Swaziland, and
amongst their ranks, Shewula Nature Reserve is considered the most
successful. As a result, the Swaziland National Trust Commission, the
government body tasked with overseeing management of protected areas, is considering an amendment to current legislation that
would further encourage establishment of community conserved
areas. The Shewula Nature Reserve is currently under consideration
for formal designation as a protected area.
It is now widely accepted that formal state-recognized parks alone
cannot adequately conserve biodiversity. They must be complemented and enhanced by private- and community-owned reserves,
particularly with respect to the conservation of wide-ranging species, such as carnivores and birds. As such, Shewula is seen as a
model for the inclusion of communities and community land in the
design and implementation of protected area systems.

“Eco-tourism has improved the livelihoods in the community, so there is a lot of enthusiasm
to get the nature reserve fully functional. As a result of our work, poaching and illegal
harvesting of resources has greatly reduced.”
Shewula Trust
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

borders. The Shewula Trust is a registered legal entity with a constitution and democratically elected board. A land tenure expert with
the World Bank has recommended that the Shewula Trust’s governance structure be used as a model for sustainable development on
community lands in Swaziland. The Swaziland Tourism Authority is
presently implementing a country-wide community-based tourism
initiative based upon lessons learned from the Shewula community.
The creation of community nature reserves and ecolodges can be
readily copied in many other communities in Swaziland, as well as
throughout southern Africa. What may be less easy to replicate are
some of Shewula’s intangible elements of success, including a committed chief, support from neighboring reserves, community buy-in
and an energetic and highly capable camp manager.

The Shewula Mountain Camp is community-owned and fully sustainable. It generates enough revenue to pay staff, maintain facilities and
contribute to environmental and social initiatives in the community. At
present, the Shewula Mountain Camp does not generate enough income
to fund the management and restoration of the reserve or to fully cover
the education and feeding of HIV/AIDS orphans. Outside support from
donors, colleges and volunteers is still needed to fully fund these activities. However, community capacity has been greatly enhanced through
trainings in tourism, conservation agriculture, finance, data management
and natural resource management. Further development of the community’s economy and better education of the next generation of community leaders will ensure a sustainable future for Shewula.

The Lubombo Conservancy, through the Eco Lubombo Program,
has sought to replicate the Shewula model in the Lubombo Communities of Swaziland. This initiative spurred the creation of the
Lubombo Eco Trails program, which has since been adopted by the
Trilateral Transfrontier Conservation Area Program as a vehicle to
promote conservation and ecotourism initiatives in the region. A
Lubombo Eco Products brand has been launched to advance the de-

REPLICATION
The Shewula community has adopted many of the ecological, social
and economic principles of sustainable ecotourism and implemented them on a community-level scale. As such, they serve as a model
of conservation development within Swaziland as well as beyond its
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velopment and marketing of local products. The Eco Lubombo Program has fostered the establishment of three additional community
conservation initiatives in the region. Replication of the Shewula
model was accomplished with support from the Critical Ecosystem
Partnership Fund (CEPF) and the Italian development NGO COSPE.

Reserve once the area is fenced. Volunteers with Inspire Worldwide
helped to construct a library at the Shewula Primary School and
ran an environmental education day for students. Volunteers with
Quest4Change provided computer training to staff of the Shewula
Orphan Trust to improve data collection on vulnerable children and
built kitchens and gardens at the Shewula primary and secondary
schools. The University of Swaziland is partnering with Shewula
to monitor and conserve remaining stands of pepper-bark tree in
the reserve and to assist with their propagation in the community
nursery. Staff from the Lubombo Conservancy, particularly from
neighboring Mbuluzi Game Reserve and Mlawula Nature Reserve,
provided support and guidance to the community regarding
administration of the Shewula Community Nature Reserve. The
Swaziland Tourism Authority promotes the Shewula Mountain Camp
through its website, marketing materials and road signage. Funding
from Norway’s Møre Folkehøgkule has enabled the Shewula Trust
to support a number of impoverished and vulnerable households
in the community. Individual contributions from Shewula Mountain
Camp guests have supported community infrastructure and the
education of youth in Shewula.

PARTNERS
Seed money to establish the Shewula Mountain Camp was provided
by the UK’s Department for International Development (DFID).
COSPE provided community members with trainings in conservation
agriculture and business management. Since 2001, Truro and
Penwith Colleges, UK, have supported the education of HIV/AIDS
orphans and other vulnerable children in Shewula. World Vision
supported vulnerable families with free seeds and fertilizer and has
funded borehole, latrine and toilet projects to reduce the incidence
of waterborne disease in the Shewula community. Quest Overseas
funded the introduction of six giraffe; eventually destined for
introduction into the Shewula Nature Reserve, the giraffe currently
live in the Mbuluzi Reserve and will be able to roam in the Shewula

“Several other community-based initiatives in the country such as the Swaziland Tourism
Authority (STA) have been influenced by the lesson learned from the Shewula Trust initiative.”
Shewula Trust
11

FURTHER REFERENCE
■■

Shewula Mountain Camp website

■■

Swaziland’s fifth national report to the Convention on Biological Diversity

■■

Baseline compilation report, Kingdom of Swaziland: Strengthening the national protected areas system of Swaziland (UNDP/GEF):

■■

Swaziland’s national biodiversity strategy and action plan (2001)
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