
SIMANGELE Msweli is 

eternally grateful that 

school sport was never 

her thing. 

If  it had been, she says, she 

may never have learnt about 

the wonders of  nature and 

the destructive pressures that 

planet Earth is confronting on 

a daily basis.

“In Mtubutuba, where I 

grew up, there was very little 

awareness of  the threats that 

the environment faces. 

“Quite honestly, I never 

knew what an environmental 

club was except that my school, 

Masibonisane High, offered 

it to learners that were not 

sports-minded like myself.”

She admits that at first 

the knowledge she was gain-

ing through the extra-mural 

programme didn’t make that 

much sense to her.

“I didn’t see the relevance 

to my life as I thought the plan-

et’s problems were far removed 

from the problems my family 

were having to deal with, like 

money for education and rising 

food prices. I thought it was 

something I could put on the 

back-burner and I would prob-

ably forget.”

However, she was shocked 

when her teacher explained 

that the reason the wetlands 

were disappearing was that 

commercial alien trees were 

being planted that sucked up 

all the water, indigenous plants 

were being removed, and pol-

lutants were driving away the 

creatures that looked after the 

wetlands. 

“Since I was a child, we ate 

fruits from trees locally, played 

in these wetlands, had watched 

different types of  buck and 

wading birds. It was something 

we thought would never go. But 

it did. And on this particular 

day, I understood why.”

It was this eureka moment 

in the young learner’s life that 

changed everything.

“I knew exactly what I 

wanted to do after I left school 

– go to university and study 

biological sciences. It became 

a mission to understand the 

issues around sustainability. 

“My family were a bit 

shocked. They thought I would 

be better off  being a doctor, 

engineer or a lawyer. The only 

way to prove to them that 

plants are important, was to 

study how they evolved, their 

dynamics, their habitat and 

their characteristics.”

With this in mind, Msweli 

decided to focus her post-gradu-

ate research at UKZN in pollin-

ation and its place and import-

ance in the plant cycle and in 

evolution itself.

Her journey of  investiga-

tion, she says, has been “mind 

blowing” in every way.

“We are fortunate to have 

internationally renowned 

evolutionary biologist Steven 

Johnson to guide us through 

the minefields of  investigation. 

But, believe me, once you are 

on this path you cannot get 

off. There’s still so much that 

needs to be understood about 

the plants that grow around us. 

We are only at the beginning.”

Msweli has completed her 

master’s thesis on two spe-

cies of  indigenous flowering 

primulas. “Our prediction is 

that the species Exochaenium 

grande appears to be adapting 

its floral traits to come into 

line with Thunbergia atriplici-

folia. Is it trying to mimic the 

one that is more successful at 

attracting pollinators? 

“We don’t know yet, but we 

have managed to confirm that 

they are both pollinated by soli-

tary bees and that they look 

strikingly similar in colour, 

size and shape, so the search 

for answers must go on.”

It’s these tiny strands of  

knowledge, she believes, that 

will ultimately predict our 

future on Earth and the way we 

work with it. In her lexicon of  

questions is whether plants are 

able to understand the charac-

teristics of  other plants, and 

what are the mechanisms used 

to do these subtle adaptions?

“We know imitation is the 

sincerest form of  flattery. But 

does that also apply to plants?” 

While achieving a doctorate 

is her ultimate goal, there is 

another aspect to her life and 

career that is equally import-

ant. 

“I come from a very humble 

background where things like 

research and higher learning 

were never part of  the family 

discussion,” she says. 

“That is why reaching out to 

learners is such a big thing for 

me. Wherever I can, I try and 

encourage young school leav-

ers to think about a career in 

science. There is so much hap-

pening right on our doorstep 

that we know so little about.”

If  she had her way, environ-

mental clubs, like hers at 

Mtubatuba that changed her 

life, should be set up in every 

school in the province. 

“In fact, I will go one step 

further. Environmental aware-

ness studies that look at every-

thing from plastic pollution 

to the degradation of  indigen-

ous flora and fauna should be 

incorporated in school sub-

jects and  taught from primary 

school level up to secondary 

school.”
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Eureka 
moment 
changed her 
A pupil’s encounter with an extra-mural school 
environmental club resulted in a lifetime passion 
for research, writes Liz Clarke  

Grazing, not only for wildlife, becomes difficult when the precious wetlands disappear. Allowing alien plants to grow in these protected areas is damaging. 

Simangele Msweli – an academic in touch with the community – explains 
the pollen characteristics of the common Gladiolus dalenii.

Children listen intently to Simangele Msweli’s nature story about plants and their importance to the environment. Msweli said wherever she can she tries to encourage young school-leavers 
to think about a career in science since there is so much happening ‘right on our doorstep’.

Tribune Game Changers honoured for caring for and protecting environment

SOUTH Africa’s national 

bird, the blue crane, and 

other cranes are under threat 

because of  habitat loss, poison-

ings and powerline collisions. 

If  these birds have a future it 

will be thanks to men like Sun-

day Tribune Game Changer 

Thabo Madlala.

Madlala was among 12 

people recognised for their 

work in making this world a 

better place, both for nature 

and for people, at the first Ama-

qhawe Awards presented by 

the Sunday Tribune in asso-

ciation with the Human Ele-

phant Foundation on Tuesday.

“Our Amaqhawe Awards 

acknowledge people doing 

great work in our communi- 

ties promoting awareness of  

critical environmental issues 

that affect us all,” said Sunday 

Tribune editor Mazwi Xaba. 

“It is these sometimes small 

and sometimes big efforts 

which collectively bring about 

an attitude shift for the good 

of  us all,” added Human Ele-

phant Foundation CEO John 

Charter in awarding trophies 

to the Tribune’s first Game 

Changers.

They include Shirley  

Scheiffer, an 82-year-old 

North Beach pensioner, who 

has a practical and energetic 

approach to caring for the 

environment. She cleans up 

the streets around the Eden 

Roc retirement complex and 

Carpendale Park.

In support of  the introduc-

tion of  the Amaqhawe Awards, 

Gabriel Sithole, a top wildlife 

photographer and conserva-

tionist, and brand ambassador 

for the Ford Wildlife Founda-

tion, presented award-winning 

quality photographs to five 

Game Changers of  his choice.

“In so doing, Gabriel has 

created a platform for other 

individuals, organisations, 

sponsors and advertisers to 

present prizes to deserving 

Game Changers at the next 

quarterly Amaqhawe Awards 

in September,” said convener 

Fred Kockott, Sunday Tribune 

acting news editor and the 

founding director of  Roving 

Reporters.

Kockott also paid tribute 

to organisations and corpor-

ates that support the work of  

the Sunday Tribune’s Game 

Changers. 

“Partnerships are essential 

in tackling the challenges we 

face in protecting the world’s 

natural resources,” he said.

The five Game Changers 

who received mounted photo-

graphs from Sithole were 

Thabo Madlala, Ayanda 

Lipheyana, Samson Phakathi, 

Cherise Acker-Cooper and 

Keith Cooper

● Bukeka Silekwa is a Rose-

bank journalism graduate tak-

ing part in a Roving Repor-

ters environmental journalism 

training programme supported 

by the Human Elephant Foun-

dation and the Sunday Tribune.

BUKEKA SILEKWA The Sunday Tribune Game Changers series gives voice to people in
KwaZulu-Natal who are working towards making the world a better
place for both nature and for people. Every week the Sunday Tribune

publishes a profile of a person deserving recognition as a Game
Changer. All featured Game Changers shall be nominated for the 

Amaqhawe Awards which will be presented each quarter by the Sunday 
Tribune and Roving Reporters in association with project sponsors and 

advertisers. For further information e-mail assistant editor Annie Dorasamy 
(annie.dorasamy@inl.co.za) and Fred Kockott (fredk@rovingreporters.co.za)

Cherise Acker-Cooper (above) was among five Sunday Tribune Game Changers who received award-winning quality photos from Gabriel Sithole (right), 
a brand ambassador for the Ford Wildlife Foundation.  PICTURES: ZANELE ZULU (LEFT) AND GABRIEL SITHOLE (RIGHT)


