
AIMING to instill pride, and to 
promote hard work and clean-
liness, a recycling campaign 
is doing wonders for the com-
munity of  Shaka’s Head on the 
North Coast. 

Every Thursday, scores of  
people gather at the Ithemba 
Labasha Community Centre in 
the area with bags filled with 
litter. 

They make their way to the 
centre, knowing that they will 
go back home able to clothe and 
feed their families. 

For every bag of  litter they 
hand in, they get a token. The 
tokens can then be exchanged 
for  food or clothing items at 
a Litter4Tokens shop at the 
centre.

Based on a unique model, 
the Litter4Tokens campaign 
teaches those from impover-
ished backgrounds that they 
should give back to the world 
and not rely on handouts. 

For 52-year-old Florence 
Luthuli, the campaign has 
been life-changing. Luthuli is 
one of  the first people who 
started to collect litter in her 
community. The mother of  
seven said Litter4Tokens has 
restored some hope into the 
community. It has instilled a 
sense of  dedication and hard 
work into the community, says 
Luthuli.

 “It has made a huge dif-
ference to my life. I am now 
able to cook proper meals for 
my family thanks to some of  
the groceries I get from Lit-
ter4Tokens. More and more 
people are collecting litter in 
the community,” says Luthuli.

Litter is also collected from 
seven schools in the area who 
have also joined the cam-
paign. Besides groceries and 
basic foodstuff  like mealie 
meal, porridge, canned foods 
and rice, there is also clothing 
available at the Litter4Tokens 
shop – warm jerseys for winter, 

pretty dresses for the summer. 
The campaign was started by 
former Ballito resident Clare 
Swithenbank-Bowman in Nov-
ember 2015. One day, as she 
drove through Shaka’s Head, it 
occurred to her how much lit-
ter was polluting the country-
side. It also occurred to her 
that the unemployment rate 
in the community was rela-
tively high, with many living 
in poverty. 

“This litter has value as 
recycled material,” said Swith-
enbank-Bowman.

And so the Litter4Tokens 
campaign was born.

The Dolphin Coast Waste 
Management collects the full 
bags of  recyclable waste on 
Fridays and the token shop is 

open on Saturday mornings. 
The token shop is stocked 

by Dolphin Coast residents as 
well as sponsors such as Olala 
Interiors, private donors and 
parents of  pupils at Ashton 
International College.

The programme is co-ordin-
ated by Sue Beningfield 

“I have been working in 
waste management for 28 
years, hence I had a passion for 
the Litter4Tokens campaign. It 
is proving to be a huge success 
for the local community as well 
as looking after the cleanli-
ness of  their community. The 
project has grown from one 
school to now seven schools, 
with more in the pipeline.” 
said Beningfield. 

She said she hoped the cam-

paign could extend into other 
communities soon.

But to do this, Litter4Tokens 
is reliant on sponsorships. 

“Our biggest problem is 
sponsorships and funding. We 
appeal to organisations, busi-
nesses or the general public 
who would like to assist us, to 
please contact us. “We can only 
expand the campaign with the 
help of  the community and 
those who are willing to lend 
us their support,” said Bening-
field. 

nabeelah.shaikh@inl.co.za 

● If  you would like to become 

a Litter4Tokens sponsor, please 

email co-ordinator Sue Bening-

field on beningfield@telkomsa.

net 

W HEN Cole du 
Plessis sees a 
flash of  mot-
tled colour 

in the bush, or hears “yip-
ping” and “twittering”, he is 
delighted. 

“Wild dogs are very emo-
tional animals and use their 
sounds as a body language to 
express that,” he says. “What 
I love most about them is their 
vocalising. It translates their 
happy nature and strong bond 
within the pack, where just 
being together gives them 
something to celebrate.” 

Wild dog pups will happily 
entertain themselves – jump 
up and grab a hanging leaf, 
play with an old carcass or 
even a camera forgotten on 
the ground. The adults chase 
elephant, giraffe or hippo, but 
Du Plessis believes they are 
not hunting them, but merely 
embracing life and having fun.

Du Plessis, who was born 
in Port Shepstone, was sent at 
the age of  six by his mother 
to a pottery course. “A hobby I 
was certainly never good at,” 
he laughs. 

As fortune had it, his pot-
tery teacher’s husband, Alex 
Muller, who worked for the 
then Natal Parks Board, saw 
a different kind of  clay to be 
moulded – the young Du Ples-
sis had a passion for wildlife. 

Muller took him and his own 
son on snare patrols and emer-
gency call-outs for animals 
needing attention. 

Du Plessis’s parents took 
him on holiday to Zululand 
game reserves. “uMkhuze was 
the first one I visited. I had no 
idea back then I would one day 
be working there,” he said. 

After completing a natural 
science degree at Rhodes Uni-
versity, he moved to the Kruger 
National Game Park area to 
train as a guide, but realised 
his heart lay in conservation. 

He landed a job with Wildlife 
Act in the uMkhuze section of  
the Isimangaliso Wetland Park.

Snaring was prevalent, so 
he was tasked with monitoring 
the dogs. He created a bond 
with them, which lead to inter-
actions that he will never for-
get. “A highlight was when the 
pack started leaving the pups 
with my vehicle while they 
ventured off  to hunt,” he says. 

Within the pack was one 
he adored. “Her nickname 
was Lihle (having a beautiful 
nature) and she had lost one 

leg to a snare. She was often 
nominated to stay at the den 
when the other adults were 
hunting and reared all the pups 
as though they were her off-
spring. Eventually, she had a 
litter of  her own.

“She was an inspiration 
to watch: having only three 
legs, but dealing with the daily 
threats and challenges of  the 
bush – while raising her own 
litter and maintaining a posi-
tive atmosphere in the pack,” 
says Du Plessis. Lihle has since 
died, but he paid her the tri- 

bute of  naming his adopted 
pup after her. Within two-and-
a-half  years, wild dog numbers 
in uMkhuze grew from six to 
40. Du Plessis came to know 
their individual personalities, 
but it was time for him to leave. 
He moved to Australia to do his 
MSc, but the love of  the Afri-
can bush drew him back.

He now lives in Hluhluwe- 
Imfolozi Game Reserve, where 
he works as a senior field offi-
cer for the Endangered Wildlife 
Trust. His brief  is far-reach-
ing. A highlight for him has 

been coordinating the task of  
reintroducing wild dogs into 
the Gorongosa National Park 
in Mozambique, where wild 
dogs were wiped out during the 
16-year civil war. 

A lowlight was losing one 
of  KwaZulu-Natal’s wild dog 
packs to the canine distemper 
virus. 

“This is a long and painful 
death and it illustrates how 
vulnerable this species is to 
extinction. Human growth and 
expansion places ever more 
pressure on them. There are 

now only 611 wild dogs left 
in country. They are South 
Africa’s most endangered car-
nivore and the second-most 
endangered in Africa.”

At present, there are 26 dogs 
waiting for homes on game 
reserves. “Some reserves are 
reluctant to have them because 
they are management inten-
sive. There is also a  miscon-
ception that they eat a lot more 
than they do, so they are viewed 
as being financially draining. 
They do not draw tourist atten-
tion like the Big Five, so they 

are not regarded as ‘money 
makers’. Some people even still 
believe they are rabid domestic 
dogs gone wild.”

His suggestion to over-
come this is simple: “If  guest 
experiences are dampened by 
non-existent wild dog sight-
ings, then reserves may be will-
ing to introduce a pack of  wild 
dogs, whether it be for conserv-
ation value or tourism. So, if  
we can persuade people to set 
a high store in sightings, the 
dogs can get a chance to thrive 
in their natural environment.”
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Saving our 
very vocal  
wild dogs
A wildlife officer is dedicated to improve the lot 
of endangered wild dogs, writes Myrtle Ryan

Cole du Plessis with Lihle, named after his favourite wild dog. Lihle lost 
one leg in a snare, but still became a formidable mother and member of 
her pack.

Supported by the Human Elephant Foundation, the Sunday Tribune Game Changers series gives voice to people in KwaZulu-Natal who are making this world a better 
place for nature and people. Every week we will publish a profile of a person deserving recognition as a Game Changer.  All featured Game Changers are nominated for 

Amaqhawe Awards which will be presented each quarter by  Independent Media.
email your nomination to tribunenews@inl.co.za

The African wild dog, also known as African hunting dog or painted wolf, is a canid native to sub-Saharan Africa.

Recycling campaign Litter4Tokens helps feed, clothe community

Community member Florence Luthuli collects groceries from the Litter4Tokens shop. With her is Litter4Tokens co-ordinator Sue Beningfield and Taryn 
Smith.  PICTURES: ZANELE ZULU/ AFRICAN NEWS AGENCY (ANA)

Kajal Maharaj, Madison Smith and Siri Naicker are among pupils at Ballito’s Ashton International College who 
regularly donate grocery items towards the Litter4Tokens campaign. 

NABEELAH SHAIKH

 The R A Padayachee Primary School is one of the beneficiaries of Litter4Tokens. Parents of pupils hand in their bags of litter every week.


