


CO-FOUNDERS’ REPORT

The second year of Ferncliffe forest wilding’s existence built on the growth spurt of the first. 
This report covers the financial year of 1 March 2022 to 28 February 2023. 

By 1 March 2022, the organisation had been “live” for seven months. The website had proven 
effective as well as beautiful; individual donations were coming in, and we could concentrate 
on increasing the areas cleared, tree-planting and nursery growth. 

We already feel part of the conservation community here in KwaZulu-Natal. We are parti- 
cularly proud of providing work opportunities to some young men and women over the past  
12 months, even though the talented Forest Guardian, Vusumuzi Mlangeni, was unable to stay 
on after being offered permanent work elsewhere. We thank him for his amazing contribution 
in these early days. The team from Amanzi ethu Nobuntu did a great job, and we’ve been able 
to employ some of them again for part-time casual work. Which is much needed. 

Visits to the primary mistbelt forest only confirm that invasive plant species continue to 
spread and little recruitment of indigenous species is taking place. The threat to wildlife posed 
by snaring has also become clear, with over a dozen snares removed in a very limited area. 

While there is an enormous pool of goodwill in the community and from stakeholders at 
Ferncliffe – including the landowner, Msunduzi Municipality – it has also become clearer that 
there are very few financial resources available to improve biodiversity at the reserve. Despite 
the worldwide focus on the climate crisis and biodiversity loss, funding restoration remains a 
challenge to both small and large organisations all over the world. We hope to see resources 
unlocked as Ferncliffe forest wilding becomes more established and builds credibility. 

There does seem to be a hunger for projects such as ours, seeking to make a difference on the 
ground, and the NPC has continued to garner attention. It enjoyed a write up in the Financial 
Mail and other press, and was invited to become an Actor for the United Nations Decade on 



Ecosystem Restoration – which was then granted. We have been working hard since 
to communicate its core message: to prevent, halt and reverse loss of biodiversity and 
degradation of the environment. 

Locals have turned up to help us at a variety of invasive plant clearing and tree  
planting events, the largest of which was held in Arbour Month. We have also hosted 
interested nature groups, and spoken at a few events. We continue to engage with  
other conservation organisations and botanists in order to understand the richness  
of species here, and methodology that will be most effective. 

The process to have the reserve officially proclaimed a Protected Environment is 
ongoing. FFW and four other stakeholders (Wildtrust, A Rocha SA, and two mountain 
biking organisations, KZN Mountain Biking and Maritzburg Mountain Bike Club) have 
written and signed a constitution for a Management Association. This  will be formed 
to co-manage the reserve with the landowner, the Msunduzi Municipality, once the 
proclamation process is completed. A boundary survey continues to hold up the final 
proclamation, but the Msunduzi Council has signed off on the expanded 630ha area.  

Year Two has been wonderfully satisfying in terms of work on the ground: tree- 
planting and clearing are what we’re all about, and a 97% tree survival rate indicates 
that we’ve been doing something right! The lack of funding for wages, including zero 
remuneration for the co-founders, is still our biggest challenge. Should fundraising 
prove successful, we’re ready to scale up work. To grow, Ferncliffe forest wilding needs 
to be able to offer more work opportunities to the talented young people looking for 
jobs in this sector. In this case, dedicated local employees, and not only volunteers,  
are part of building a healthy, sustainable ecosystem!

Economic and political challenges will remain, but the global restoration movement 
is growing apace and we are determined to keep abreast of, and inspired by, innovative 
ideas and best practices. The greater goals of climate crisis mitigation and increasing 
biodiversity will remain our focus.

Janine Stephen                       Connor Cullinan 



ABOUT FERNCLIFFE

It’s strip of endangered Eastern Mistbelt Forest habitat, in the middle of a biodiversity 
hotspot with the highest tree diversity of any temperate forest in the world. Ferncliffe 
contains two other endangered habitat types: Moist Hinterland Grassland, and  
Midlands Mistbelt Grassland. In a 2021 biodiversity site assessment, it scored top of 
the class as “irreplaceable” habitat. Yet it is also on the edge of an expanding city, and  
is vulnerable to development pressures, pollution, poaching and invasive plants. 

It is the 250-hectare heart of a wider 630-ha area due to be proclaimed a Protected  
Environment; both are owned by Msunduzi Municipality. The wider area contains  
timber plantations. 

Ferncliffe once had nearly 70 species of ferns (more than the British Isles). The most 
powerful eagle in Africa still whips through its forest in search of Vervet monkey prey, 
but as far as we know, no longer breeds here. It has large mammals like Bushpig, and 
unusual regional endemics, such as cannibal snails. Yet without help, it will disappear 
like the mists that shroud it.

ABOUT FERNCLIFFE FOREST WILDING

We are an innovative rewilding and biodiversity restoration not-for-profit run by  
creative entrepreneurs. FFW is based a step away from the forest, so is perfectly  
positioned to make a difference. On 28 February 2023, the NGO was officially  
19 months old. Our core work includes clearing invasive plants so as to recreate  
appropriate forest habitat, planting suitable indigenous tree species in the right places,  
and creating work opportunities in a city where jobs are sorely in demand. We are  
committed to best practice, science, monitoring and transparency. We believe in  
collaboration with other conservation bodies, and we promote Ferncliffe as valuable 
public space for the citizens of Pietermaritzburg. We are an Actor for the UN Decade 
of Ecosystem Restoration, which means we believe in halting, preventing and reversing 
environmental degradation and biodiversity loss.   

LONG-TERM PROJECT GOALS

10,000 trees planted in our lifetimes
630 hectares restored, with partners
3,000 trees grown by end 2026



KEY STATISTICS FOR 28 FEBRUARY 2023

•	 210 trees planted
•	 93 work days created (excluding over 220 for the Amanzi ethu Nobuntu team)
•	 3 pilot project sites, with planting and clearing in an additional two sites
•	 10 public and volunteer events held
•	 Initial invasive plant clearing on 4 to 5 hectares of land
•	 97% tree survival rate

BIODIVERSITY

Thickly forested in places, Ferncliffe is home to special birds from White-starred  
Robin to Red-backed Mannikin and the Red-Listed African Crowned Eagle. Bushpig, 
Bushbuck, Cane Rats, Genet and Porcupine frequent the fringes and forest. Mammals 
that have become scarce or absent as alien scrub has replaced grassland and forest  
include Cape Hare, Rock Hyrax, Blue Duiker, and Thick-tailed Bushbaby. Tree Hyrax 
may once have been present. There is a high degree of endemism recorded for inver-
tebrate species such as millipedes and robber flies. Characteristic tree species include 
Xymalos monospora, Celtis africana and Cussonia sphaerocephala. We are replanting 
largely absent Podocarpus species, and over 30 other tree species. 

KEY THREAT

Invasive vegetation. It chokes waterways and takes up vast quantities of ground water, 
drying streams and altering the ecosystem. Ferncliffe, with its diversity of soils and 
altitudes, is a haven for these opportunistic plants to establish and spread. The forest  
is also becoming cut off from natural corridors as the city spreads north. 

OUR VISION

•     To see the Eastern Mistbelt Forest remnants and rare grasslands here recover, free  
of invasive vegetation that is killing the forest; 

•     To protect and bolster biodiversity in an endangered forest biome that could  
support more key species;

•     To extend and connect this biome to other fragments;
•     To promote a treasured green space for the city, like Table Mountain in Cape Town;
•     To create dignified, decently paid work opportunities.



ACHIEVEMENTS

•     We have joined a restoration platform based in the Western Cape, called the South 
African Reforestation Trust (saforesttrust.com). We have a dedicated link on their 
website which directs others to our site and “products”. 

•     We remain registered with Germany-based international tree-planting organisation 
Plant-for-the-Planet (and received 19 tree donations from them). We submitted 
documents/a report to assess whether we measure up to international standards. 

•     We remain part of data-collecting and transparency-promoting monitoring site 
Restor.eco.

•     We were invited to become Actors for the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration 
and now feature as a partner on their website.

•     Strong media exposure continued, with articles in national travel magazine Getaway 
and the Financial Mail, as well as various local papers.

•     We continue to have return customers. The first Annual Tree Feedback reports with 
their hand-drawn illustrations and personalised feedback, were well received. 

•     Our nursery is growing (2 shade houses), although seed collection and propagation 
have been modest.

•     Donations of trees was slow overall, but picked up over the festive / gifting season. 
We were gifted two trees by multiple World Downhill Mountain Biking Champion 
Greg Minnaar, who is still resident in Pietermaritzburg for parts of the year and is 
widely respected. 

•     We’d planted 210 indigenous trees by 28 February 2023. 
•    Our tree survival rate was 97%, so important in terms of the “story” we offer donors, 

as well as our “slow but steady” approach to planting and caring for trees.
•	 We continue to work with other stakeholders to have Ferncliffe proclaimed as a 

Protected Environment, which will see it protected for at least 30 years;
•	 We benefited from the work of the Amanzi ethu Nobuntu team we shared with 

other organisations. The project ended in June 2022, and besides providing us with 
means of buying much-needed tools and trees, we provided over 220 days of work 
to 10 under-35-year-olds. We have continued to employ some of these individuals 
over the summer season to do some tree-planting and invasives clearing.

•	 Social media accounts have been inching up, with over 750 followers on Instagram 
by end February 2023 and around 367 followers on Facebook (reach for February 
2023 was around 14,060 with some promotion included). 

•	 Rockjumper, the premier birding tour organiser, kindly gave us a R2,500 donation.



•	 A travel and hospitality photojournalist is giving her lodge clients a tree to offset 
the footprint for the work – great exposure to these brands. 

•	 Kind locals have welcomed us to gardens to dig out seedlings for the project!
•	 Forestry company, NCT, briefly adopted a forest ravine for restoration, but logistics 

proved difficult. 
•	 Forty-eight trees were sold for a single 60th birthday (at a discounted rate), which 

was a boost to income.
•	 A Society for Ecological Restoration online course on ecosystem restoration was 

completed.
•	 Renewable Housing SA is still containing and harvesting the running bamboo that 

had overtaken 3 hectares, which is a huge help. It has made small donations  
towards restoration. 

•	 A conservation-minded individual took some drone footage of the bamboo area  
for us so that we were able to measure progress.



PUBLIC OUTREACH

Around a dozen public events took place this year. They included a “frogging”  
evening, two Mandela Day clearing events with two local companies, two Arbour Month 
tree-planting events, an Invasive Alien Plants “hack”, and collecting data on iNaturalist 
for the Great Southern Bioblitz. About 35 members of the public attended the largest 
event. Bringing the public back to Ferncliffe is a priority.

We have also welcomed experts and clubs to Ferncliffe, hosted the BirdlLife club, a  
couple of scouts and school community service representatives, forest ecologists  
Allister Starke and Jessica Leaver, botanist David Johnson, The SANParks Honorary 
Rangers, and the Lepidopterists’ Society. 

CHALLENGES

•	 Our approach, which focuses on improving biodiversity and site health as opposed 
to large-scale tree-planting, means that we cannot plant huge numbers of trees at 
low prices, as many organisations do. Although 19 trees were donated through the 
Plant-for-the-Planet platform, the average price obtained was about R186 per tree, 
which is not sustainable in terms of time and materials if we include clearing. Such 
donations are, however, a very welcome injection for bulking up planting,  
using species we want to introduce for diversity, but that are not up for donation  
on the website, for example. Being part of the platform means a lot to us in less 
tangible ways such as vetting and visibility. In the same way, being part of the 
South African Reforestation Trust is wonderful for visibility, sharing information 
and best practices and networking, but we can’t offer to plant trees at the rates 
they can offer their clients. 

•	 As is the case with all self-funded NGOs, raising funds remains our most serious 
challenge. 

•	 Rapid growth, without additional resources to hire more staff, means the founders 
are quite stretched! Our personalised approach also makes it harder to use  
volunteers, and we don’t have safe space or funds for interns. 

•	 Other challenges largely follow on from financial constraints, but efficient,  
larger-scale seed collection is an important aspect to tackle.



FINANCIAL POSITION

Donations for the year to end February 2023: 	 R114,953
                                                                    2022: 	 R94,208

Individuals and Amanzi ethu Nobuntu: 		  R107,378
                                               Companies: 		  R7,575

The NGO has no debt aside from zero-interest loans provided by the co-founders.  
Our support has thus far almost without exception come from individuals. 
Scout PR, NCT Forestry, and Rockjumper Birding contributed company funds, many 

thanks. The Amanzi ethu Nobuntu project injected some funds for tools and trees.
Funding requests, both local and international, remain a key focus for the next  

financial year as donations through the website alone are unlikely to cover costs or 
allow for growth. We are also exploring CO2 credit partnerships. 
The vast majority of monies donated have gone straight to restoration expenses  

(which includes casual work costs), accounting and reviewing, and software. 

        * From the Annual Financial Statements 2023.
          For the full financial statements, please email info@ferncliffe.org
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THE TEAM

DIRECTORS
Brandon McGugan 
An ecologist with over 25 years of experience in contaminated land investigation and 
management in over 15 countries in Africa and the United Kingdom. Specialist areas 
include environmental due diligence, site assessments, and remedial design. He has 
worked as a technical expert for the United Nations Industrial Development Organiza-
tion (UNIDO) as part of a global project team in 2019. Brandon has also consulted for 
the World Bank as a senior soil contamination expert. 

Sarah-Jane Birch
A climate change adaptation professional, Sarah has worked with the Western Cape 
Provincial Government, where she headed up climate change adaptation and resilience 
work within the coordinating climate change team in the Department of Environmental 
Affairs and Development Planning. She also works as a climate change coach, helping 
individuals and leaders face eco-anxiety and adaptations. She is now employed as the 
climate change adaptation specialist for Surrey County Council, UK. 

Connor Cullinan
A fine artist who has taught graphic design and visual communications at tertiary level 
for many years, Connor grew up next to Ferncliffe Nature Reserve and has considerable 
historical knowledge of the area. He has seen the effects of forest’s degradation in  
the past few decades (species disappearing; the community cut off). He uses his fine 
art background to make screen prints of the forest fauna and flora to raise funds, and  
provides crafted illustrations for the project’s certificates, website and collateral.  
Connor has had solo shows in Cape Town and Johannesburg. He has always had a 
strong interest in the natural world and its complex patterns.

CO-FOUNDERS
Janine Stephen  and Connor Cullinan founded the organisation in 2021, moving  
from Cape Town to Pietermaritzburg to do so. Both believe in the necessity for urgent  
climate action and job creation in the green economy. They are interested in promoting 
restoration techniques that cause as little disturbance as possible to soils and the  
remaining biodiversity, even if they take a little longer. Janine is an award-winning  
journalist with national and international experience.



FOREST GUARDIAN 2022 - 2023*
Vusumuzi Mlangeni (until December 2022)  

WEEDERS EXTRAORDINAIRE 2022 - 2023*
Khayelisha Gabashe
Khulekani Khumalo
Mxolisi Nkambini
Wandile Nkambini
Thandazile Zondi 						       * Part-time casual work 

THANK YOU
To the Msunduzi Municipality for its support;
To directors Brandon McGugan and Sarah Birch for donating their time and expertise;
To the Cullinan siblings for the secure base for a three-year period;
To Vanessa Stephen for contacts, help with fundraising and photography;
To Indevaldi, Dave Southwood, & Stiaan Smit, for discounting their excellent services;
To Melanie van Zyl for her fine photographs and support;
To Black River Studio for donating their materials and expertise to make FFW’s third 
artist’s print, featuring Vervet Monkeys;
To all the volunteers and supporters who do what they can to help Ferncliffe.
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Ferncliffe NPC is a registered South African non-profit company.
Registration Number 255-924 NPO. PBO Number 930072645.

Instagram @ferncliffeforestwilding
Facebook @ferncliffeforestwilding
Twitter/X @ferncliffe11

90 Warwick Road 
Town Bush Valley
Pietermaritzburg
3201
South Africa

Thank you!


