Guardians of the Web:
Protecting the Khwenxurha
Wilderness

This article forms part of the #WriteYourFutureSA series, envisioning the regeneration of the
Great Kei region through the lens of environmental stewardship and the ‘Wilderness Web’, It
is written from the perspective of Zukiswa Njombe, the Chief Ranger and Wilderness
Educator for the Khwenxurha Wilderness Web, in the year 2036.

Contact info@afesis.org.za if you would like to write and submit your own
#WriteYourFutureSA article.
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Standing today, in 2036, atop the cliffs overlooking the winding
Kwenxura River, | am struck by the silence. It is a silence that is not
empty, but full of life.

Ten years ago, this view was marred by the grey-green blur of invasive
plants and the jagged scars of unplanned tracks. Today, the landscape
is a vibrant tapestry of indigenous thicket and restored grasslands. We
call it the Khwenxurha Wilderness Web and, as a woman who has spent
the last decade walking its corridors and nurturing its growth, | can tell
you it is the literal life-support system for our community and the land
that sustains us.

The story of this transformation began in 2026, which was a year of
deep reflection for the Khwenxurha community. Frustrated by the
challenges of managing village expansion that was swallowing our
natural areas and best grazing lands as well as threatening the water
sources our households depend upon, we decided to act.

With the proactive support of the Great Kei Municipality, the community
embarked on a comprehensive review of its future development. This
process was driven by a collective realisation that the health of our
environment is inseparable from the wellbeing of the people, especially
the women who often bear the quiet burden of resource scarcity.

Around this time, we moved away from top-down zoning and instead
developed a set of local socio-spatial development principles. These
acted as a compass, guiding us toward the future we actually wanted
to see. Among these, the ‘natural web’ principle resonated most deeply
with me. It challenged us to stop seeing nature as leftover space
between houses and to start seeing it as a continuous, protected
infrastructure that should be honoured and never built upon.
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This perspective shifted our view from one of dominance over the land
to one of reciprocal care and stewardship.

Our growth is now guided by the principle of improving the beauty and
wholeness of the environment. We have learned that every new
structure, whether it is a small garden shed or a new village clinic, must
be positioned to strengthen the natural veins of the Web. This ensures
our development never comes at the expense of the land's underlying
vitality.

This philosophy was complemented by the ‘rural-settlement network’
and ‘agricultural patchwork’ principles, all integrated into a broader
‘settlement-agriculture-wilderness neighbourhood’® framework that
respects the natural rhythms of the area. While these principles
provided the map, it was a dedicated group of young people from the
villages of Khwenxurha who provided the engine.

Inspired by the vision of a ‘Wilderness Web’, this coalition of local
youth, many of whom were then students or unemployed graduates,
refused to let the vision remain on paper.

It was particularly inspiring to see young women taking up leadership
roles in this movement. These young people became the first
‘Guardians of the Web’, serving as digital and physical sentries who
monitor the health of the land to ensure our connectivity to nature
remains unbroken for the generations to follow.

| remember the early days clearly. We engaged tirelessly with local
leaders and external experts in ecology and GIS technology, spending
months walking the land to map old cattle paths, water catchment
areas, and sacred groves. By combining indigenous knowledge of the
‘spirit of the place’, often preserved in the oral histories shared by our
elders, with modern conservation science, specialists drafted the first
framework for what the Web could become.
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We successfully argued that protecting the wilderness was not just
about the environment; it was about protecting our identity, our water,
and the economic security of our families.

In 2036, the Wilderness Web is a fractal reality that touches every level
of our lives. It is not a distant park behind a fence, but rather it is part of
the fabric of our neighbourhood. Even the smallest homesteads now
respect wild corners. Residents allow indigenous medicinal plants and
bird-friendly shrubs to thrive on the edges of their plots, creating tiny
stepping stones for biodiversity right next to their kraals and gardens.
This intimate connection to the land reflects a nurturing approach to
planning where every small action contributes to the greater whole.

We have replaced the harsh lines of diamond-mesh fencing with living
boundaries. These dense, thorny indigenous hedges do more than
secure our homesteads; they are vibrant nesting sites for sunbirds and
robins, effectively weaving the wilderness into the very walls of our
gardens. Even in the heart of our villages, you will find ‘stepping stones’
of wild thicket. These small, untouched islands of bush ensure the
pulse of the wilderness is never interrupted, providing a safe path for
our smallest wild neighbours to travel through human spaces.
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The inconsistent management of settlement development from the
past has been replaced by a process of proactively identifying village
expansion zones. By pre-defining settlement clusters with firm
ecological boundaries, we have created a clear ‘no-go’ zone for the
Wilderness Web. This ensures that the pressure for housing never
strangles our vital green corridors and protects the communal spaces
where our social life flourishes.

Between our clustered villages, we have established nature edges and
natural corridors. These are permanent ‘green lungs’ that prevent
villages from merging into one another, serving as communal greens
where children play and elders gather under the shade of ancient trees
to share wisdom. The core of the system is the Khwenxurha Wilderness
Network, which consists of wide corridors that follow our river systems
and steep valleys. They act as the primary veins of our ecosystem,
allowing wildlife to move freely and ensuring our rivers remain filtered
and clean for everyone to use.

Water is the lifeblood of our Web. Every swale on a school playground
and every protected stream-bank in the valley is managed as a sacred
blue thread, ensuring that when the rains come, the earth drinks its fill
rather than washing away. This focus on water security is a direct
response to the needs of our households. Perhaps the most inspiring
part of the Web is our Natural Woodland Cemetery. Early in the
process, we realised that to protect the land forever, we needed to
give it a sacred status that resonated with our deep ancestral ties.

Instead of concrete tombstones and cleared graveyards, many of us
mark the passing of loved ones by planting indigenous hardwood trees,
including Sneezewood, Yellowwood, and Wild Olive. Each tree is a
living memorial. As these trees grow, they form a dense, sacred forest
that acts as a core node in the Wilderness Web. Because the land
holds our ancestors, it is untouchable, ensuring the heart of our
wilderness remains intact for the next century and beyond.
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As one local resident noted: “| remember planting a Yellowwood for my
grandfather back in 2028. Today, that tree is taller than | am. When |
walk through that forest, | am not just walking through a protected area;
| am walking through my own family history. You do not need a ranger to
tell you not to cut down a tree that holds a soul”.

In partnership with the Centre for Long-Term Planning, we have also set
aside land adjacent to this woodland cemetery for ‘land art’
installations. We invited artists from across the country and abroad to
create art from rocks, wood, plants, and other natural materials. These
include permanent works like the ‘Stone Labyrinth’, a massive spiral of
local river rocks representing the journey of life and designed to last
generations. Others are more ephemeral and will fade into the past as
the weather takes its toll, such as ‘Woven Whispers’, where dried
reeds are braided into wind-catchers that symbolise our fleeting
connection to the ancestors as they slowly return to the earth.

The establishment of the Wilderness Web has brought much-needed
economic stimulus to the Great Kei area, empowering many local
women and men through new opportunities. We have become a
premier destination for regenerative tourism, with the landscape art
park becoming a ‘must-see’ attraction. Visitors from across the country
come to hike our river trails and stay in locally-owned eco-lodges.
These trails cater to walking, hiking, and off-road cycling, as well as
horse trails, with no motor vehicles allowed.

Part of the natural web has been designated as a ‘dark sky overlay
zone’, restricting night-time illumination. When the sun sets, the Web
reveals its celestial scale. By limiting light pollution across our villages,
we have protected our night-sky corridor, allowing the Milky Way to
shine as brightly over Khwenxurha as it did a century ago. This is a gift
for both the owls that hunt in our thickets and the visitors who marvel at
the stars.
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The Wilderness Web has also become our outdoor classroom. Through
our Village Campus initiative, local youth are trained as Guardians of the
Web, using GeoAl tools to monitor water quality and track the
restoration of indigenous species. This is not just job creation; it is
vocational training that gives our young women and men a professional
future right here at home. This initiative fosters a sense of agency and
pride in their heritage.

The Web does not stop at the gates of our institutions. Our schools and
clinics have become vital micro-nodes where indigenous medicinal
gardens and rainwater swales serve as both functional infrastructure
and living laboratories for our children. The Wilderness Web has taught
us that we do not have to choose between development and nature. By
respecting the patterns of the land and adopting a more inclusive,
caring approach to planning, we have built a future where both can
flourish.

As | often say: people used to think our young people had to move to
the city to find a future. Now, the city comes to us to learn. Watching a
twenty-year-old woman from Khwenxurha explain GeoAl mapping to a
university professor, while standing in the same valley her ancestors
farmed, is when | knew our socio-spatial principles were working. It is a
moment of profound transformation.

The Web also supports a sustainable harvesting economy. We have
embraced a model of regenerative circularity, where the Wilderness
Web acts as both our sanctuary and our source. Local cooperatives
harvest thatch grass, wild honey, and medicinal herbs, ensuring that the
green infrastructure pays dividends to the people who protect it.

We also have a sustainable tree harvesting programme, allowing the
felling of a few selected trees each year and the collection of
deadwood. Local artisans and carpenters turn this wood into furniture
and art pieces sold in larger towns and cities. Even our cattle are no
longer seen as a threat, but as partners in restoration
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Through managed grazing patterns in the Amadlelo zones (meaning
pastures, grazing lands, or meadows in isiXhosa), we use livestock to
stimulate the soil and keep grasslands healthy, proving that a working
landscape can also be a wild and productive one.

Today, the Web is managed through a nature conservancy model. This
is a partnership between Village Committees, the Great Kei
Municipality, and the Eastern Cape Biodiversity Stewardship
Programme. Decisions are made through dialogue and inclusive
consultation, and enforcement is driven by the community itself. The
conservancy functions as a voluntary, community-led agreement to
manage land for conservation alongside productive uses, ensuring
every voice is heard in the process.

Our vision is secured by the National Environmental Management:
Protected Areas Act, which allows us to formally register our
Wilderness Web as a protected site without losing ancestral land
rights. By partnering with the Eastern Cape Biodiversity Stewardship
Programme, we have locked in long-term technical support and tax
incentives that transform conservation into a viable economic asset for
the community.

This legal shield ensures that while we manage the land as its rightful
owners, the provincial government is bound to help us protect it. We do
not need lots of high electric fences because every resident
understands that the Web belongs to them and is vital for their future.
We also cooperate with neighbouring farmers and property owners,
including the Kei Rural-Village estate, to link our efforts and create a
larger habitat for nature to flourish.

Looking ahead, our plans are even more ambitious. We are working to
link our local network into similar systems along the coast to create the
Greater Wild Coast Biosphere Reserve. This falls under the UN
Biosphere Reserve programme, providing a framework for landscapes
where people and nature coexist.
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By connecting our ‘green veins’ to the vast coastal forests and river
systems, we ensure our small community plays a vital role in the
climate resilience of the entire country.

In 2026, we were scared. We saw the housing sprawl coming and felt
helpless. But once we realised we could write our future by following
the patterns the land had already given us and by valuing the
contributions of all our people, that fear turned into fierce pride. We
are not just surviving; we are flourishing.

The best part of my job is the sound of the Web in the morning. It is a
symphony of birds, the deep hum of cattle in the distance, and the
wind through the Sneezewoods. It sounds like a community that has
finally found its rhythm again. We are no longer just inhabitants of Great
Kei; we are its Guardians.
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