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“ON TRAIL WE ARE GUESTS OF THE NATURAL WORLD, WE ARE 
HUMBLED BY WILDERNESS, IN AWE OF ITS COMPLEXITY, POWER AND 
BEAUTY. OUTSIDE OF THIS OUR EGOS RULE” ~ DR. IAN PLAYER


Dr. Ian Player, one of the leading figures in South African Rhino 
Conservation and founder of the Wilderness Leadership School 
pioneered the concept of transformative wilderness trails well over 
half a century ago. Since then, the Wilderness Leadership School has 
grown into one of the most respected and established conservation 
NGO’s in the country. 


Over 60 years and over 60 000 people on trail the principles, the 
experience and the purpose of these wilderness trails remains the 
same. Our work is focused around reconnecting man and nature, 
exposing leaders and decision makers to the value of wilderness, 
growing a new generation of leaders, conservation ambassadors and 
change makers.


Your involvement with the Wilderness Leadership School also ticks 
important corporate social investment boxes, particularly our "people" 
orientated approach which allows us to offer socio-economic 
development certification for your BBBEE status and Section 18A Tax 
benefits. Many of our projects and initiatives  have excellent 
environmental benefits but also job creation, skills development and 
social upliftment.


ABOUT US



OUR WORK

WILDERNESS TRAILS

1FOR THE PAST 60 YEARS AND MORE, THE WILDERNESS LEADERSHIP SCHOOL HAS BEEN PROVIDING AN 
OPPORTUNITY FOR YOUNG PEOPLE AND LEADERS  OF ALL AGES TO HAVE A DIRECT EXPERIENCE OF NATURE 
SO THAT THEY CAN, FROM FIRSTHAND EXPERIENCE, DEVELOP AN APPRECIATION OF THE AWE OF 
RECONNECTING TO WILD AND NATURAL SPACES


Although it is well documented that a wilderness experience can positively improve well being, current 
scientific research is beginning to unpack the measurable benefits which accrue to the participants of a 
wilderness experience.  In a study prompted by the global concern regarding mental ill health in 
adolescents, it was found that an immersion in a natural place or place of beauty could significantly 
increase levels of self esteem and well being . Conversely low self esteem can have long term significance 
in the development of mental illness and coping skills*. 


It is evident that youth today spend less time in a natural environment and this would seem to bear out the 
late Dr Ian Player’s view  - in the 60’s !! - that the “degradation of the social fabric is directly attributable to a 
disconnect from nature”.  Some of these manifestations may be variously described as : Low self esteem, 
erratic school behaviours, substance abuse and lowered social coping skills. Positive attributes  however are 
listed as an increased sense of well being, improved cognitive skills and ability to concentrate, improved 
self esteem and ability to counter stress as well as improved interpersonal relationships


On the broader environmental  platform the experience of wilderness through trails has far reaching effects 
in the form of critical preservation of natural areas and declaration of reserves and parks, the protection of 
species, transformation and reconciliation, leadership dynamics and environmental consciousness and 
responsible corporate behaviours and policy making.


Perhaps it is not too broad a statement to say that the future of our wilderness areas and the well- being of 
our generation rests on providing opportunities for youth and leaders to be exposed to a direct experience 
of nature.  For people to gain an understanding of the importance of preservation of our natural heritage 
and to reap the personal benefit of such an experience we need to preserve wild areas.


*Barton J, Bragg R, Pretty J and Roberts J and Wood C. (2016  The Wilderness Expedition: An Effective Life Course Intervention to Improve 
Young People’s Well-Being and Connectedness to Nature. Journal of Experiential Education



OUR WORK

WILDERNESS TRAILS

1A TRAIL IS NOT A HIKE. IT IS NOT A SAFARI. IT IS NOT A PERSONAL ENDURANCE TEST. A 
WILDERNESS TRAIL IS A DEEPLY PROFOUND EXPERIENCE THAT IS VERY DIFFICULT TO 
ARTICULATE. IT IS A CHANCE TO RETURN TO YOUR NATURAL HABITAT. A DIGITAL DETOX. A 
DEEP EXPERIENCE OF OUR OWN CONNECTION TO THE NATURAL WORLD. A CHANCE TO 
RE-WILD YOURSELF AND GET INSPIRED BY THE RHYTHM OF NATURE. YOUR EXPERIENCE 
IS CAREFULLY FACILITATED BY GUIDES WHO ARE ARGUABLY SOME OF THE BEST IN 
AFRICA. THE FOOD IS BEYOND WHAT YOU COULD IMAGINE. AN AUTHENTIC  
WILDERNESS TRAIL WITH THE WILDERNESS LEADERSHIP SCHOOL IS UNLIKE ANY OTHER 
"TRAIL" EXPERIENCE. THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN ON TRAIL RETURN AGAIN AND AGAIN. 
YOU SIMPLY HAVE TO EXPERIENCE IT TO FULLY UNDERSTAND THE POWER OF A 
WILDERNESS LEADERSHIP SCHOOL TRAIL.


Trail groups proceed on foot and carry all possessions, provisions and food for the trail 
duration. There is a sense of satisfaction at being able to live off your own energy during 
the trail and not having to rely on any other means of transport or facility.  The camp 
sites are chosen for their beauty and practicality. Often one sits in the camp and watches 
animals going about their daily routine oblivious to the trailists sitting nearby. Most 
camp sites are near water to ensure a ready water supply. Camping is done on a 
minimum impact leave no trace basis. Food is cooked on open fire (gas in Berg) and all 
trailists help with cooking and preparation.


One of the more memorable duties is night watch. All trailists stand watch during the 
night for an hour or so. This is to ensure the safety of those sleeping and to check animal 
movement near the camp. This is an incredible time to reflect on the trail, your life and 
where you are going. This, added to the responsibility of all the other trailists’ lives, is a 
very powerful tool. Many people write to the School with memories of night watch and 
how it changed their lives. The actual trail and trail mechanics differs each trail and is 
therefore difficult to elaborate on, suffice to say it is a life changing experience that 
should be experienced by everyone. There would be more wilderness areas and fewer 
conflicts in this world, if a wilderness trail was a compulsory experience. 




OPINION LEADER TRAILS 

Opinion Leader Trails were initiated in 1993 by the Wilderness Leadership School and some of the first of these 
were funded by the European Union to bring together members of Parliament, global  and other key community 
and environmental leaders on a four day wilderness trail.  In the period 1994-1998 we took over 200 new MP’s 
and MPL’s on OLT trails. Today this quality, natural experience provides the opportunity for a group of focused 
individuals to cross pollinate ideas, discuss issues and network amongst elected and grassroots opinion leaders. 
It has the capacity to provide the catalyst for the emergence of environmental consciousness, political change 
and provide a platform for business leaders to make responsible policy decisions around environmental issues. 
These trails are very defined in outcome and designed accordingly at the highest level of guiding and 
facilitation. They may require pre and post workshopping and strategic action plans defined from this. 


TRAILS OF INFLUENCE 

These five day experiences are designed around a focus area of consciousness. The groups are comprised of 
participants who in their own right are able to make a difference in their society and bring about a desired shift 
in universal consciousness. This can be in the form of community leaders, religious leaders, activists or people 
who have a focussed desired outcome such as the campaign against the use of rhino horn in end user countries 
or a campaign against the threat of mining to an environmentally sensitive area. The trails are thus facilitated 
according to the stated focussed outcome of the group.


COMMUNITY LEADERS  

The trails provide opportunity for people from all walks of life to experience a wilderness trail during which time 
they become ambassadors for not only the preservation of the wild and open spaces but to develop a corps of 
aware individuals who are informed and prepared to assist others in developing an environmental 
consciousness. These are often targeted at rural communities surrounding reserves and also offer an opportunity 
for cross pollination or interactivity  between urban schools and rural counterparts.
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ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION RANKS HIGH AMONGST CONSERVATION LEADERS AS ONE OF THE TOOLS IN TACKLING THE 
MULTIFACETED CHALLENGES OF CONSERVATION TODAY. FLEETS OF TOURIST BUSSES INDICATE A PLACE OF INTEREST BUT 
FOR MANY WITHIN THE COMMUNITY AROUND THE PARK, THE CONNECTION TO TOURISM AS A MEANS OF ECONOMIC 
UPLIFTMENT AND THE CONSERVATION EFFORTS OF THE PARK, REMAINS DIVIDED. THIS TOO PROVIDES FERTILE GROUND 
FOR POACHER RECRUITMENT IF A COMMUNITY CONNECTION TO THE FLORA AND FAUNA OF THE PARK HAS NOT BEEN 
IGNITED. 


The Wilderness Leadership School  strives to address this issue of disconnect by proving the opportunity for the youth 
surrounding the Park to embark on a facilitated immersion into the wilderness area. This program works in conjunction with 
Park authorities and other environmental education NGOs to develop a matrix of schools’ nature based connection. For 
students over 16 years of age, the five day program undertaken by the Wilderness Leadership School  provides for students 
to walk and sleep in the wilderness and develop a connection to the natural world through:


• Discussions on threatened species, wildlife poaching and trafficking and the threats protected areas by human 
encroachment and practices such as coal mining  


• The Practice of Leave-no trace camping principles  

• Indabas (group discussion) on the history of the area and cultural topics

• Opportunities to understand conservation issues of the day, including human/wildlife conflict as it might pertain to 

conservation and livestock

• Introduction to potential career paths within conservation

• Providing the structure to work as a cohesive team and its attendant leadership lessons  

• For some groups this experience becomes a Rites of Passage immersion


This program has remained at the core of the Wilderness Leadership School mandate and has connected thousands of 
young people to a life changing experience that resonates with the youth of the day and develops, in many, a life-long 
connection to the natural world and ignites the passion to protect that which inspires the awe experienced through these 
programs.    


ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION & COMMUNITY 
LEADERSHIP PROGRAMS AND TRAILS
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AT IT’S MOST BASIC LEVEL UNEARTHED IS ABOUT INSPIRING YOUNG INDIVIDUALS WHO WANT TO 
START A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE, A BUSINESS THAT DOES MORE THAN JUST MAKE MONEY, PEOPLE WHO 
WANT TO HELP OTHERS, WHO WANT TO MAKE OUR PLANET A BETTER PLACE IN THEIR OWN SMALL 
WAY, PEOPLE WHO FOLLOW A BIGGER CALLING. OUR FOCUS IS AROUND ACTUALISING THE GLOBAL 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS AND BUILDING FUTURE ENVIRONMENTAL LEADERS WHO CAN 
HELP CREATE NEW, INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS TO CURRENT CHALLENGES.


The focus of the Unearthed Community Leader Program is to help develop youth from rural 
communities around our protected areas. This takes the form of social entrepreneurship which creates 
economic opportunities that can support their personal and broader community needs (financial, 
social and environmental). This has direct environmental benefits in the sense that humans are part of 
the ecosystem and supporting socio-economic outcomes has a clear, well-documented link to 
environmental outcomes. People’s socio-economic needs and environmental needs are intricately 
intertwined. At a practical level, the programme includes a wilderness trail experience followed by two 
weeks of small business training which covers all aspects of starting a small social enterprise, from 
business feasibility, planning, financial management, marketing, networking and follow up 
mentorship. 


Although our focus on the Unearthed Programme is on positive socio-economic and environmental 
outcomes, we're always surprised by the impacts small interventions can have at a rural community 
level. It's not just around building a business, a social enterprise, it's about the sense of self belief, 
challenging the status quo, creating a dream, giving people hope and an alternative vision for their 
future and building a network of ambassadors for conservation. 


SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP - 
UNEARTHED PROGRAMME



  OUR WORK

RHINOS
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PRESERVING  THE LEGACY OF OUR LATE FOUNDER IAN PLAYER WHO IS CREDITED 
WITH LEADING THE TEAM WHICH WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR SAVING THE WHITE 

RHINO IN SOUTHERN AFRICA.  

 


• The Wilderness Leadership School trails and training programme provides a 
framework for the development of wilderness ambassadors some of whom 
become active in anti poaching teams. An excellent example of which is the 
Ezemvelo Rhino Ambassador programme in Hluhluwe iMfolozi Park.


• The volunteer Inland branch of the Wilderness Leadership School works in 
support of the Pilanesberg Wildlife Trust to add value to the Park’s own anti-
poaching unit through the provision of vehicles, surveillance teams and fence 
patrols. 


• In association with our sister organisation, Wilderness Foundation Africa, the 
Wilderness Leadership School is  engaged with end user country Vietnam on a 
highly publicised and outcomes base campaign to curb the use of rhino horn 
that country. The Vietnamese youth ambassadors who participated in the 
programme viewed the trail as the turning point in the revelation of the extent of 
the rhino crisis that we as a country are facing.




  Biological 
Monitoring Patrols 
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IN A TYPICAL SCENARIO, EXISTING FIELD RANGERS HAVE A SPLIT FOCUS ON 
BIODIVERSITY MONITORING AND LAW ENFORCEMENT. THROUGH THE ADDED 

CAPACITY PROVIDED BY THE WILDERNESS LEADERSHIP SCHOOL, FIELD RANGERS’ 
TIME IS FREED UP TO PRIORITISE LAW ENFORCEMENT/ANTI POACHING EFFORTS.


 

The Biological Monitoring Programme came about during the Covid pandemic 
when core trail activity came to a halt due to global curbs on tourism and local 
lockdown. As a pivotal programme, this project aimed at utilising the unmatched 
bush skills of the corps of trained wilderness guides (Trails Officers) to assist the 
under resourced provincial parks in their battle against poaching of rhino and other 
endangered wildlife as well as to assist in the management of the emergent human 
wildlife conflict which has come about as a result of porous fencing. 

The activity is designed to put eyes and ears on the ground. As a priority 
consideration, the Trails Officers of the Wilderness Leadership School  are highly 
trained in wilderness presence and in addition to this they have served with the 
Wilderness Leadership School  for many years thus are highly skilled and display 
exceptional local knowledge. Their commitment to conservation and to supporting 
their colleagues in the Parks, is the driving force in this corps of dedicated 
individuals 




  WORKING WITH THE WILDERNESS 
LEADERSHIP SCHOOL 
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WITH A TRACK RECORD THAN SPANS OVER 60 YEARS, THE WILDERNESS LEADERSHIP SCHOOL HAS A LONG HISTORY OF FORGING LONG STANDING RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH BUSINESS LEADERS, ENTREPRENEURS, AND COMPANIES RANGING FROM SMME'S TO GLOBAL BLUE-CHIP COMPANIES. SO, WHY SHOULD YOU CONSIDER 

WORKING WITH THE WILDERNESS LEADERSHIP SCHOOL? .


The Wilderness Leadership School ticks important corporate 
social investment boxes, particularly our! "people" orientated 
approach which allows us to offer socio-economic development 
certification for your BBBEE status. 


Many of our projects and init iatives! have excellent 
environmental bene fits but also job creation, skills development 
and social upliftment. 


We have exposed over 60 000 people to Wilderness over the 
years, including business leaders, polit icians, social 
activists! and! entrepreneurs.! Our track record speaks for itself, 
our corporate leadership trails add value to your business and 
our commitment to conservation is world renowned. If you're 
looking for Corporate Social Investment partners with an 
integrated and innovative approach, we would love to talk to 
you! 


Wilderness Leadership School SED Certi fication! 

The Socio-Economic Development Certi ficate (SED) is a verified 
certificate that our Òbeneficiary pro fileÓ have been audited. A 
corporate funder will therefore not need to appoint an 
independent auditor when they are asked during their BBBEE/
BEE score card submission to verify their SED points. We can 
submit our bene ficiary pro file in the form of an annual veri fied 
SED certificate Ð in line with the intention of BBBEE/BEE. The 
SED certificate will enhance your companyÕs BEE points towards 
SED.


Wilderness Leadership School Tax Bene fits

As a company you can earn a good BEE score with extra Socio-
economic Development points as well as enjoy tax bene fits by 
receiving an Article 18A tax certi ficate from the Wilderness 
Leadership School, making your donations tax deductible

The Wilderness Leadership School is the patron and member of the Wilderness Foundation Global network of organisations 
www.wildernessfoundationglobal.org 
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