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A CUSTODIAN COMES OF AGE
The Table Mountain Fund: celebrating 21 years of conservation success on Table Mountain

by John Yeld
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is the Cape Floristic Region (CFR), popularly called
the Fynbos region, that is mostly contained within
the political boundaries of South Africa’s Western
Cape province.
The CFR is by far the smallest of the world’s six
plant kingdoms but, proportionate to size, also the
richest – as recognised and acknowledged in its
declaration as a 553,000ha World Heritage Site by
UNESCO in 2004. Table Mountain is a powerful
symbol of this World Heritage Site, partly because of
its towering physical status and partly because of its
own abundant biodiversity. At least 1,470 flowering
plants, many of them endemic, occur on the Cape
Peninsula mountain chain of which Table Mountain
forms the head.
The historically small human presence in this region
before the start of the colonial era in the 16th century
meant the mountain had remained near-pristine, but
it was inevitable that this status could not continue.
As Cape Town grew rapidly as a settlement, so too
did its negative impact on Table Mountain, and
there were regular warnings about the mountain’s
deteriorating state, particularly because of too
frequent fires and subsequent erosion.
Despite these warnings, the highly fragmented
private and state ownership of the mountain
meant that even well-meaning management
efforts remained parochial, severely under-funded
and largely ineffectual in dealing with the many
problems – so much so that by the last decade of the
20th century, Table Mountain was in the grip of a
full-blown conservation crisis.
Fortunately, two key events then occurred that were
instrumental in changing the tide of the mountain’s
fortunes. On 13th March 1998, a formal structure
to raise and channel substantial non-government
donor funds for the proper conservation of the Table
Mountain chain emerged: the Table Mountain Fund,
now celebrating its “coming of age” with its 21st
anniversary. And just over one month later, on 1st
May 1998, the Cape Peninsula National Park – later
renamed the Table Mountain National Park – was
proclaimed. From the outset, there was significant
cooperation between these two organisations,
providing much-needed synergy and conservation
momentum.

Table Mountain was recently proclaimed as one of
the new Seven Wonders of the Natural World, and its
numerous awe-inspiring landscapes provide many
local recreational opportunities and help sustain
and grow the region’s flourishing tourism industry.
But its iconic status is not derived solely from its
dramatic physical appearance. The mountain also
holds global biological significance as a key part of
one of the world’s 34 “biodiversity hotspots” – those
areas that contain a disproportionately high number
of endemic plant and animal species, and whose
conservation is an imperative for maintaining life on
Earth as we know it. This local biodiversity hotspot
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TABLE Mountain, the massive sandstone block that
guards the south-western extremity of the African
continent, has stood as a majestic natural beacon
over eons. It is rightly celebrated as one of the world’s
truly iconic landmarks, and is the symbolic poster
child for the Cape Floristic Region World Heritage
Site of which it is a crucial element.
At the centre of efforts to conserve this unique
mountain and its internationally acclaimed
biodiversity is the appropriately named the Table
Mountain Fund, or the TMF as it is affectionately
known: a capital conservation trust fund that
develops and supports conservation and research
projects that benefit, protect and promote the
mountain’s natural heritage.
For the past two decades, the TMF has provided
millions of rands in funding for many such successful
projects. Now celebrating its 21st anniversary, this
meticulously managed fund is launching a new
appeal for donations that will further enhance its
proven ability to help conserve, protect and where
necessary restore the ecosystems of Table Mountain
that commands such a special place in the hearts of
millions of people around the world.
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The TMF was conceived in 1993 as part of the 25th
anniversary celebrations of the Southern African
Nature Foundation, the then regional chapter
of WWF International. Initially, this new fund
was aimed solely at the conservation of the Table
Mountain chain, although its funding mandate was
later broadened to include the entire CFR.
The first major fundraising drive for the TMF played
heavily on the dangers facing the mountain, with
Foundation chief executive John Hanks sending a
powerful letter to potential donors headed “Is the
most famous tablecloth becoming a shroud?”.
Hanks wrote: “Could you imagine Cape Town, the
Mother City, without Table Mountain? Picture for a
moment a scarred, bare skeleton of a mountain – its
once-famous cascade of clouds draped over lifeless
slopes. Could this be Table Mountain by the year
2000? It seems unthinkable – and yet, after more
than 300 years of over- exploitation and neglect,
Table Mountain, one of the great natural wonders
of the world, is under threat as never before. If
immediate action is not taken, South Africa stands
to lose one of its most priceless natural treasures.”
Donors were told that projects from eight priority
areas would enjoy preference for possible support
from the new fund – ¬including the development
and implementation of a coordinated management
plan; control of invasive alien species, both plants
and animals; and the control of wildfires.
Establishing and capitalising the TMF led to
one of the biggest fundraising campaigns in the
Foundation’s existence, with a highly ambitious
initial target of R25 million – at the time, a
huge amount. This capital sum would produce
approximately R1 million or more each year to fund
the mountain’s top priority conservation needs,
after an allowance for inflation had been set aside to
maintain the real value of the capital into the future.
To seize the imagination and support of the targeted
donor community, the new fund was launched
on 18th May 1993 by probably the most famous
mountaineer in the world, Sir Edmund Hillary,

at a gala dinner at Cape Town’s famous Mount
Nelson Hotel.

The plan to reach the R25 million target involved
persuading local South African sources to donate
R10 million, while R15 million would be sought from
international donors.
After five years of fundraising, the first phase of the
local appeal was concluded on 27th February 1998
with a ceremony on Table Mountain where a plaque
was unveiled honouring 117 “Custodians of the
Table Mountain Fund” who had made substantial
donations to the fund and the many others who had
made smaller but also significant contributions.
Collectively, they donated more than R8 million,
and then President Nelson Mandela sent a message
of congratulation: ‘We commend the efforts of the
WWF-South Africa for initiating the Table Mountain
Fund. My very best wishes to you all.”
The main foreign donor targeted by the Table
Mountain Fund was an international funding agency,
the Global Environment Facility (GEF) that had been
established on the eve of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit to
help tackle the planet’s most pressing environmental
problems, including maintaining biodiversity. With
its “hottest of the hot-spots” biodiversity status, the
conservation of Table Mountain fell squarely within
the GEF’s mandate.
But there was a problem: the TMF hoped to access $5
million, or about R15 million at the 1996 exchange
rate, but contributions from the GEF were only
payable to state institutions. Fortunately, the timely
proclamation of the Cape Peninsula National Park
was key to unlocking the successful approach to the
GEF.
After a thorough investigation, the GEF Council
announced at a function in Cape Town on 12th
November 1999 that it was awarding $5 million
(just less than R25 million) to the TMF, to finance
medium- and long-term conservation efforts on
Table Mountain.
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One of the first TMF-funded projects was the
production of a map of approved footpaths in the
Peninsula’s natural areas, while another was an
environmental education programme managed by
WESSA (Wildlife & Environment Society of SA)
that aimed to heighten awareness of the mountain’s
biodiversity significance.
The TMF funding supported the Red Hill natural
vegetation restoration project, conducted in a private
nature reserve in the southern Peninsula, while the
Botanical Society was financially assisted to clear
invasive alien plants over 200 hectares of Devil’s
Peak (part of Table Mountain).
Another project supported by early the TMF funding
was the first status assessment of the Table Mountain
Cave Shrimp, a paleogenic species endemic to the
caves on the mountain and so unique that it’s the
only living species in an entire taxonomic order.
Because crucial biodiversity areas on the Peninsula
mountain chain remained in private hands, a number
of the the TMF’s early projects involved funding
or co-funding efforts to acquire and incorporate as
many as possible of the “missing links” into the new
Park. One such project was the “Kommetjie Corridor
and Wetlands Land Acquisition” project, where a
400ha property comprising seasonal wetlands was
bought. This created a crucial biological corridor
between Chapman’s Peak and Slangkop, effectively
linking the northern and southern sections of the
Table Mountain National Park (TMNP). Another was
the acquisition of a key property on one of the most
iconic geographical features of the Cape Peninsula –
the famous Sentinel rocky promontory at Hout Bay
– that stymied a grossly inappropriate development
proposal.
A highly innovative approach was used for a property
adjoining the Cape of Good Hope section of the
TMNP, where the business rights to a dog kennel
operation were acquired. Deemed an inappropriate
land use for this sensitive area, the owners were

persuaded to sell their right to operate the kennels
for a price that yielded a similar return to that
business.
Several other projects related to the special focus
on invasive alien plant eradication on the Table
Mountain chain, including one at Kompanjiestuin
close to the ecologically important Noordhoek
wetlands. Other clearing was funded through
projects at Spitskop above Noordhoek, Slangkop
(Kommetjie), the Klawer valley above Simon’s Town,
Red Hill and the source of the Schuster’s River, also
in the Red Hill area.
An important early project funded with a relatively
small amount (R122,000) but with a big impact was
the Wilderness Leadership School’s Pride of Table
Mountain. This involved taking young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds for day-long hikes on
Table Mountain, and over five years between 1999
and 2004 some 8,000 pupils participated in this
environmental awareness project.
To help conserve the Silvermine River watercourse
from source to sea – the most pristine river still
accessible to Cape Town residents – the TMF helped
fund a volunteer-based invasive alien plant clearing
programme in the Silvermine section of the TMNP.
This model successfully pioneered the “Adopt-aPlot” system of clearing by volunteers.
A highly innovative funded project that was
subsequently expanded significantly and taken
over by the City of Cape Town – and that is still
fully operational today – was the “Shark Spotters
Programme” that aimed to prevent, or at least
reduce, shark-human interactions in False Bay.
Funding allowed a coordinator to be employed to
manage the then fledgling initiative that involved
alerting bathers timeously to the presence of any
sharks, and promoting safe bathing behaviour and
marine conservation awareness, specifically about
apex predators like sharks.

Among many other early projects was one designed
to help conserve the greatly reduced remaining
pockets of indigenous Afromontane Forests on the
Table Mountain chain.

The first decade of the 21st century witnessed a
profound change in general conservation practice
within the Cape Floristic Region. There was a major
new emphasis on cooperation between private
landowners and managers of state-owned protected
areas, and – particularly ¬– on people who lived in
rural areas. This included finding ways of unlocking
real economic opportunities for them through
effective management of the region’s unique
biodiversity. The TMF, as a founding signatory,
was closely involved in the over-arching, large-scale
ecosystem-based C.A.P.E. strategy (Cape Action Plan
for the Environment) that had emerged from the
GEF grant awarded in late 1997 and that embodied
this new approach.
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Consequently, there was a shift in the TMF funding
post-2000, with the major focus now on projects
elsewhere in the Cape Floristic Region, and
particularly on those involving capacity-building
and economic opportunities through biodiversity
conservation.
Table Mountain received less attention, and between
2015 and 2018 there was just a single, although
significant, project funded by the TMF within the
national park: the “Restore the Roodeberg” land
acquisition project. Here SANParks, supported by
partners the TMF, WWF-SA and the City of Cape
Town, acquired the 242ha Roodeberg properties
in the hills above the Noordhoek wetlands for
consolidation into the TMNP. These properties were
infested with invasive alien vegetation and some
inappropriate structures, including a dam. As part of
the “Restore the Roodeberg” fundraising campaign,
the TMF raised funds both to purchase this property
and assist with some of the rehabilitation.

Now, at the start of the third decade of its existence,
the TMF is once again actively promoting projects
within the TMNP, although of course not excluding
project proposals from elsewhere within the Cape
Floristic Region. In 2018, five projects amounting to
R2.1 million within the TMNP were selected.
• The first, awarded R341,000 over three years
and being managed by SANParks and executed in
partnership with the Wilderness Foundation, will
touch the lives of the many Capetonians and visitors
to the mountain who utilise the 800km network of
trails criss-crossing the TMNP. In some areas, there
have been security problems where visitor safety
has been compromised, with subsequent adverse
publicity. This project aims to identify high-usage
trails and the various trail users, and to assess both
short- and long-term impacts. This will guide trail
maintenance needs and identify potential conflict
areas and how best to address them. The project also
aims to build relationships between park managers
and the different trails users. In essence, it’s a citizen
science project to enhance conservation awareness
and “safe spaces” for trail users who will also assist
in “citizen” monitoring/reporting.
• The second project, funded with R77,800 over two
years and executed by the Cape Leopard Trust, is
centred on Table Mountain’s current apex terrestrial
predator – the beautiful caracal, or rooikat as
it’s colloquially known in Afrikaans. Caracals are
highly adaptable and are attracted to the urban
edge between the city and the national park, partly
because of increased food availability. But here they
are exposed to dangers like contaminants such as
rat-poison, diseases and vehicle collisions, all of
which can severely impact their populations. So the
seemingly resource-rich urban edge may actually
represent what biologists call an “ecological trap”
where risks outweigh the benefits and possibly
even cause local extinctions. This project involves
testing 45 caracals for the presence of a range of
urban contaminants, to quantify the risk to caracals
within the TMNP and help develop appropriate
management tools.
• Table Mountain was known to the Cape’s
indigenous inhabitants as Hoerikwaggo, or Sea
Mountain, and the coastal zone adjoining the
national park has always been considered an integral
part of the national park. Much of this zone was
formally proclaimed as a “Marine Protected Area”
(MPA) in 2004 and then formally incorporated
into the TMNP. It is divided into controlled zones
where certain fisheries are allowed and six restricted
zones where no exploitation is permitted. The TMF
funding for research and monitoring in the MPA was
awarded in December 2000, in July 2007, and again
in January 2009. Now, in 2018, a further three-year,
R690 000 project has been funded to assess whether
the TMNP-MPA is fulfilling its goals of safeguarding
the sustainable use of marine resources, protecting
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species or populations of conservation concern, and
maintaining ecological viability.
• Table Mountain’s unique biodiversity isn’t limited
to plants. Its many endemic species include two
critically endangered frog species that occur only
here – the iconic Table Mountain Ghost Frog and
Rose’s Mountain Toadlet – as well as the Elusive
Skimmer dragonfly that may be extinct and a small
Galaxia fish species not yet scientifically described.
These and many other endemic freshwater species
are totally dependent on Table Mountain’s streams
for their survival, but over decades these streams
have become degraded. Now, R726,500 has been
awarded over three years to fund a multi-stakeholder
partnership that aims to restore Table Mountain’s
streams and ensure the functioning of these vital
freshwater ecosystems.
• One of the most challenging issues that TMNP
managers will have to deal with is the impact of
climate change. Now, a three-year, R 275 000 project
managed by SANParks’ Cape Research Centre
and executed in partnership with the Wilderness
Foundation, is assessing the likely exposure to
climate change of species within the TMNP, as well
as the biological traits or characteristics that make
each species more sensitive and/or less adaptable to
likely future climate change.

Over the past two decades, the TMF has awarded just
over R70 million in funding to support more than
300 projects, of which 30 are still active. Thanks
to careful curatorship by the Trustees, the TMF’s
securely-invested capital fund has grown steadily
to its current value of more than R140 million, and
an annual drawdown of around six percent provides
R7,5 million for projects and management.
But now, a new R30 million fundraising campaign
has been launched to ensure that the fund can
continue supporting a broad sweep of innovative
conservation initiatives in the face of increasing
global political and economic uncertainty.
The target is ambitious but necessary. As state
funding is being re-directed to the country’s vital
social needs elsewhere, there is increasing pressure
on the TMF to support projects. “And we recognise
that we also have a responsibility to support some
of the smaller NGOs,” says the TMF manager Kerry
Maree.
The TMF Trustees believe that in the current
economic and political circumstances, drawing down
less than six percent of the capital annually is a wiser
option, at least for the short term, she explains. “So
we want to push up the capital so that we can carry
on operating at this current pace, and hopefully even
more in the future if circumstances stabilise.”
The fundraising campaign will also be an opportunity
to remind donors of what they helped set up 21 years
ago, of what the TMF stands for, and of just how
much it has been able to achieve in this time.
“The TMF has become a trusted brand that has
done well, exceptionally well,” Maree says. It’s a
brand that will serve the fund well as it enters the
highly challenging but equally exciting phase of
its third decade of protecting and restoring the
world-famous natural heritage of the Cape Floristic
Region, symbolised by the powerful presence of
Table Mountain.

The Table Mountain Fund is a capital Conservation Trust Fund
that develops and funds projects to protect and restore the
world-famous natural heritage of the Cape, known as the Fynbos.
Founded by WWF-SA in 1993 and launched by Sir Edmund
Hillary, the TMF has to date invested more than R70 million
in over 300 conservation projects throughout the Cape Floristic
Region and remains the premier fund for fynbos.

www.thetablemountainfund.org.za
tmf@wwf.org.za
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