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[  a f r i c a n  a m b a s s a d o r  ]

“I belIeve you can’t live 

without a passion in life,” 

says Wicus Leeuwner, a 

simple statement which 

underscores his twin loves 

of nature and photography. 

Leeuwner is well-known for 

the uncanny photographs of 

the Western Cape’s Overberg 

region, from windswept 

wheat fields set against 

azure skies to virgin green 

grass freckled with sheep. 

At 62, he considers 

himself retired, but there’s 

no rest for a person who has 

dedicated the past 17 years 

to the conservation of South 

Africa’s national bird, the blue 

crane. But before Leeuwner 

became a conservationist, he 

fell in love with photography. 

The interest was sparked 

when he became friends with 

the photographers Peter 

Steyn and Nico Myburgh. 

“Both are keen birders and 

wildlife photographers,” 

Leeuwner says. “They were 

my inspiration. I remember 

a trip I did once with Nico 

to the Tanqua River in the 

Karoo. We went all that way 

to take pictures of a martial 

eagle that was nesting 

on a telephone pole.”

But it was only when 

he met Ann Scott, who 

championed the cause 

of the blue crane in the 

Conservation in foCus
FARMeR TuRNed PhOTOgRAPheR WICuS LeeuWNeR IS COMMITTed 
TO The CONSeRvATION OF SOuTh AFRICA’S NATIONAL BIRd, The 
BLue CRANe – OR AS We KNOW IT, The INdWe
 words by Katherine Graham
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now mark their nests with 

stone cairns and make sure 

their eggs aren’t trampled 

during harvest time.”

Thanks to their efforts,  

the number of blue cranes  

in the Western Cape has 

swelled from 600 in 1990  

to 12,000 today – a 

remarkable achievement 

if you consider that the 

turnaround has happened 

in a man-made environment 

of stubble fields and 

dryland pastures. 

Three years ago, Leeuwner 

and his wife, hanlie, sold 

their dairy business and 

moved to their holiday home 

in hermanus, where he 

gets to indulge in another 

favourite pastime – shell 

collecting. But his passion 

for the blue crane has not 

waned. he continues to use 

his photography business 

to raise awareness of the 

beauty of these birds. 

And his inspiration 

continues to come from 

photography. his one-

time mentor, Canadian 

photographer Freeman 

Patterson, taught him a 

unique way of looking at  

life. “he taught me that  

the camera looks both  

ways – it looks at the 

outside world, but it also 

reflects the inner world 

of the photographer.” 

evidently a world 

dedicated to nature and the 

conservation of the indwe. 

endangered bird. “Before 

we started the campaign, 

many farm workers used 

poison to kill the birds 

in order to eat them,” he 

says. “Their nests weren’t 

being protected and their 

numbers were dwindling.”

As the awareness 

campaign he spearheaded 

gained momentum, the 

tide slowly started to turn 

with farm workers keen 

to take responsibility for 

the birds. “Farm workers 

Western Cape 17 years 

ago, that his efforts as a 

conservationist truly began. 

“Ann Scott is the mother of 

the blue crane. I first met 

her when she worked for 

Cape Nature Conservation 

and she inspired me to 

became involved with the 

Overberg Crane group.”

As a dairy farmer, 

Leeuwner was able to 

mobilise other farmers in the 

area to implement strategies 

to protect the elegant 

CountinG 
Cranes
the blue crane 
population in 
the overberg 
is measured by 
the bi-annual 
coordinated 
avifaunal 
roadcount 
(Car).

Farmers, 
birders and 
educators 
follow fixed 
routes through 
agricultural 
lands to monitor 
numbers.

according to 
the Car, there 
were 47 blue 
cranes per 100 
kilometres in 
the overberg 
17 years ago 
compared with 
186 birds per 
100 kilometres 
today.
www.bluecrane.
org.za

Nests 
weren’t being 
protected

leeuwner has been  
raisinG awareness  

of the blue Crane for 
17 years

he’s taKen many 
well-Known 

photoGraphs in the 
overberG mountains 


