
From a Big Dream to a Bigger Purpose 

A little while ago, I got an email from someone who reads the Daily Birder every Friday. She 
had such kind words to say about what I’ve been writing—and then she asked a question that 
really made me stop and think: “What’s your story?” 

It’s funny how often we just keep going, doing the work, chasing the vision, without pausing 
to look back. So, here it is—my story, our story. 

Back in June 2021, I was 13 years old, completely obsessed with wildlife photography and 
deeply passionate about conservation. But more than anything, I just wanted to find other 
young people who felt the same way. People who loved being out in nature, camera in hand, 
learning about the world and wanting to protect it. So I started something small—just a 
WhatsApp group with a couple of friends—and called it Young Wildlife Photographers of 
South Africa. 

Now, I’m 17. And that tiny idea has grown into something beyond anything I ever imagined. 
YWP has become a real movement. A growing, supportive, creative, powerful community of 
over 850 young people who share the same love for nature and a drive to protect it. And I’m 
more committed than ever to be the change I want to see in the world. 

Together, we’re showing that the youth of South Africa—and beyond—are ready to take 
action for our planet. 

YWP isn’t just about photography (even though the talent in our group is unbelievable). It’s 
about learning from one another, sharing what we know, lifting each other up, and creating 
space for everyone—from total beginners to award-winning photographers—to grow and 
thrive. 

We run photo challenges, share tips and tricks, create space for career chats and behind-the-
scenes conservation stories, and feature amazing interviews with legends in the industry—
from James Hendry and Lauren Arthur to National Geographic explorers like Beverly and 
Dereck Joubert. Their words inspire us, but they also remind us that we belong in this space 
too. 

We also have Ronnie the Rhino—our YWP mascot—who’s become part of our identity and a 
fun reminder that conservation can be creative, bold, and youth-led. 

But the biggest milestone yet? In June 2024, YWP officially became a registered Non-Profit 
Organisation. 

That moment meant so much to me. It was like turning a dream into something solid. Real. 
Something that can grow and support even more young people as we build our community, 
raise our voices, and step into the conservation world with purpose and confidence. 

Being part of this journey has changed my life. It’s taught me that age is no limit to impact. 
That leadership isn’t about being the loudest voice in the room—it’s about listening, 



supporting, and lifting others as you go. It’s about creating a space where young people 
believe that they can make a difference—and then helping them do it. 

So yes, this all started with me. But we made it what it is. And we’re not done. 

Every photo we take, every story we tell, every creature we spotlight—it all adds up. Our 
lenses don’t just capture wildlife; they show the world why it’s worth fighting for. 

We want people everywhere—leaders, governments, conservation orgs—to see what youth 
are capable of when given the chance. We’re here. We care. And we’re ready. 

This is just the beginning. Together, we’re not only telling stories—we’re making history. 

Gabby Sykora 
Founder, Young Wildlife Photographers of Southern Africa 

 


