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Opening of the 45th Annual Congress of the Grassland Society of Southern 
Africa 

SESSION CHAIR: HUGO BEZUIDENHOUT 

Tuesday 20 July 2010, 08:30-10:30 

Platform Presentations 

Special Address 

Tuesday 20 July 2010, 08:40-09:00 

SPECIAL ADDRESS: THE GRASSLAND SOCIETY OF SOUTHERN AFRICA – HIGHLIGHTS OF 
THE STRATEGIC PLAN 

Mike J S Peel*#, Harry C Biggs, Kevin P Kirkman, Jorrie J Jordaan, Peter F Scogings, Luthando E 
Dziba, Mark B Hardy, Klaus Kellner, C Richard Hurt, Pieter W Conradie, Khanyisile R Mbatha, Alan 
D Short, Loraine van den Berg, Justin C O du Toit, Freyni J du Toit#, Pete J K Zacharias, Dave C W 

Goodenough, Susi Vetter, Philip R Botha and other GSSA members 

Grassland Society of Southern Africa, PO Box 41, Hilton, Pietermaritzburg, 3245, email: mikep@arc.agric.za, 
admin@grassland.org.za 

The Grassland Society of Southern Africa (GSSA) held its Inaugural Meeting and Congress in 
1966 at the then University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg. However it was not until 1998 that the 
need for a strategic plan to take the Society forward was identified. 

Over the last few years the GSSA had made major efforts to become more professional in its 
approach to managing and growing the Society. Time and resources are limited in the world we 
live in and, as in commerce, the GSSA needs to be guided by a clear mission, vision with 
measurable goals. The strategic planning process is driven by Council and re-assessed annually 
with a major review every four years (the last one being in 2008).  

14 strategic objectives were broadly divided into three categories according to how well they 
had been accomplished over the past few years. The objectives that had been accomplished well 
related to the Congress, the administration of the Society, the publisher of the Journal and the 
Constitution. The strategic plan developed in 2004 had been used to guide the Society’s activities 
and allowed the Council to focus the resources and efforts of the Society. Since the last major 
review we can state that the journal has obtained ISI rating – a major step forward; the financial 
situation is healthy; the website now has a team dedicated to it and continues to improve; the new 
PRO team has also taken great strides in raising the profile of the Society. 

In terms of areas where there is room for improvement, the advertising strategy for Grassroots 

and the website has been developed, but to date little actual advertising space has been sold; the 
portfolios of some additional members on Council still need to be clarified; with some exceptions 
there is still room for translating scientific information into layman’s terms in the popular media; 
the role and functioning of the Professional Affairs Committee remains uncertain; there is room 
for improvement in developing strong partnerships with other organizations. 

The improvement in the financial situation since 1998 has meant that the Society has moved 
beyond the original objectives (including survival). The original objectives needed redefining, as 
did the vision and mission of the GSSA. Membership covers a broad range of disciplines, and the 
vision and mission of the Society need to be broad enough to reflect this diversity. The Society 
currently reflects a much broader range of interests than when it was formed including 
biodiversity, carbon sequestration and climate change, in addition to the traditional agricultural 
sectors. In addition socio-economic issues have become increasingly prominent in members’ work.  



 
45th Annual Congress of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa 

Page 21 of 134 

The Vision of the Society has been adapted to embrace these changes: Advancing rangeland 
ecology and pasture management in Africa with the Mission to:  Provide an inclusive forum and 
publish quality research by putting science into practice, developing human capacity, 
working across disciplines and contributing to an understanding of ecosystem services to 
achieve production, conservation and biodiversity goals. 

The membership profile of the Society has changed dramatically, in terms of age, gender and 
race, over the past decade at least. Collegiality remains crucial with members being part of a 
broader, likeminded and open social network where young scientists in particular are to be 
encouraged. To this end, the Congress, critical to the success of the society, is run in a highly 
professional manner with leading keynote speakers, good venues and excellent post-congress 
tours and side events involving the broader community. The congenial atmosphere of Society 
events, the relatively small discipline and loyal members contributes to the sharing of experience 
between old and new members thus ensuring that the GSSA remains a nursery for young 
scientists.  

The GSSA has an important role to play in society, in nurturing young scientists and 
providing a platform for specialists to interact in the fields of range and pasture science. There is 
overlap between the interests of the GSSA and many other organizations yet we believe that no 
other single organization contains the diversity of disciplines that is embraced by the GSSA. This 
diversity is the GSSA’s greatest strength, but also its greatest challenge. Council’s challenge is to 
ensure that the GSSA remains relevant and that the GSSA’s core values continue to guide the 
Society. 

NOTES: 
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Keynote Address I 

Tuesday 20 July 2010, 09:00-09:45 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS I: AN EXTRAORDINARY DESERT: THE SUCCULENT KAROO IN A 
GLOBAL CONTEXT 

Richard M Cowling*# 

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, Department of Botany, Summerstrand Campus (South), PO Box 
77000, Port Elizabeth, 6031, email: rmc@kingsley.co.za 

Southern Africa has many biomes, but only the Succulent Karoo is globally unique. This is a 
consequence of a unique selective regime – highly predictable winter-wet season with 
temperatures sufficiently high to enable plant growth and reproduction. Most of the Succulent 
Karoo’s extraordinary features, for example dominance of shallow-rooted leaf succulents, 
spectacular spring flowering displays, high abundance and diversity of geophytes, can be 
attributed to this selective regime. In evolutionary terms, the Succulent Karoo is also unique: no 
other desert has witnessed such massive diversification of plant lineages. This suggests that the 
Succulent Karoo has experienced a relatively stable environment since at least the Pliocene. In 
this presentation I provide an idiosyncratic assessment of the evolutionary ecology of the 
Succulent Karoo rainfall, focusing on the strongly winter rainfall zone of Namaqualand. I compare 
its features to other winter-rainfall deserts of the world. I conclude by discussing recent gains and 
future challenges regarding the conservation and restoration of Succulent Karoo landscapes. 

NOTES: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
45th Annual Congress of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa 

Page 23 of 134 

Keynote Address II 

Tuesday 20 July 2010, 09:45-10:30 

KEYNOTE ADDRESS II: BUILDING THE ADAPTIVE CAPACITY OF FARMERS ON THE 
THRESHOLD 

Christo Fabricius*# 

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, George Campus, Private Bag X6531, George, 6530, email: 
christo.fabricius@gmail.com 

Farms are complex social-ecological systems where elements such as ecosystem services, 
management capacity, infrastructure, financial assets and politics are coupled across spatial and 
temporal scales. Farming systems have a legendary capacity to bounce back after climatic, 
political or economic disturbance but many, especially in semi-arid communal areas, are close to 
a social-ecological threshold or tipping point beyond which recovery is improbable. History, 
climate change and ecosystem degradation have further increased their vulnerability and huge 
investments in social facilitation, ecosystem repair and economic transformation is required to get 
them out of the traps caused by poverty, land degradation and collapse of governance systems. 
Using a complex adaptive systems approach, this paper reflects on hands-on interventions in 

degraded communal areas in sub-Saharan Africa and Tajikistan (central Asia) aimed at building 
the adaptive capacity of fragile lands and vulnerable communities. It concludes with a number of 
challenges and a few lessons learnt. 

NOTES: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


