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Resource dynamics in rangeland commons

� Natural resources in rangeland commons vary in space and time

� People living in these rangelands need to coordinate their practices  

with resource variability

� They need to flexible and adaptable management strategies 

� Herd mobility is a flexible and adaptable strategy to manage 

livestock and grazing resources

� Herd mobility is ecologically rational and provides various socio-

economic benefits
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� Governments do not understand traditional farming practices 
and do not support it in their policies

� Communal farming systems are described using developmental discourses, 
which are not based on scientific evidence 

1. ‘Tragedy of the Commons’

� Need to promote the allocation of grazing areas to specific groups of people

2      Equilibrium theory is used to describe rangeland dynamics

� Need to the use conservative stocking rates as determined by fixed carrying 
capacities to prevent overgrazing 

3.     Communal rangelands are unproductive and degraded

� Need to destock to improve rangeland condition and improve livestock 
productivity

Why has mobility been lost as a practice on 
most rangeland commons? 
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How would government ‘save’ communal 
rangelands? 

� Improve veld management 

� Improve production

� Reverse degradation

� Control stock numbers based on conservative stocking 
rates

They attempted to modernise communal farming by introducing 
ranching system using fences, which was assumed to:

4

Grazing distribution and pressure during Grazing distribution and pressure during Grazing distribution and pressure during Grazing distribution and pressure during 

betterment schemes in 1984betterment schemes in 1984betterment schemes in 1984betterment schemes in 1984

0

5

10

15

20

25

≤1 1≥2 2≥3 3≥4 4≥5 5≥6 6≥7 7≥8

Stocking rate (SSU/10ha)

T
o

ta
l 

s
iz

e
 o

f 
c
o

m
m

u
n

a
l 

a
re

a
 (

%
)

private camps

communal camps

5

Stocking densities on land reform farms Stocking densities on land reform farms Stocking densities on land reform farms Stocking densities on land reform farms 

•The ranching system is not effective in variable climates  
•Fencing is not  the solution!!!
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How do researchers view communal 
rangelands presently?

•‘Tragedy of the Commons’ narrative was refuted in many pastoral systems around the 
world (McCabe, 1990; Peters, 1994; Ward et al., 1998; Debeaudoin, 2001;Allsopp et al 
2007). 

•A single measure of degradation is too simplistic since biophysical change can have different 
consequences at different context. (Warren, 2002). Scholes, (2009) argues that we should 
look at whether there has been a decrease in the amount of ecosystem services provided, 
which results in a loss of natural capital. 

•In non-equilibrium systems, density independent factors such as rainfall as opposed to 
density-dependent, grazing pressure are the most important drivers of vegetation dynamics.

Rainfall in semi-arid areas is spatially and temporally variable causing 
variability in primary production. 
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The position paper argues that: 

� The focus on ‘correct’ stocking rates are inappropriate  to 
manage veld and improve productivity

Farmers need to respond to resource variability using mobility and 
flexibility to track resources and respond to changing conditions
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Different vegetation types
Palatability and abundance of forage vary 
in space and time

Arable  lands need to be protected during 
growing seasons
Distribution of water uneven
Stockposts are scattered in the rnageland
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Grazing pressure 
vary in space 
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Stocking rates vary over time
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�The focus on using fences to implement a rotational grazing is 
inappropriate
•fencing results in exclusion of pastoralists, deny access to key
resource areas, etc. 
•better resource management and sustainability could be 
achieved using herd mobility 
•The stockposts system is rotational grazing system

The position paper argues that: 
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�Need to have resting systems 
• rest have been part of traditional systems using grazing 
reserves but current conditions do not allow for rest to occur
•In Namaqualand remote and higher altitude habitats which 
are only grazed in times of need (drought) do receive rest 
during other times
•These areas act as grazing reserves 

The position paper argues that: 
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�We need a strategy to deal with key future challenges such 
as climate change
•Herd mobility is an adaptable strategy since it responds to 
socio-economic and environmental changes 

The position paper argues that: 
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•We need greater acknowledgement of traditional farming 
practices
•We need to promote and support exiting practices such as herd 
mobility which is an adaptable strategy 
•We do not have to  develop new innovative ways of 
management

•I agree with the position paper which argues for plurality in 
management models appropriate for different context

My main arguments are: 
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How should we support mobile herders? How should we support mobile herders? How should we support mobile herders? How should we support mobile herders? 

� Infrastructure such as watering points 

� Improved access to resources and services 

� Security against stock theft 

� Provide access to markets 

� Facilitate knowledge transfer between farmers 

� Provide platform to train herders 
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