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SANBI Grasslands Programme 
Agricultural Component 

Integrating biodiversity 
objectives into the 
agricultural sector. 

Focus: the grassland 
rangelands that are used 
for red meat production: 
communal and private. 



SANBI Grasslands Programme 

• Aims to develop guidelines and tools for agricultural 
land-use planning and decision making. 

– Grassland Ecosystem Guidelines. 

– Biodiversity-Friendly Grazing Guidelines. 

 

• Focus is on grazing, but will necessarily include fire it 
cannot meaningfully be separated out from range 
management. 



Are biodiversity conservation and commercial and 
communal grazing compatible goals on the same farm? 



Which groups of biodiversity? 
• Species: 

– Plants 
– Birds 
– Invertebrates 
– Reptiles & amphibians 
– Small mammals 

• Ecosystems: 
– Wetlands 
– Forest patches 

• Ecological processes and infrastructure: 
– Soil conservation 
– Catchment security 
– Pollination biology 
– Climate change adaption areas and corridors 



Purpose of this session 

• Highlight the process and products. 

• Feedback from earlier workshops (KZN): 
– Areas of agreement 

– Areas of contention 

• Give two examples of real world 
implementation: farm and policy 

• Discuss areas of contention with the aim of 
finding a principle of agreement. 



Developing the guidelines 

• Identification of a theoretical model and guiding 
principles: 
– Several expert workshops in KZN, GSSA. 
– Literature review. 
– 1-to-1 discussions 

• Draft guidelines. 
• Review and comment period. 
• Final expert workshop. 
• Final guidelines document published. 
• Farmer’s Weekly series. 

 



Range management plans have three 
areas of objectives 

• Animal production based on 
healthy veld. 

 

• Ecological infrastructure, e.g. to 
secure water and soil. 

 

• Biodiversity protection (species, 
ecosystems, processes) 



Guidelines aimed at management 
scenarios where:  

There is a coherent management plan aiming for: 

• Economically-viable livestock production, 

• Good veld condition, 

• Biodiversity  conservation (at least infrastructure and 
processes, but also species and ecosystems). 

 

What levels of compromise are required to achieve 
these parallel objectives,  

and are these acceptable? 



MAJOR REQUIREMENT 

successful implementation of the guidelines will 
REQUIRE coherent management planning and 
reasonable levels of management control. 

 

The guidelines will focus on principles of management 
as opposed to a recipe. 



Data-driven science 
versus 

anecdotal speculation 
 



Intended audience 

• Extension and biodiversity stewardship staff. 

• Conservation NGO field officers. 

• Governmental land use decision-makers. 

• Tertiary education teaching & research staff. 

• Agricultural reps for agricultural companies. 

• Subject-matter specialists at co-operatives. 

• Landowners and managers. 



• 72 types in the 
Grassland Biome. 

• Many associated 
vegetation types in 
related biomes. 

• Used the Grassland 
Ecosystem Guidelines 
classification. 

 

Not all grasslands are the same 



Practical classification 

• Temperate inland grasslands (eastern 
escarpment and central plateau). 
– Dry Highveld 

– Mesic Highveld 

– Escarpment (High-Altitude) 

– Sub-Escarpment 

• Subtropical coastal grasslands (coastal belt 
and adjacent interior of KZN & EC). 
– Pondoland  

– Maputoland 

 



Grassland biodiversity, and its 
response to grazing and burning 

Management (grazing & burning) can cause 
shifts in: 
– species composition (fauna & flora) 

– functional types 

– Vegetation age and size structure 

– Soil (and other physical aspects of the 
environment) 

– Ecological processes 
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A theoretical model of grassland degradation 



Drivers of degradation? 

• Incorrect grazing regimes: 
– Over-stocking 

– Selective grazing 

– Small stock (sheep & goats) 

– No rest. 

• Incorrect fire regimes: 
– Too often 

– Too seldom 

– Too early 

– The same every time. 

• Environmental change (climate, …) 



A farm-scale approach to  
burning and grazing 



Minimum requirements for pragmatic commercially-
viable and biodiversity-friendly grazing 

Management control:  

• Coherent mapping and baseline condition 
assessments 

• Management planning, with objectives and 
time-bound goals 

• Resolve to make decisions 

• Ability to manage in general 

• Ability to manage stock numbers to respond to 
variability in climate. 

• Monitoring of veld and biodiversity condition. 



Zonation 
is vital 

• Spatial separation of commercial and 
some conservation objectives. 

• Species and ecosystem specific 
management within zones. 



Exclusion zones for diversity hotspots 



Minimum requirements for pragmatic commercially-
viable and biodiversity-friendly grazing 

• A fire regime that aims to increase variability in space 
and timing. 

• A principled (non-recipe) approach to burning that 
considers issues such as: 

– Risk 

– Seasonal rainfall and fuel load 

– Time since last burn 

– Current condition 

– Fodder requirements, … 



Minimum requirements for pragmatic commercially-
viable and biodiversity-friendly grazing 

• A multi-camp grazing regime that is: 

– Principle-driven (non-recipe)  

– Conservative (< recommended stocking rates)  

– Ensures a combination of non-selective and controlled-
selective grazing. 

– Ensures a sheep : cow ratio of at least 1 : 6. 

• Ensures at least a full season’s rest every 3-5 years. 

• Avoids areas of very high plant diversity! 



Monitoring and Indicators of change 

Regular assessment of the range: 

• Condition 
– Key plant species (e.g. Botha & Adjorlolo) 

– Basal cover 

– Soil surface 

• Species / ecosystems of conservation concern 

• Woody / weedy plant encroachment 

• Reliable and consistent record keeping of 
management history 



 



Discussion questions 



Is the best ‘ecological-management’ split in the 
ecosystems between the dry and the mesic 

grasslands? 

• Dry Highveld 

• Mesic Highveld 

• Escarpment 

• Sub-escarpment 

• Coastal 



Is plant diversity likely to persist under any form of 
commercial grazing pressure? 

  
(assuming the grassland is in close to original 

condition). 



Is fire necessary for biodiversity 
persistence or can grazing replace it as 

the primary defoliant? 
 

If yes, then under what frequency and 
conditions. 



How long a rest from grazing is 
needed for grassland health 



Is grazing a necessary ecological 
dynamic in grasslands? 

Is there an ideal grazing strategy, e.g. 
HIG vs continuous? 

Do certain livestock type pose a threat 
to plant species conservation? 



Is it possible, and what is needed, to rehabilitate? 

Degradation caused by poor range management 

Long-term rest 
from grazing, 

active burning, 
re-introductions  

100% intact 

Active manipulation of 
grazing and burning 

Very intensive 
soil stabilisation 
with pro-active 

restoration of 
basal cover and 

soil fertility 

Bedrock 

Very long-term rest 
from grazing, active 
burning 


