
 
"Our analyses suggest that the 

two ecological viewpoints about 
mechanisms that determine tree-
grass ratios in savannahs… are 
[both] valid, but at different points 
along a rainfall gradient," Sankaran 
told SciDev.Net. 

He added that while many 
savannahs are not necessarily under 
immediate threat, it is very important 
to understand what drives the 
coexistence of trees and grasses in 
different regions in order to help 
manage savannahs as climate 
conditions change.  
 
Reference 
Nature 438, 846 (2005) 

 
Reproduced with kind permission from 
SciDev.net  www.scidev.net   

 

The Desert 
Margins 
Program in 
South Africa 
 
Klaus Kellner 
plbkk@puk.ac.za 
 

he mission of the Desert 
Margins Program (DMP) is to 
help Africa stop the 

degradation of its drylands, 
particularly its biodiversity, soils and 
carbon stocks, by sharing 
sustainable practices and 
strengthening human capacities 
 

 T
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The strategy followed by the DMP is 
to: 
 Analyze the root causes of 

dryland degradation in Africa; 
 Document indigenous knowledge 

of sustainable practices; 
 Develop more sustainable 

practices; 
 Help governments design 

policies that encourage 
sustainable practices; 

 Enhance African institutional 
capacities for land degradation 
research and outreach; 

 Facilitate the sharing of 
technologies, knowledge and 
information; and 

 Forecast possible climate change 
scenarios for land use planning.  
The DMP program follows a 

multidisciplinary approach and is 
active in nine countries of Sub-
Saharan Africa. These include four 
West African countries (Senegal, 
Niger, Burkina Faso and Mali), one 
East African country (Kenya) and 
four Southern African countries 
(Botswana, Zimbabwe, Namibia and 
South Africa). The incremental 
funding for the DMP program is by 
the Global Environment Facility 
(GEF), and the implementing agency 
is the United Nations Environmental 
Program (UNEP). The executing 
agency for all the African countries is 
ICRISAT (International Crops 
Research Institute for the Semi-Arid 
Tropics) in Niamey, Niger and the 
National Coordination Unit (NCU) for 
South Africa is at the North-West 
University (Potchefstroom campus). 
The main stakeholders in the DMP 
program include the farmers and 
local communities that depend on the 
natural resource for their livelihoods, 
as well as researchers, technicians, 

extension staff and policy makers 
from Government Departments 
(National and Provincial), academic 
and training institutions, non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and community-based organisations 
(CBOs), international research 
centres, private enterprise and other 
relevant organizations. The DMP 
program will also enhance effective 
national participation in trans-
boundary biodiversity conservation 
and sustainable management, such 
as Botswana, Namibia and 
Zimbabwe in the Southern African 
region. 

The overall objective of the DMP 
is to arrest land degradation in 
Africa’s desert margins through 
demonstration and capacity building 
activities. The GEF increment to this 
project will enable the programme to 
address issues of global 
environmental importance, in addition 
to the issues of national economic 
and environmental importance. The 
DMP has been developed in 
response to a recommendation made 
to the international research 
community at UNCED to consider 
specific contributions for 
implementation of the three 
International Conventions on 
Biodiversity, Climate Change, and 
Desertification. Three key areas were 
identified:  (1) poverty alleviation; (2) 
increased agricultural production; 
and (3) environmental protection. 

Similar circumstances and 
problems face all nine countries of 
sub Saharan Africa that form part of 
the DMP alliance and therefore have 
the same challenge to develop an 
integrated national, sub regional, and 
international action programme for 
developing sustainable natural-
resource management options to 

Grassroots: Newsletter of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa ▪ February 2006 ▪ Vol 6 ▪ No. 1

11



combat land degradation and loss of 
biodiversity. The DMP therefore 
builds on the existing National 
Programs, such as LandCare, and 
involve both development and action-
research efforts to unravel the 
complex causal factors of biodiversity 
loss through land degradation. 

The DMP program runs over a 
period of 6 years from 2003 to 2008 
(3 phases of 2 years each) and 
includes 7 to 8 outputs and 40 
activities, depending on the specific 
needs and expectations in each 
country. The main expected outputs 
therefore include: 
 Improve the 

understanding of 
ecosystem status 
and dynamics with 
regard to loss of 
biodiversity; 

The mission of 
the Desert 
Margins 
Program (DMP) 
is to help Africa 
stop the 
degradation of 
its drylands 

 Develop and 
implement 
strategies for 
conservation, 
restoration and 
sustainable use of 
degraded agro- 
ecosystems; 

 Enhance the 
capacity of 
stakeholders and target 
populations; 

 Test and promote alternative 
livelihood systems (including 
poverty reduction strategies in 
arid systems); 

 Formulate, adopt and implement 
sound policy 
intervention/guidelines for 
sustainable resource; 

 Implement participatory natural 
resources management methods; 

 Ensure that target populations 
are involved at all stages of the 

project’s cycle; 
 Identify linkages between poverty 

and land degradation (Southern 
Africa). 
The GEF component of DMP will 

further develop and implement 
improved management of land use 
practices that restore and rehabilitate 
degraded agricultural land through 
integrated approaches that lead to 
sustainable use of globally significant 
natural resources and landscapes. 
The focus includes targeting the 
endemic organisms that are the 

keystone species, 
which determine 
ecosystem function, 
above and below 
ground, at different 
spatial scales 
(benchmark sites, 
national and sub-
regional). This focus 
will seek to determine 
the causes, extent, 
severity of biodiversity 
loss, as well as the 
physical processes of 
soil and ecosystem 

degradation in selected key sites in 
Africa that harbour globally significant 
biodiversity. 

The sites selected by the DMP 
countries are priority sites for dryland 
conservation and rehabilitation 
highlighted in the different country 
National Action Programmes (e.g. 
UNCCD) and have been identified in 
a consultative process encompassing 
national stakeholders at all levels. 
Hence, the DMP meets the dual 
country needs of arresting land 
degradation at priority sites, and of 
developing replicable models for 
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promotion of sustainable dryland 
management and food security in all 
drylands at risk of desertification. At 
the sub-regional level, programmes 
have been initiated to carry out 
targeted actions to conserve 
biodiversity, including inter alia, to 
create a sub-regional information 
system, to harmonize databases and 
to strengthen human capacity 
development at the grass-roots level. 
Bottom-up consultations and 
negotiations were undertaken in each 
country with leaders of rural 
communities and donors of existing 
baseline activities to derive suitable 
target areas and ensure co-financing 
arrangements as demanded by GEF. 

The 4 target areas that have 
been selected in South Africa where 
the projects of the DMP program are 
carried out in the Northern Cape and 
North West Provinces, are: 
Paulshoek (Namaqualand), Suid 
Bokkeveld and Mier (Kalahari) in the 
Northern Cape and the Molopo 
(Bophirima region) in the North West 
Province. The collaboration and 
partnership between the DMP and 
other National and internationally 
funded programs, such as LandCare, 
BIOTA (Biodiversity Monitoring 
Transect Analysis in Africa), SKEP 
(Succulent Karoo Ecosystem 
Programme) and the European 
Union is also very strong. 

The projects in each of the target 
areas are site specific and depend on 
existing activities, but all form part of 
the overall objective and outputs of 
the DMP program as prescribed for 
all participating countries.  The 
strategy proposed for choosing sites 
within the DMP project is to focus 
most of the effort on a small number 
of well monitored sites where the 
work of the soil, plant, and animal 

scientists can be integrated with the 
studies performed by the socio-
economists, policy analysts, and 
institutional analysts. These sites 
also act as sub regional "field 
laboratories", where the necessary 
interactions between farmers, 
researchers, and development 
workers are established. It is the 
partnerships formed by this 
integration of disciplines and 
combination of farmers/resource 
users contemporary knowledge, 
research and development, which is 
the strength of the DMP program. 

Each main project in the 4 target 
areas has a project leader. The main 
objectives of the projects include: 
 
North-West Province 
 
1. Molopo (Partners from NWU and 
DACET) 
 
 Design of a biodiversity 

assessment protocol:  
Characterize and establish 
baseline information on 
indigenous and endemic biota in 
different land-use systems.  
Importance of biodiversity for 
sustainable utilization of desert 
margin areas and indicators of 
degradation. 

 Best land-use strategies and 
innovative approaches to 
sustainable biodiversity 
monitoring, conservation and 
management in semi-arid areas. 
o Impact of communal grazing 

on soil and vegetation 
properties and their relations 
in semi-arid rangelands. 

o Evaluate, document and 
promote best practices for 
biodiversity restoration, 
based on sound policy and 
legislation frameworks. 
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The expected end of the DMP 
program will make a significant 
contribution in reducing land 
degradation in the marginal areas 
and help conserve biodiversity. The 
project will at the same time provide 
alternative livelihoods or strengthen 
existing livelihoods to the rural 
communities. Most of the 
stakeholders, especially the local 
communities in and around the 
project sites, will have developed a 
common purpose and acquired the 
necessary skills, strategies and 
policies to:  a) conserve and restore 
biodiversity; b) reduce and ultimately 
stop land degradation and c) manage 
the environment and the natural 
resources in a sustainable manner. 

o Evaluate changes in 
biodiversity in different land-
use strategies and 
management using selected 
bio-indicators (e.g. ants).  
Contributions to social and 
economic development for 
agriculture and wildlife 
conservation. 

 
 
Northern Cape Province  
 
2.  Mier (Mr Desmond Smit) 
Awareness, training, capacity 
building and environmental education 
to increase the flow of information 
and understanding of land 
degradation and restoration practices 
between service providers and 
communities through technology 
transfer.  Evaluate restoration and 
management strategies applied by 
farmers over the short and long-term. 

 

 
3.  Paulshoek (Dr Nicky Allsopp) 
Sustainable management of natural 
resources for improved livelihoods, 
which are socially inclusive and 
ecologically sound and equitable.  
Enhance household food security 
and facilitate improvements in 
livestock farming.  Develop and 
implement restoration 
methodologies. 

It is also expected that 
guidelines and recommendation 
domains (areas) and supportive 
national policies that address 
biodiversity concerns would be in 
place in implementing countries. The 
role of women in decision-making on 
management of natural resources will 
also be greatly improved. The 
projects are expected to effectively 
address the root causes of the 
threats to globally significant 
ecosystems in the region (long-term 
impact) and contribute towards 
biodiversity restoration in the region.  
 
For further information, please 
contact:  
Prof Klaus Kellner 4.  Suid Bokkeveld (Mr Noel Oettle) 
DMP-National Coordinator Conserving biodiversity and other 

natural resources by enhancing 
livelihoods of small scale rooibos tea 
(Aspalathus linearis) farmers 
including sustainable harvesting, 
marketing and enterprise 
development.  Implementation of 
restoration techniques and strategy 
plan to improve adaptation to climate 
risk.  GIS for Suid Bokkeveld. 

School of Environmental Sciences 
and Development 
North-West University 
(Potchefstroom campus) 
Potchefstroom, 2520 
E-mail: plbkk@puk.ac.za or 
Mrs Hestelle Stoppel 
DMP – NCU  
Tel/Fax: (018) 299 2509 

 

Grassroots: Newsletter of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa ▪ February 2006 ▪ Vol 6 ▪ No. 1

14



The International Year of Deserts 
and Desertification 
Alan Short 
Alan.Short@dae,kzntl.gov.za 
 

he United Nations has 
declared 2006 the International 
Year of Deserts and 

Desertification, in an effort to raise 
public awareness about the plight of 
the millions of people living in the 
increasingly degraded drylands of the 
world. 

Desertification is recognised as 
a phenomenon caused by human 
activity, combined with climatic 
fluctuations, in the world’s fragile arid 
and semi-arid areas.  Inappropriate 
use of natural resources has led to 
increasing degradation of these 
areas, with devastating 
consequences for the millions of 
people they support. 

The United Nations recognised 
the importance of desertification in 
1994, with the adoption of the United 
Nations Convention to Combat 
Desertification (UNCCD).  National 
Action Plans, involving Governments, 
Non-Governmental Organisations 
and inter-governmental bodies have 
been established at regional and 
local level, with the emphasis on 
participatory programmes involving 
local communities.  Africa has been 
highlighted as the continent worst 
affected by desertification. 

An interagency committee has 
been established to drive the 
celebration of the International Year 
of Deserts and Desertification.  
Organisations are encouraged to 
become active in the initiative and to 
help raise awareness of 
desertification, to help stimulate 
efforts to fight it. 

For more information, visit 
www.iydd.org. 

 T
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