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Report on the Grassland Research 
Meeting held on the 22nd November 
2007 at SANBI – Pretoria. 
 
Mahlodi Tau  
SA National Biodiversity Institute 
National Grasslands Biodiversity Programme  
Email: tau@sanbi.org  

Introduction  

A s the Grassland Pro-
gramme embarks on the 
implementation of a 5 year 

mainstreaming strategy in early 
2008, a concern was raised regard-
ing lack of research agenda in the 
Programme. The Programme com-
prises of four production sectors 
(i.e. urban, agriculture, forestry and 
coal mining) and Task Team for 
each sector to oversee and coordi-
nate its strategic plans. This report 
outlines some of the discussions 
and recommendations agreed from 
the meeting on research needs of 
the Programme and the Grassland 
Biome. Among some of the reasons 
for a discussion on constituting the 
Research Task Team were con-
cerns regarding lack of structured 
research body of the Programme 
and fragmented research collabora-
tions from institutions working in the 
Biome. The Programme Task 
Teams recommended a more struc-

tured research agenda and strategy 
to address research opportunities 
from the four production sectors. 

A synopsis of research priorities 
in the grassland biome 
Prior to the meeting a questionnaire 
was distributed from the Grassland 
Coordinating Unit to relevant scien-
tists working in the biome to give 
preliminary suggestions on re-
search gaps and priorities in the 
biome. Over 20 scientists from dif-
ferent disciplines identified a wide 
range of key areas for research 
considerations and were catego-
rized into key research disciplines, 
namely, Hydrology, Ecology, Envi-
ronmental Law, Climatology, Agri-
culture and Social studies. Some of 
the key research themes within the 
six disciplines mentioned above 
were: climate change which poses 
a serious thereat to the biome and 
its likely impact on the grassland 
ecosystem, production, livelihood 
and national policies should be un-
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derstood; the threats posed by Land 
use activities such as biofuels 
needs to be understood, ecological 
functioning of the biome which an-
swers questions of biodiversity res-
toration, functionality of ecosystem 
services, and ecological monitoring; 
grassland economics to research 
the value of ecosystem services, 
quantifying value of land use com-
patibility etc; social studies to inves-
tigate the ecological state of com-
munal lands, understand livelihoods 
from grasslands etc; aquatic eco-
systems  - the most threatened 
habitat in the biome requires major 
research attention; environmental 
law to address efficiency of law re-
form. Different scientist gave differ-
ent views from their field of exper-
tise. For instance, Prof Tim O’Con-
nor approached the task from a 
threats – change – response per-
spective and identified the following 
research priorities: climate change 
and CO2 fertilisation, land transfor-
mation, nutrient loading, distur-
bance regimes, alien invasive or-
ganisms, pollution and pests. It was 
emphasized in each of the themes, 
monitoring should be viewed as an 
integral component of an integrated 
research programme. 

Recommendations from the 
Grassland Research Meeting 
The meeting was well attended by 
over 20 scientists representing con-
servation bodies, academic institu-
tions, research councils, independ-
ent consultants and government 

departments. Participants of the 
meeting discussed research gaps 
and priorities in the grasslands bi-
ome, the need for a research strat-
egy for the grasslands biome and 
programme, and looked into options 
to constitute a grasslands research 
task team. 

Participants agreed that a 
Grasslands research strategy and 
priorities document should be de-
veloped which will have the follow-
ing objectives: 
• To fill the gaps in current key 

biodiversity research knowl-
edge in a coordinated manner; 

• To facilitate research collabora-
tion across the biome and 
across disciplines; 

• To bridge the gap between re-
search and conservation imple-
mentation (i.e. what the conser-
vation agencies, GCU etc are 
doing) in order to improve the 
management and mitigation of 
impacts on grassland biodiver-
sity and to contribute towards 
the GP vision of “the biodiver-
sity and associated ecosystem 
services of the grasslands bi-
ome are sustained and secured 
for the benefit of current and 
future generations”;  

• To create an approach which 
will enable funding to be 
sourced for grasslands re-
search; 

• To monitor impacts and inform 
implementation 
Participants also agreed that a 

Grasslands Research Task Team 
should be established to develop a 
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research strategy and 
coordinate research pri-
orities of the Programme 
and across the grassland 
biome. The meeting iden-
tified three possible insti-
tutions that could take 
responsibility for leading 
the task team - SANBI: 
Grassland Programme, 
SAEON or SANBI: Con-
s e r v a t i o n  S c i e n c e 
(Research). The GSSA 
was also mentioned but 
removed because it is an 
association. The recom-
mendation is that SANBI 
lead – be it via the Grass-
land Programme or the 
Research Unit. SANBI will 
discuss this matter inter-
nally and decide whether 
it should be the Grassland 
Programme or the Re-
search Unit. 

The meeting agreed 
that the following people 
would constitute the re-
search task team: 
Prof Tim O’Connor—
SAEON 
Dr Rob Scott-Shaw—
KZN-Wildlife 
Mr  Mahlodi Tau—
Grasslands Programme 
Dr Mark Robertson—
University of Pretoria 
Mr Mervyn Lotter—MTPA 
(Mpumalanga Parks and 
Tourism Agency) 
Mr Graham von Maltitz—
CSIR 

Prof George Bredenk-
amp—University of Pre-
toria 
A representative from 
SANBI Conservation Sci-
ences. 

The Research Task 
Team will initiate the 
process of addressing 
research across the bi-
ome and across the four 
sectors of the pro-
gramme. A broad group 
of stakeholders - includ-
ing universities, research 
councils, conservation 
agencies, provincial re-
search wings of depart-
ment of Agriculture, re-
search agencies associ-
ated with production sec-
tors and Working for Wa-
ter - will be consulted in 
this process. Key discus-
sions of the upcoming 
meeting will focus on: 
• opening up ap-
proaches to developing 
research strategies/
priorities; 
• ways of linking up 
database to research 
gaps; 
• discussions on fund-
ing opportunities. 
The 1st meeting of the 
Research Task Team is 
scheduled for the 31st 
January 2008 at SANBI – 
Pretoria. 
 


