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The current state of knowledge 
on veld and natural resource 
management in South Africa 

 

Introduction 

A  two-day workshop was held 
in Pietermarit zburg in 
No ve m b e r  2 0 0 5  t o 

examine the current state of knowl-
edge underlying the guidelines and 
recommendations on appropriate 
veld (rangeland) and natural 
resource management. The work-
shop provided a forum for the 76 
participants from national and 
provincia l governme nt ,  non-
government, academic and private 
agr icultural and conservation 
research and extension organ-
isations to share their knowledge, 
experience and problems in 
developing appropriate guidelines 
and models for the management of 
veld and natural resources in 
v a r i o u s  f a r m i n g  s y s t e ms 
(communal, commercial, resettled 
farmers, wildlife and conservation).  

The main findings of the work-
shop are summarised here along 
with recommendations for improving 
the generation, dissemination and 
application of veld and natural 
resource management (NRM) 

guidelines for various type of land 
users. 

The objectives of the workshop 
were to: 
• Share experiences and learn 

from each other about veld and 
NRM practices that work well 
(or not) in different environ-
mental and socio-economic 
settings. 

• Assess the state of knowledge 
on various aspects of veld 
manageme nt  and identify 
critical knowledge gaps. 

• Ident ify useful ways of gen-
erating and sharing manage-
ment recommendations with 
various types of land users. 

• Explore ways of improving 
i n t e r a c t i o n s  a m o n g 
researchers, advisors and land 
users to encourage joint 
learning and innovation. 

Information for different types of 
land users 
Manage me nt  g uid el i ne s for 
specific land-user groups (LUGs) 
were considered, including commer-

Craig Morris  
ARC – Livestock Business Division, Animal Production Institute 
Email: morris@ukzn.ac.za 



12 

Grassroots: Newsletter of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa ▪ May 2006 ▪ Vol 6 ▪ No. 2 

cial livestock farmers, new/emerging 
commercial farmers on redistributed 
(resettled) land, communal livestock 
farmers and owners, and wildlife/
game and biodiversity managers.  

The production goals as well as 
the information landscape of such 
groups range from nationally and 
internationally competitive, infor-
mation-r ich commercial farmers 
to co mmu na l a nd resett led 
f a r me r s  w h o  m i g ht  h a ve 
adequate local knowledge on 
s us t a i n i ng  l i v e l i ho o d s  b ut  
ins uf f ic ie nt  i nformat io n (a nd 
general support) on how to 
become economically competitive 
commercial farmers.  

Some group sessions at the 
workshop specifically focussed on 
these LUGs whereas other mixed 
groups considered aspects of veld 
management of general concern to 
all land users. 

How is veld management  
i n f o r ma t io n  p r o v i d e d  t o 
different land users (Table 1)? 
Group participants ranked the per-
ceived usefulness of various 
channels/media for providing veld 
management informat ion and 
advice, on a scale of 0 (not used) to 
10 (very useful) (Table 1), and 
discussed factors affecting the 
provis io n (s har ing)  of  suc h 
information to different LUGs. 

Personal contact with advisors and 
fellow farmers, either in group 
settings or one-to-one, were per-
ceived most useful for all LUGs for 
disseminating and sharing veld 
informat ion, especially if such 
interactions involved demonstrations and 
talks in a relevant context (e.g. on-
farm).  

Least useful are electronic chan-
nels, except for radio, because of 
limited infrastructure, high costs and 
limited useful content. Advisors but 
not farmers use computer-based 
decision-support systems.  

Similarly, the use of print 
materials by commercial and com-

How much do we really 
know about veld 
management? 

Photo: Richard Reynolds 
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Communication 
type 

Source/channel Land User Group 

Commercial Communal Game/Cons 

Broadcast 
  

Radio 6 5 3 
Television 3 2 3 

Internet E-mail 1 1 3 
Web 1 1 8 

Print Textbooks & books 4 0 8 
Training manuals 4 1 8 
Lecture & course notes 4 1 8 

Information brochures 5 4 8 
Fact sheets 5 2 8 

Posters & slides 5 7 8 
Popular magazines 5 2 8 

Scientific articles * 0 8 

Group 
contacts 

Training courses 9 5 9 
Workshops 9 1 4 
Farmer days 9 10 9 

Fields visits & demonstra-
tions 

9 10 10 

Community meetings 9 7 4 
Conferences 9 0 2 

Personal 
contacts 

Farm visits 10 4 10 
Telephone/e-mail contact 10 1 5 

Computer 
decision-support 
aids 

Resource assessment 
programs 

9 0 3 

Grazing capacity calcula-
tions 

* 0 0 

Stock & fodder-flow pro-
grams 

* 2 2 

Other Video *     
Cell phones * * * 
Newspapers   3   

Drama   *   

Table 1: Group scores (0-10) of perceived usefulness of various chan-
nels for disseminating veld management information (high & low scores in 
bold; Cons = biodiversity conservation) 

 *use noted but usefulness not scored 
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munal livestock farmers is limited but 
texts are useful for reference and can 
support oral communication, especially 
if they make extensive (and careful) 
use of pictures and provide practical 
advice written in a style and 
language accessible to the reader. 
Popular magazines,  such as 
Farmer’s Weekly, do fill this gap to 
some extent but the quality of the 
informat ion is variable.  

Participants also noted that 
advice provided by some consultants 
is questionable and that this sector 
needs greater regulation. 

How good is in the information 
provided to land users? 
A large proportion of the workshop was 
devoted to an assessment of the state 
of knowledge on various aspects of 

veld and NRM to ide nt if y those  
aspects of  management where 
the knowledge provided is 
regarded as suffic ient and appli-
cable to particular  LUGs, and to 
note critical knowledge gaps.  

Four groups, comprising a mix 
of experts working with different 
LUGs, independently scored the 
state of knowledge on a scale of 1-
10, with 1 = very little applicable 
knowledge to 10 = adequate 
knowledge that can be applied by 
the particular LUG to achieve their 
objectives. Scores in the following 
tables (means calculated from at 
least three group scores) therefore 
reflect the collective confidence in 
the management advice provided by 
various organisations and individuals 
on the assessment of forage and 

Management aspect Land User Group 
Commercial Communal Game/Cons 

Assessing land suitability 8.7 8.3 7.7 
Assessing carrying capacity 6.2 5.0 4.7 
Assessing vegetation condition 5.5 5.5 5.5 

Assessing productivity 7.3 5.0 6.0 
Assessing seasonal supply of 
forage 

5.2 3.0 4.8 

Assessing forage quality 4.0 4.0 5.0 
Assessing value of key 
resources 

6.0 3.3 3.8 

Assessing overall forage flow 8.0 5.5 7.0 
Mean 6.4 4.9 5.6 

Table 2:  Mean scores (1-10) for different land users on the state of knowl-
edge on “Assessing the productivity, quality and capacity of forage and 
natural resources”  
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natural resources, animal (grazing) 
management and vegetation and 
soil management and rehabilitation.  

Scores for resettled farmers 
were similar to those for communal 
farmers and are therefore not pre-
sented. 

How good is our knowledge on 
resource assessment (Table 2)? 

It appears we know what sorts of 
domestic or wildlife enterprises are 
best suited to particular landscapes 
but less confident when assessing 
the productivity, quality, and 
consequent carrying [or harvest] 
capacity of resources (Table 2). 

Scores for browse assessment 
were particularly low and we know 
almost nothing about the grazing 

value of forbs and the effects of 
grazing on biodiversity.  

Knowledge is also not spatially 
uniform and very little is known 
about the annual and seasonal pro-
ductivity of some veld types. The 
formal knowledge on the production 
and consumption ecology and 
dynamics of communal rangelands - 
which can support surprisingly large 
numbers of livestock - is poor but 
local understanding of the capacity 
of resources might be a useful un-
tapped source of knowledge. 

How good is our knowledge on 
grazing management (Table 3)? 

Uncertaint ies about carrying 
capacity estimates (Table 2) trans-
late into doubts about setting 

Management aspect Land User Group 
Commercial Communal Game/Cons 

Appropriate stocking rates 6.3 4.7 3.0 
Appropriate types & mixes of 
animals 

7.7 4.3 6.8 

Appropriate grazing systems 5.0 5.0 5.0 
Control of animal densities 
(spatial, temporal) 

5.0 5.0 5.0 

Control of animal movements 7.3 6.0 7.0 
Resting (seasonal, annual) 6.0 7.0 7.0 
Forage systems (and pastures, 
supplements) 

8.0 4.0 6.5 

Appropriate animal production 
systems 

8.0 5.0 7.0 

Mean 6.7 5.1 5.9 

Table 3: Mean scores (1-10) for different land users on the state of knowl-
edge on “Managing grazing animals” 
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Management aspect Land User Group 
Commercial Communal Game/Cons 

Appropriate use of fire 7.3 4.8 6.8 
Pre- and post-fire management 7.2 2.3 7.0 

Effects of animals on soils 2.5 2.5 2.0 
Rehabilitating eroded areas 5.5 5.5 5.5 
Controlling bush encroachment 6.3 6.3 5.7 

Controlling alien invasive plants 6.5 6.2 6.8 

Mean 5.9 4.6 5.6 

Table 4:  Mean scores (1-10) for different land users on the state of knowl-
edge on “Managing vegetation, soils and problem plants” 

stocking rates for grazing, and 
especially browsing, animals in 
different vegetation types. It is 
particularly difficult to recommend 
stocking rates for multi-species wild-
life systems. We have a fair under-
standing of the principles of grazing 
management as the foundation for 
guidelines on controlling the move-
ment of animals between grazing 
paddocks (camps) and across the 
landscape. We are sure (despite 
relatively little research) about our 
prescriptions for resting vegetation 
from grazing but equivocal when it 
comes to recommending grazing 
systems incorporating set periods of 
rest and schedules of animal move-
ment, probably because of 
(unnecessary) arguments around the 
relative merits of continuous versus 

rotational stocking systems and 
because of the dearth of recorded 
knowledge on how certain vegetation 
types respond to grazing. Again, 
farmers’ knowledge derived from 
trial-and-error and experience of 
what works best locally, and their 
rationale for management decisions, 
could usefully extend our knowledge 
on appropriate grazing management 
for all LUGs. 

How good is our knowledge on 
vegetation, soil and problem plant 
management (Table 4)?  
We have adequate knowledge on 
how to use fire as a tool to manage 
vegetation in commercial livestock 
and game-conservation systems but 
insufficient understanding of how 
regular burning followed by heavy 
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grazing affects vegetation dynamics 
and productivity in communal 
rangelands. The relative merits of 
block versus point-ignition burns for 
biodiversity conservation needs 
further study. While we might have 
procedures that work fairly well for 
rehabilitating eroded areas, the 
complex effects of animals on soils 
(stocks, nutrient cycles, hydrology) 
have not been untangled and the 
functional condition of rangelands is 
not yet routinely assessed to 
provide an early warning system of 
degradation. Decades of research 
have provided sound information on 
causes and control of bush 
encroachment (but we do need an 
update on the “state of the bush” in 
SA), yet this aspect scored fairly 
low, probably because compre-
hensive post-control management 
guidelines for problem indigenous 
and alien plants and rehabilitated 
areas have not been developed. 

A succinct concluding comment 
on the skewed state of knowledge 
on veld management was provided 
by Justin du Toit (workshop Chair) 
who simply noted that “There is a 
reasonable amount of knowledge 
on how to manage good veld in 
commercial systems.” 

Another important conclusion 
was that critical knowledge gaps 
cannot be filled just by doing more 
experimental research but by also 
by learning from and with land 
users, who have, for a long time, 
being informally testing myriad 
farming methods in many different 
environments and socio-economic 
contexts. Effective linkages 
between land users, researchers, 
extensionists and educationists are 
needed if such knowledge sharing 
is to occur. 

  Education Research Extension Land User 

Group Ccl Cnl Cns Ccl Cnl Cns Ccl Cnl Cns Ccl Cnl Cns 

Education 3 3 2                   

Research 4 6 2 6 6 3             

Extension 3.5 2 3.5 2.5 2 1 5 2 2.5       

Land User 2 1 2.5 3 4 4.5 3 6 3.5 7 8 7 

Table 5: Scores (1-10) for strength of linkages between sectors for various 
Land User Groups (Ccl = commercial, Cnl = communal, Cns = game/
conservation) 
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How good are the linkages in the 
agricultural knowledge and 
information system (Table 5)? 
Groups scored the effectiveness of 
interactions among important actors 
in the agricultural knowledge and 
information system (AKIS) based on 
the degree of contact and extent of 
information flow and knowledge 
sharing, with the following questions 
in mind: 
1. How well are linkages between 

Education, Research, Extension 
and Land-users currently func-
tioning for the generation, 
sharing, adoption, adaptation 
and management of information 
and knowledge on veld and 
NRM (Table 5)? 

2. What are the most important 
problems in the system? 

3. What can be done to improve 
the system? 

Land users of all types seem to 
interact well with each other, and so 
do researchers (except for game/
cons), but internal linkages were 
judged to be generally poor for 
extension and education (tertiary and 
training institutions). The high scores 
for land users suggest strong flows 
of local knowledge through farmers 
learning from each other, or they 
perhaps indicate a general failure of 
the formal knowledge generation and 
information delivery system. Cer-
tainly, many critical connections (e.g. 
research-extension; extension-land 
user) are weak or non-functional. 
Linkages for game and biodiversity 

conservation were surprisingly low, 
where the average score for external 
linkages was only 2.7 and the maxi-
mum score 4.5. There are few 
knowledgeable extension advisors to 
assist the many new entrants into 
the rapidly expanding commercial 
game farming industry and to 
provide information support to 
biodiversity conservation initiatives 
outside reserves. 

Conclusions and recommen-
dations 
The traditional Transmission-of-
Technology extension system based 
on a Receiver-to-Recipient model of 
communication (from research 
through extension to farmers) is not 
working well for many reasons, 
including a critical shortage of 
informed and knowledgeable person-
nel, few interactions among people 
and organisations, and a shortage of 
relevant and applicable knowledge 
on appropriate veld and natural 
resource management. The system 
could be improved by greater invest-
ment in the following: 
• People to generate, share, 

apply, test and refine veld and 
NRM guidelines. Capacity 
building through training (in 
mentorships, learnerships, short 
courses; primary, secondary, 
FET & tertiary education) is 
required in all service sectors to 
improve knowledge and skills in 
technical aspects of veld and 
NRM, socio-economics of agri-
cultural systems and partici-
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patory extension methodology. 
Training and support is 
particularly critical for new 
commercial (usually resettled) 
farmers. 

• Places and opportunities for 
people from all sectors to share 
knowledge and information 
within their organisations and 
with others (in a multi-way rather 
than one-way flow of 
information). Such interactions 
will strengthen linkages and 
connections and facilitate 
mutual learning from and with 
each other to create innovate 
solutions to local problems. 
Participatory action research 
with farmers can promote more 
effective and inclusive 
knowledge generation and 
sharing. Group contacts work 
particularly well in communal 
rangelands and study groups 
are effective for old and new 
commercial farmers. 

• Products that present relevant 
and useful knowledge gained 
from research, experience and 
local innovation in easily 
accessible, user-friendly forms 
(sometimes in print or computer-
based, but not exclusively) to 
meet the information needs of 
different groups of rangeland 
users. Linking veld and NRM 
issues to animal productivity and 
economic performance has 
been found to be an effective 

way of raising interest in 
sustainable management of veld 
and natural resources. 

At the final plenary of the workshop a 
proposal by Victor Musetha of the 
National Department of Agriculture 
for the formation of a National Veld 
and Forage Working Group was 
accepted. This group will comprise 
representatives from interested 
national and provincial government, 
non-government, educational and 
private groups involved or interested 
in veld and natural resource issues. 
Its main purpose will be to 
strengthen linkages among 
organisations and people to promote 
more effective generation, sharing 
and application of management 
guidelines for appropriate veld and 
natural resource management. 
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