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GSSA Strategic Planning meeting 26 - 27 
March 2008, Kenosis Retreat, 

Pietermaritzburg 

Introduction 

O ver the last few years the 
GSSA had made major ef-
forts to become more pro-

fessional in its approach to manag-
ing and growing the Society.  In the 
modern world, the Society is com-
peting for members’ time and re-
sources with a great many other 
priorities.  Like any business, the 
GSSA needs to be guided by a 
clear vision and measurable goals. 
In order for the GSSA to remain 
relevant to its members and true to 
its core values, the Society em-
barked on a strategic planning proc-
ess ten years ago.  At the end of 
March 2008, the Council and sev-
eral Society veterans met again to 
revisit the strategic objectives of the 
Society and measure the achieve-
ment, or relevance, of those objec-
tives decided four years ago. 

The workshop was facilitated 
by Harry Biggs of SANParks, him-
self a Society veteran and a veteran 
of many high-powered strategic 

planning exercises in various or-
ganisations.  His experience and 
humour kept the workshop focus-
sed over two exhausting but re-
warding days of intense discussion 
and debate. 

Previous strategic objectives 

Justin du Toit presented the results 
of a preparatory survey that had 
been conducted among Council 
members and several experienced 
Society members, on the achieve-
ment of the original strategic objec-
tives decided four years ago.  The 
14 strategic objectives could be 
broadly divided into three catego-
ries according to how well they had 
been accomplished over the past 
few years.   

The objectives that had been 
accomplished well related to the 
Congress, which has attracted en-
thusiastic participation for several 
years from a wide range of organi-
sations, the administration of the 
Society (more about that later), and 
some technical and legal issues 
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dealing with the publisher of the 
Journal and the Constitution. Impor-
tantly, the strategic plan developed 
in 2004 had been used to guide the 
Society’s activities and was ex-
tremely effective in focussing the 
resources and efforts of Council. 

Several strategic objectives fell 
into the “mediocre” accomplishment 
category, according 
to members. Al-
though some key role 
players had been 
informed about the 
GSSA, many more 
institutions and sen-
ior managers had yet 
to be exposed to the 
Society. ISI rating 
has still not been 
achieved for the 
Journal, despite con-
stant communication 
between the Society 
and the journal’s pub-
lisher, NISC (who have the respon-
sibility of seeking ISI rating). An ad-
vertising strategy for Grassroots 
and the website has been devel-
oped, but until recently very little 
actual advertising space was sold. 
Finally, the portfolios of some addi-
tional members on Council still 
needed to be clarified. 

Four strategic objectives were 
considered to have been poorly ad-
dressed.  With a few exceptions, 
the Society had not really achieved 
its aim of translating scientific infor-
mation into layman’s terms in popu-
lar media.  The Society had gener-
ally failed to expose itself in the me-
dia, particularly radio and TV, again 
with one or two exceptions.  The 
role and functioning of the Profes-

sional Affairs Committee was still 
uncertain.  Finally, the GSSA had 
made little progress in developing 
strong partnerships with other or-
ganisations. 

The members debated the rele-
vance of many of the previous stra-
tegic objectives, and several people 
were concerned that the strategic 

objectives did not 
really address the 
core function of the 
Society.  However, it 
was also pointed out 
that at the time of the 
original strategic plan-
ning workshop, the 
Society was in dire 
financial straits, and 
the reason many of 
the objectives did not 
seem so important 
now was because the 
Society had grown 
over the past few 

years, and had moved beyond the 
original objectives.   The original 
objectives needed redefining, as did 
the vision and mission of the GSSA. 

Redefining the Vision, Mission 
and core values of the GSSA 

The original vision and mission gen-
erated some heated debate about 
the role of the Society in society. 
The membership of the GSSA cov-
ers a broad range of disciplines, 
and the vision and mission of the 
Society need to be broad enough to 
reflect this diversity.  The GSSA is 
primarily a forum for exchange of 
ideas in the broad disciplines of 
rangeland and pasture science, but 
also plays an active role in the disci-

Over the past 
four decades, 
society has 

changed and 
the GSSA has 
changed too 



12 

Grassroots: Newsletter of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa ▪ May 2008 ▪ Vol 8 ▪ No.2 

plines associated with grassland 
science. 

The GSSA was founded 40 
years ago with a very strong agri-
cultural focus and strong govern-
ment representation.  Over the past 
four decades, society has changed 
and the GSSA has changed too: 
now the Society reflects a much 
broader range of interests such as 
biodiversity, carbon sequestration 
and climate change, in addition to 
the traditional agricultural sectors.  
The traditional sources of research 
funding and the direction of re-
search conducted by members has 
changed, with government research 
institutions such as departments of 
Agriculture playing a smaller role in 
grassland science research than 
previously. Socio-economic issues 

have become increasingly promi-
nent in members’ work. The mem-
bership profile of the Society has 
changed dramatically, in terms of 
age, gender and race, over the past 
two decades. 

Core values 
The GSSA embraces a number of 
unwritten core values, which have 
guided its philosophy for decades.  
Collegiality is extremely important – 
members are part of a broader, like-
minded and open social network.  
The GSSA is primarily a forum for 
promoting and disseminating origi-
nal scientific research, with a strong 
focus on resource conservation. 
The Society promotes diversity and 
recognises and encourages young 
scientists. The broad membership 

Vision 
 

Advancing rangeland ecology and pasture management in 
Africa. 

 
Mission 

 
We provide a dynamic and inclusive forum and publish quality 

research. 
 

Through embracing diversity and change, we seek to promote: 
• Science into practice 
• Human capacity development 
• Trans-disciplinary views 

and support the understanding of ecosystem services to achieve 
production, conservation and biodiversity goals. 

The vision and mission of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa 
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of the GSSA can mean conflicting 
values placed on resources (for ex-
ample, planted pastures versus bio-
diversity conservation); the Society 
must be broad-minded enough to 
recognise and embrace diverse 
opinions.  The GSSA places a high 
value on applied science with 
strong links to land users and prac-
titioners, and leading 
practitioners are rec-
ognised and re-
warded.  There is a 
strong belief in coop-
eration rather than 
competition between 
institutions and indi-
viduals. 

Unique and special 
attributes 

The following were 
mentioned as unique 
and special attributes 
of the GSSA: 
• The membership 

profile is very di-
verse.  The mem-
bership is youthful, 
but the Society has also lost a lot 
of experience; 

• The GSSA is very trans-
disciplinary; 

• Both agriculture and biodiversity 
conservation are strongly repre-
sented; 

• There is healthy interaction be-
tween scientists, practitioners, 
policy makers and stakeholders; 

• The Society boasts a strong 
knowledge base in many disci-
plines; 

• The GSSA runs very successful 
Congresses which are social and 

congenial; 
• The GSSA has excellent adminis-

trative support with good commu-
nication systems which have al-
lowed the Society to grow; 

• There is a high level of trust within 
Council (social capital); 

• Lots of members who are enthusi-
astic, willing and loyal; 

• Long-term and con-
tinuous collegiality; 
• The GSSA publica-
tions. 

All of the above attrib-
utes support the vi-
sion and mission.  
Although several 
“soft” attributes were 
identified (such as 
collegiality), they con-
tribute to the success 
of the Society. 

Determinants and 
constraints 
The workshop spent 
some time identifying 
the determinants of 
the above special at-

tributes, as well as constraints and 
threats. 

Running successful Con-
gresses and symposia is largely 
due to the enthusiasm of members, 
who have been encouraged to run 
their own sessions (rather than rely-
ing on the congress organizing 
committee to decide the entire pro-
gramme).  Excellent keynote speak-
ers, both local and international, 
have contributed to events.  Con-
gresses are professionally run, with 
good venues and excellent post-
congress tours and side events in-

Diversity is 
the GSSA’s 

greatest 
strength, 

but also its 
greatest 

challenge.   
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volving the broader community out-
side the GSSA. Importantly, the 
Society has good financial back-up 
from GSSA Trust.   

Threats to Congress include 
the perception that Congress is too 
general, and there is a perception 
that Congress is too expensive, par-
ticularly for practitioners in the pri-
vate sector. 

Freyni du Toit, the administra-
tor, was mentioned by name as 
making a huge contribution to the 
success of the Society through her 
professional, business-minded ad-
ministration of the GSSA.  The 
“back-office” functions of the Soci-
ety have been significantly im-
proved and streamlined through her 
technological aptitude, particularly 
the development of the Society’s 
database (which handles everything 
from Congress fees to requesting 
contributions for Grassroots), and 
the new Society website. The Soci-
ety is sufficiently financially viable to 
pay for professional administration 
services.   

A potential threat is compla-
cency on the part of Council – loss 
of key people could have a severe 
impact on the administration of the 
Society. 

Other determinants of the suc-
cess of the Society included the 
congenial atmosphere of Society 
events, the relatively small disci-
pline and, interestingly, the fact that 
there is not a lot of money in the 
discipline – the Society is not run by 
“fat cats”.  Members are loyal to the 
Society, which contributes to the 
sharing of experience between old 
and new members.  The GSSA is a 
nursery for new scientists, and 

young scientists are welcomed and 
included in GSSA events, rather 
than patronized.  Some threats to 
these attributes include, again, 
complacency: the Society cannot 
afford to take these special attrib-
utes for granted lest they slowly 
become corrupted.  The diversity of 
the Society also holds the potential 
for ideological rifts within the Soci-
ety – a lesson learned from bitter 
experience in the mid-1990s, when 
a clash between some members 
nearly caused the GSSA to split. 

Future directions 

The next phase of the workshop 
focused on identifying the key areas 
for action, and strategies to guide 
the direction of the Society for the 
next few years. 

The most important activities of 
the Society were identified as: 
• Running successful meetings, 

especially Congresses; 
• Publishing good quality research 

in the African Journal of Range 
and Forage Science; 

• Revitalising the planted pastures 
component of the GSSA; 

• Clarifying the role of the Profes-
sional Affairs Committee (PAC); 

• Increasing capacity development, 
particularly the development of 
young scientists; 

• Maintaining the important “soft 
stuff” – the social attributes men-
tioned above as key to the Soci-
ety’s institutional culture; 

• Growing the Grassroots; 
• Maintaining professional admini-

stration. 

Within each of these focus ar-
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eas, specific ingredients for success 
were developed, which in turn were 
used to generate tasks for Council 
members to perform.  The full report 
is available to members on the 
GSSA website. 

A major area of concern which 
will require a lot of additional work is 
the state of Journal, particularly im-
proving the number 
and quality of sub-
missions.  The Jour-
nal is arguably the 
most important prod-
uct of the Society, 
with a long and proud 
history of publishing 
exce l l en t  pee r -
reviewed research.  
Key to the Journal’s 
success is marketing 
it, through the pub-
lishers, as a peer-
reviewed journal ca-
tering to an important 
niche market relevant 
to Africa. A number 
of strategies and 
tasks to this end 
were identified, which 
will be pursued by 
the Journal Editor. 

Conclusion 

The most important feature of the 
workshop was its success in identi-
fying the core values and functions 
of the GSSA, which in turn will fo-
cus the activities of Council in en-
suring the continued relevance of 
the Society.  The GSSA is an or-
ganisation that has an important 
role to play in society, in nurturing 
young scientists and providing a 

platform for specialists in to interact 
in many fields related to range and 
pasture science. While there is a 
great deal of overlap between the 
interests of the GSSA and many 
other organisations, no other single 
organisation contains the diversity 
of disciplines that is embraced by 
the GSSA.  This diversity is the 

GSSA’s greatest 
strength, but also its 
greatest challenge.  
Council’s challenge 
will be to ensure that 
the GSSA remains 
relevant and that the 
GSSA’s core values 
continue to guide the 
Society. 

Participants 

The following people 
participated in the 
discussions, and their 
contribution is grate-
fully acknowledged: 
Rina Grant, Harry 
Biggs, Kevin Kirkman, 
Jorrie Jordaan, Peter 
Scogings, Susu Vet-
ter, Luthando Dziba, 

Mark Hardy, Klaus Kellner, Richard 
Hurt, Pieter Conradie, Khanyisile 
Mbatha, Alan Short, Loraine van 
den Berg, Justin du Toit, Freyni du 
Toit, Pete Zacharias and Dave 
Goodenough.  Phillip Botha and 
Leslie Brown sent written contribu-
tions.  Thanks also to the members 
who commented on the achieve-
ment of the previous strategic ob-
jectives. 

The GSSA is a 
nursery for 

new 
scientists, 
and young 

scientists are 
welcomed 
rather than 
patronized 




