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T 
here are two points regarding 
the functioning of our Society 
that I would like to address 

this evening: 
The first is that we have a 

sound, vibrant and growing Society. 
Second, we need to proactively 

develop mechanisms whereby the 
Society encourages and facilitates 
membership of professionals, tech-
nical advisors, Agribusiness and 
practitioners whose livelihoods de-
pend on the sustainable use of 
rangelands and pastures.  These 
are the people at the coalface, who 
work at the level where our science 
really matters. 

To expand on these points. 
The Vision of the Grassland 

Society of Southern Africa is:  
Advancing rangeland ecology 

and pasture management in Africa 
And our Mission: 

• To be a dynamic and inclusive 
forum for scientists and practi-
tioners in rangeland ecology 
and pasture management, and 

• To champion the sustainable 
use of rangelands and pastures 

for the benefit of people and the 
environment. 
We are going through difficult 

times but to focus briefly on our suc-
cesses: 

Our administration has never 
been stronger; Our financial woes 
are being addressed and, thanks to 
the support of the GSSA Trust, we 
are now in a process of rebuilding 
the financial viability of the Society 
with great success; We have a well 
managed and high quality, interna-
tionally recognised Journal; 
Through our newsletter and website 
we update members on relevant 
issues within our discipline and pro-
vide members the opportunity to 
exchange views on pertinent issues; 
The GSSA Trust has been re-
vitalized; The Professional Affairs 
Committee (PAC) is now at full 
strength and in a better position to 
support our Professional members 
and attend to the Society’s re-
sponse protocol; Council is guided 
by a structured Strategic Plan. 

We have re-structured the for-
mat of our Congresses so that be-
sides providing opportunities for 
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members to present their research 
to their peers, we accommodate 
special sessions, workshops and 
symposia organised by members 
and interest groups.  Judging from 
the registrations for this and the two 
previous congresses, members find 
this format to be stimulating and 
worthwhile. 

Rangeland ecology dominates 

Congress 

Over the past 20 
years or so issues 
involving rangeland 
ecology and man-
agement and ecol-
ogy have dominated 
our congresses and 
publications.  We 
have been very suc-
cessful in providing a 
forum for scientists, 
technical advisors 
and managers in 
rangeland and wild-
life conservation to present and dis-
cuss their work among their peers.  
Over the past decades we seem to 
have built an extensive knowledge-
base on, for example: Fire and its 
role in vegetation management for 
various purposes; The response of 
individual species and plant com-
munities to defoliation; Root growth 
of trees, shrubs and grasses; Pre-
ferred and avoided food types for 
domestic and wild animals; Restora-
tion techniques; Plant/animal inter-
actions; Rangelands and people; 
and many others. 

We know that this knowledge-
base continues to grow and is being 
used by conservation agencies to 
manage conserved areas and is 
often incorporated into legislation. 

My conclusion from the above 
is that we are indeed achieving at 
least part of our Vision and Mission 
— that is, to advance range ecology 
and to be a dynamic and inclusive 
forum for scientists in rangeland 
ecology; and we provide an admin-

istrative framework 
within which the 
membership can op-
erate. 
From this perspective 
the Society is sound 
and vibrant, and can 
look forward to an 
exciting future. 
However, the Society 
must also strive to 
remain effective 
within the major 
changes that have 
occurred in the socio-

political and economic environment 
in South Africa in particular and 
southern Africa in general.  These 
changes have had a massive im-
pact on the role that Society mem-
bers have traditionally played in 
developing understanding of range-
land function and process, and the 
development of systems that sup-
port sustainable use of resources. 

In my opinion the current 
“soundness and vibrancy” of the 
Society is a function of the increas-
ing dominance of rangeland ecology 
that has emerged over the past 15 

Issues involving 

rangeland ecology 

and management 

and ecology have 

dominated our con-

gresses and publi-

cations. 
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to 20 years.  Unfortunately there 
has been a parallel decline in the 
contribution to the Society’s activi-
ties by traditional grassland scien-
tists, pasture agronomists and prac-
titioners.  This is not to say that I 
believe there is anything wrong with 
having an enthusiastic, strong and 
active membership that is involved 
in all aspects of rangeland ecology.  
On the contrary, the Society is has 
come through difficult times with 
flying colours because of the enthu-
siastic contribution of these mem-
bers.  What we need, however, is to 
provide the framework within which 
we can achieve those parts of the 
Vision and Mission that “advances 
pasture management”, provides a 
“forum for scientists and practitio-
ners in pasture management” and 
“champions sustainable use of pas-
tures ”. 

The importance of the forage in-

dustry 

Pasture is used here in its wider 
meaning to include livestock pro-
duction from both veld and culti-
vated pasture.  Reference to the 
proceedings of our conferences, 
Journal and special publications 
during the first 25 years of the Soci-
ety’s existence, shows quite clearly 
that we have our roots in traditional 
pasture/grassland science.  Much of 
the focus was on veld and pasture 
for livestock production.  And rightly 
so: more than 70% of the land sur-
face of South Africa (and much of 
the rest of Africa) is allocated to 

some form of livestock production 
from veld.  The rest is cultivated, 
urbanised or within conservation 
areas.  And cultivated pastures 
comprise a significant proportion of 
the area under cultivation.  

The structures that supported 
the traditional grassland science 
research and extension activities 
have largely been removed due to 
alternative policies guided by the 
socio-political and economic 
changes that have occurred in SA in 
the last decade and a half.  The lack 
of job opportunities in pasture re-
search and extension has dramati-
cally reduced our membership in 
those fields.  Universities have been 
forced to alter their curricula to pro-
vide training in fields where gradu-
ates have the potential for gainful 
employment.  This has led to a 
downward spiral of membership 
involved in pasture management 
and quite naturally, fewer contribu-
tions to our congresses and publica-
tions from this sector of the Society.  
The decline in scientific and techni-
cal contribution from the pasture 
fraternity has reduced the network-
ing opportunities for those members 
who are still involved in traditional 
pasture research and, naturally their 
motivation to remain involved in the 
Society.  Similarly agribusiness has 
few incentives to remain involved in 
the Society, and few consultants or 
leading practitioners attend con-
gress these days.  

The cultivated pasture and for-
age production industry may seem 
foreign to many delegates here this 



17 

Grassroots: Newsletter of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa ▪ September 2007 ▪ Vol 7 ▪ No. 3 

evening.  How many of you are 
aware of the massive livestock in-
dustry that depends on cultivated 
pastures?  Some examples: 

• There are approximately 250 
000ha dry land legume pas-
tures in the Western Cape that 
form an integral part of the crop 
production system 

• An estimated 200 000ha under 
irrigation and dry land pasture 
and forage production for the 
roughage requirements of the 2 
500 million litre milk production 
industry (R5 billion turnover at 
farm level) 

• A formal pasture and forage 
seed industry of approximately 
15000 tons of seed for the local 
and export market, an industry 
worth approximately R150 mil-
lion. 

• A large and expanding beef 
production industry based on 
pastures. 

• Added impact of climate 
change leading to an expecta-
tion by industry of marginal 
cropping areas being planted to 
pastures and forage crops in 
support of an expanding live-
stock industry.  

What of the potential for pas-
ture and forage crops in support of 
the developing agricultural sector, 
the millions of individuals whose 
livelihoods depend on livestock hav-
ing access to rangelands?  Is the 
knowledge base regarding livestock 
improvement and livestock systems 
that is being developed for our com-

munal grazing lands, discussed at 
our conferences and published in 
our Journal, reaching the right audi-
ence?  Or are we simply serving 
academia? 

While we might not have many 
experienced researchers, extension 
staff and advisors involved in pas-
ture and forage production systems 
as members of our Society there is 
a formidable industry out there de-
pendent on veld, pasture and forage 
crop production for their respective 
livelihoods.  This industry is sup-
ported in the private sector by vari-
ous Agribusiness enterprises with 
their own consultants and sales 
staff, private consultants, farm man-
agers and the producers them-
selves.  The public sector is in-
volved mainly in supporting small-
holder and emerging farmers. If we 
look at our membership, contribu-
tions to our conference proceedings 
and publications we have a very 
poor record in serving and support-
ing this major component of our 
Grassland Science discipline. 

How do we rectify the imbal-
ance and work towards achieving 
the goals imbedded in our vision 
and mission?  There have been 
similar appeals in past Presidential 
addresses (e.g. Trollope (1985)– on 
development of sustainable live-
stock systems for developing agri-
culture, and Tainton (1987) on sci-
ence for the sake of science or in 
support of the land user).  I would 
like to remind delegates to this con-
gress and members of the Society 
at large of some of the points made 
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by Dave Goodenough during his 
address in 2002.  He pointed out 
that 24% of the membership of the 
Grassland Society of New Zealand 
was made up of farmers.  The 
Grassland Society of Victoria, Aus-
tralia with a membership of 2000, of 
mainly farmers/producers and in-
dustry with about 200 scientist/
researcher members.  Similarly, 
farmers form a large proportion of 
the membership of the Australian 
Grassland Society and the Society 
for Range Management in the USA.  
Opportunities are provided for pres-
entations by farmers/producers and 
interaction with researchers.  I sup-
port Dave’s call for “greater synergy 
with the farming community” but 
would stress that we need not look 
to “serve” that community but to 
facilitate the pasture and forage 
production Industry’s active involve-
ment in our Society so that they and 
we, as the scientific community, can 
use our combined wealth of knowl-
edge and experience towards ad-
vancing pasture management in 

Africa. 
The Society’s efforts aimed at 

making a meaningful contribution at 
farm scale to the broader pasture 
and forage production industry have 
not been successful.  I believe that 
this is partially because we have not 
had, and still do not have, the ca-
pacity to maintain initiatives such as 
presentation of farmer’s days and 
special symposia that address the 
needs of the Industry.  Furthermore, 
while we have actively forged ahead 
and encouraged workshops and 
symposia on ecological issues at 
our annual conferences, we have 
not made the same efforts for is-
sues involving pasture production. 

A different approach 

I suggest that the Society takes a 
different approach.  As stated be-
fore we have a strong professional 
and administrative structure that 
has the potential to provide a dy-
namic and inclusive forum for scien-
tists and practitioners in rangeland 
ecology and pasture management.  
We should use this structure to fa-
cilitate closer contact/links with ex-
isting producer organisations such 
as the NWGA, RPO, MPO, SAN-
SOR, the Pasture Association and 
the Grassland Development Trust.  
The GSSA should have a member 
of its Council responsible for main-
taining links with these and similar 
organisations, and facilitating oppor-
tunities during our meetings for pre-
senting symposia, special sessions 
and workshops that meet the com-

Lucerne cultivar trial at Makhathini Re-
search Station, Zululand 

Photo: Sheila Househam 
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mon or individual scientific and tech-
nical management needs of those 
organisations.  These organisations 
could also then draw on the Soci-
ety’s membership to assist them 
when presenting their own informa-
tion days, or on the Society’s Pro-
fessional members to act as con-
sultants if required.  And we can 
maintain (enhance) our scientific 
integrity while doing so! 

I strongly urge the Society to 
actively facilitate the inclusion of the 
broader pasture (including veld) and 
fodder production community/ In-
dustry into our Society towards the 
achievement of our Vision of ad-
vancing rangeland ecology and pas-
ture management in Africa. 
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and we should not make the 
‘mistake’ of ‘equating popularization 
with trivialization, cheapening, or 
inaccuracy’.   

He rightly states that ‘the con-
cepts of science, in all their richness 
and ambiguity, can be presented 
without any compromise, without 
any simplification counting as distor-
tion, in language accessible to all…
people’.  

This stress on communicating 
beyond simply a scientific commu-
nity is a call to ensure that our uni-
versities, as part of their knowledge 
generation and dissemination roles, 
engage actively with the South Afri-
can public and act as catalysts of 
public education. After all, we are, 
as universities, meant to advance 
the public and social good.  

I wish you an enjoyable stay at 
Rhodes University and in Rhini/
Grahamstown, a stimulating and 
productive congress and confer-
ence, and trust this occasion will 
contribute to the further develop-
ment of the Grassland Society and 
Thicket forum and to future ex-
changes of this kind. 

And, I declare this Joint 42
nd
 

Annual Congress of the Grassland 
Society of Southern Africa & 4

th
 An-

nual Thicket Forum Meeting offi-
cially open! 

(Continued from page 13) 

Congress opening address 


