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I attended my first Grasslands Congress in 1987 in 

what was then South West Africa now Namibia. It 

was a very different world back then with focus firmly 

on commercial agriculture and the membership 

consisting largely of government employees and a 

smattering of academics. It was essentially a group 

of people doing excellent work focused on a spe-

cific sector of agriculture – the commercial farmer. To 

determine whether the Society has kept abreast, or 

not, with changes in the discipline and within societal 

changes in southern Africa, I undertook an analysis to 

determine the changing, or not, focus of the journal. 

Due to time constraints I undertook a cursory survey 

of journal contributions for four time periods, each 

spanning five years (1966-70; 1976-80; 1986-90; 

1996-2000; 2006-2010). 

During the period 1966-70 and 1976-80 there 

was a predominance of rangeland/veld contributions 

to the journal (69% and 61% respectively). Contri-

butions from South Africa dominated during this 

period (91% and 85% respectively) with 7% and 12 

% respectively coming from the then Rhodesia (now 

Zimbabwe). Contributions from the latter country 

declined as many grassland/rangeland scientists left 

that country (particularly during the 1980’s).

The 1976-80 and 1986-90 period indicated the 

highest percentage of pasture/forage contributions 

at just below 40%. Contributions between 1966 and 

1990 were, as expected due to our international iso-

lation, predominantly from South Africa (96%) and 

aimed at the commercial sector (99% - with only 1% 

aimed at the so called “communal” sector). 

The early 1990’s heralded the beginning of a 

new “democratic South Africa”. Still not too much 

changed in terms of the focus of the Society but in 

1998 it was decided that a Strategic Plan be set in 

pace to take the GSSA into the new millennium, a 

testimony to the foresight of the then leaders within 

the GSSA.

The proportion of rangeland/ecological contri-

butions to the journal increased sharply during the 

period 1996-2000 (70%) with a concomitant decline 

in the proportion of pasture/forage papers. Signifi-

cantly, papers relating to communal rangelands in-

creased to 22%, a sure sign that the country and 

indeed our Society was starting to embrace the chal-

lenges of our new democracy. In addition, there was 

an increase in the contribution from the Southern 

African Development Countries (SADC 8%), other 

African countries (10%) and overseas (4% - the 

highest to date in this category) with 79% coming 

from South Africa. 

The continued and increasing dominance of eco-

logical contributions was such that mention is made 

in the 2002 Strategic Plan document of the possi-

bility of forming an independent ‘Pasture’ Associa-

tion. This split was fortunately averted and credit to 

the membership of the Society for ensuring that the 

Society remained intact. 

The first mention of emerging farmers that I find 

in the Strategic Plan discussions was made at this 

time. It was however only at the 2004 Strategic Plan 

meeting that it was noted that the Society was now 

functioning in what could be termed a less “friendly” 

environment and that a new direction was needed 

if we were not to become a “remnant of the past”.  

The strides taken in the latter regard are reflected 

in the 2006-101 period with meaningful changes in 

membership demographics. In addition to the latter, 
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contributions aimed at the communal sector (and re-

membering that there is overlap in the relevance of 

some contributions to both communal and commer-

cial situations) increased to 40%. During this latter 

period South African contributions make up 69%, 

SADC 14%, rest of Africa 15%, and overseas 2%, 

a sign at least of our regional significance. I feel that 

the decline in pasture contributions to 24% propor-

tionally during this period requires urgent attention.

Returning to demographics, it is clear that the 

GSSA has come a long way from the days of a 

largely white, male, commercial agricluture dominat-

ed sector – entirely relevant, dare I say, for where our 

country was at the time and having said that there 

has never been a racial veto within the Society. Let 

us therefore take time to pay tribute to these ‘men” 

of foresight who started the GSSA ball rolling some 

45 years ago. The evidence I have provided above 

shows that the Society has been dynamic in em-

bracing change that will ensure its continued rele-

vance. To support this further, a quick survey indi-

cates an increase in female presenters from 26% in 

2008 to 31% in 2010 and a female membership of 

the Society of 19%, an improvement certainly but 

still, I believe, some way to go! Of some concern is 

that we have not succeeded in attracting significant. 

A challenge for the future is therefore to get the “ern” 

back into southern Africa.

The increased diversity in membership is a real 

strength but can also provide a great challenge and 

that is why the core values of the society require 

constant evaluation to plot the way forward. Issues 

of collegiality (where we are united in a common 

purpose and respecting each other’s abilities to work 

toward that purpose), altruism (members put more in 

than they expect to get out), strong research philos-

ophy (excellence), strong applied links (land users, 

practitioners), opportunities for young scientists 

(the Congress – look for mentors), inter-institutional 

co-operation (the nature of South African scientific 

organisations means that we often do not have the 

critical mass within a single organisation to be ef-

fective and therefore MUST network with scientists 

from other institutions to remain relevant and effec-

tive – this, I believe is a real strength). Our Society is 

right up there in terms of the diversity of disciplines 

our members are drawn from farmers and scien-

tists involved in intensive pasture work to extensive 

ranches to mining to national parks.

Our journal, The African Journal of Range and 

Forage Science finds itself in a strong position having 

now also gained an ISI rating. The increase in submis-

sions from African countries and further abroad are 

further testimony to the high standard of the journal. 

Journal submissions must be such that the Society 

remains relevant and we need to embrace issues re-

lating to: soil and water, their importance in assur-

ing food security and the role they play in mitigat-

ing climate change; increased sustainable livestock/

herbivore production; fragmentation as it relates to 

land reform and smallholder/emerging farmer agri-

culture; genetic improvement of forage grasses and 

legumes to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the 

sustainable management of land, water and genetic 

resources, while actively addressing the social, polit-

ical and economic issues that we as members, given 

the wide range of disciplines within which we work, 

serve. Our newsletter ‘Grassroots’ now includes ar-

ticles of a semi-scientific nature, material that will not 

be published in a journal format but that must see 

the ‘light of day’.

Backing all of this is an administrator who defies 

belief. I will mention only one person by name and 

that is Freyni du Toit who quietly and sometimes not 

so quietly ensures that the wheels of the GSSA run 

smoothly. Being a member of Council and now Presi-

dent has been a privilege, a most rewarding time, and 

I encourage you to stand for Council if you are nomi-

nated. I assure you will not be disappointed. Thank 

you to all Council members and all Society members 

who have ensured a most enjoyable tenure as Presi-

dent. The atmosphere is truly vibrant and I encour-

age one and all to continue to actively promote and 

grow the Society.

Thank you
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