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B 
ush encroachment is the increase 

in biomass of indigenous woody 
or shrubby plants to the detriment 

of the herbaceous (grassy) layer.  Differ-
ent authors refer to the phenomenon by 

various terms, from “ bush thickening”, 
“ woody thickening”, “shrub thickening”, 

the slightly more pejorative “ shrub en-
croachment”, to the (perhaps alarmist) 

“ woody weed invasion”, and “ shrub inva-
sion”.   

 

    There has been some debat e as to the 

best term to use, but “ bush encroach-
ment” and “ shrub encroachment” are the 

most commonly seen in the literature, 
with up to 150 times more papers using 

“ encroachment” rather than “ thickening”.  
Regardless of its name, managers have 

been aware of the phenomenon for nearly  
a century, and interest in its effects on 

both biodiversity and rangeland produc-
tivity has continued unabated.   The prob-

lem occurs in savannas across the globe, 
and given that roughly 2 billion people 

live in savannas, the effects of bush en-
croachment could be devastating.  De-

spite extensive global research into bush 
encroachment over the decades, we have 

yet to reach agreement on its causes.   

This special edition on bush encroach-

ment (causes, consequences and cures) 
in southern Africa draws together a set of 

research papers with some of the more 
recent findings on bush encroachment in 

this region, along with a thought-
provoking review of the state of our 

knowledge, particularly in a southern 
African context.  
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