
 

      Grassroots                 March  2014                            Vol 15  No. 1            3         

Editor’s Note 

Get Pieter 

headshot  

                                                         

Pieter SwanepoelPieter SwanepoelPieter SwanepoelPieter Swanepoel  

T 
he year 2015 will be an event ful year for the GSSA. In July this year, the 

GSSA Congress will celebrate its 50th anniversary. The first Congress 
was held in 1966 at the then University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg. The 

Society will be returning to its roots in 2015, with the 50th Annual Congress 
hosted by the KwaZulu-Natal Province at the Royal Agricultural Showgrounds 

in Pietermaritzburg.  You will find important dates and deadlines of the Con-
gress at the back of this issue. 

 

    The mission of Grassroots is to keep Grassland Society of Southern Africa 

members and other interested parties informed of news, events, publications, 
reports and opportunities in their field of interest, and to provide a forum for 

debate and exchange of ideas in rangeland ecology and pasture management. 
Since it provides a platform to debate ideas, we publish letters to the editor, 

which you will also find in this issue. Furthermore, a number of snippets of rele-
vant news are published along with a feature article by Dannhauser et al. on the 

importance Cenchrus ciliaris for beef production systems.   
 

    A helpful article on how to write a proper conclusion is published in this issue 
which is specifically aimed at young scientists. We encourage young scientists 

to use Grassroots as a plat form to develop writing skills. Please send us your 
feature articles.  

 

Enjoy reading this issue! 
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Aligning letters to the Editor 

H 
olistic Management of Range-
lands has been in the spotlight 

for quite a number of years. It is 
indeed a subject which unlocks lively de-

bates between rangeland scientists and 
managers. In the previous issue of Grass-

roots (Volume 14, Nr 4), a feature article 
by George Monbiot, originally published 

in The Guardian, was reproduced (‘Eat 
more meat and save the world: The latest 

implausible farming miracle’). This article 
raised a few bristles amongst GSSA mem-

bers. Although Monbiot had some good 
points in his article, many of the state-

ments or accusations made were on a per-
sonal level against Allan Savory and does 

not relate directly to improving our under-
standing of rangeland ecology or pasture 

management. The GSSA is a dynamic and 
inclusive forum for scientists and practi-

tioners in rangeland ecology and pasture 
management, which champions the sus-

tainable use of rangel ands and pastures for 
the benefit of people and the environment, 

and does not pick sides, but does not limit 
freedom of expression either. To be fair, 

we therefore asked Allan Savory to re-
spond to this article, and use Grassroots as 

a forum for debat e. We hope that Grass-
roots could be used as a medium to trade 

ideas (without any more personal punch-
es), and we trust that something positive 

comes from the response by Allan Savory. 

Dr Pieter Swanepoel 

GSSA Publications Editor 
Department of Agronomy  

University of Stellenbosch  

Dear Editor, 

T 
hanks for your email offering me 
an opportunity of responding to 

George Monbiot’s rather personal 
attack [feature article reproduced in Grass-

roots Vol 14 No 4].  There really is noth-
ing in Monbiot’s feature that I can respond 

to because it bears no relationship to my 

work. Perhaps this needs explanation.   

    Monbiot took information from a paper 
by David Briske et.al. summarizing years 

of range scientist’s alleged criticisms of 
my work - a paper even refuted by one of 

its authors Dr Richard Teague.  Monbiot, 
Briske and all the authors they cite studied 

several different rotational grazing sys-
tems. Not one of them made any effort to 

study holistic planned grazing. Like study-
ing car wheels to experimentally prove if 

planes can fly - after all they do both have 
wheels. Monbiot, Briske and the many 

veld management trained people who have 
ridiculed and opposed for fi fty years be-

having as they do are not doing so for 
wrong reason, evil or motive. This is a 

paradigm paralysis problem. What we are 
seeing is the normal response to new 

counter-intuitive scientific advances by 
authority figures. Such behaviour has not 

changed since Galileo.  In the famous case 
Ignaz Semmelweis, discovering the exist-

ence of bacteria before we knew such ex-
isted, he was so persecuted by his peers he 

died in a mental asylum. Thankfully I was 
already insane fi fty years ago and that 

saved me when South African veld man-
agement experts first began opposing the 

development of Holistic Management!   

 

Editorial 

Letters to the Editor 
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Editorial 

My old university, University of Natal 

has, I think, completely disowned me but 
again that is normal when paradigms shi ft 

in science.  I have been unable to find a 
single instance in history where any insti-

tution or organization has been able to 
accept new paradigm-shifting scientific 

insights ahead of public opinion.  That is 
why my 20 minute TED talk on desertifi-

cation viewed by now nearly 3 million 
people to whom it made sense and gave 

hope did more than fi fty years of struggle 
to get institutional change.  Now several 

universities, large NGO’s etc. are actively 
collaboration with us around the world. 

 

    With regard to criticism of Holistic 

Management I welcome it as only through 
that can we keep advancing.  When first 

asked to assist ranchers with their deterio-
rating land I agreed provided they under-

stood I had no answers - but I would solve 
the apparently insoluble problem of land 

degradation leading to desertifi cation if 
they stuck with me - the blind leading the 

blind as I said.  From there it is history 
and you can glean much from the Ebook 

“The Grazing Revolution" including re-
sponse to false critics.  Everything devel-

oped was based on receiving criticism, 
doing more research, trying again and so 

on till we broke through in 1984. Since 
that time we have been abl e to achieve 

consistent results as long as people prac-
tice Holistic Management.  That means 

ensuring all actions are in a holistic con-
text and if livestock are involved the full 

holistic planned grazing process addresses 
that complexity of soil life, animal behav-

iour, plants and other land uses. Paradigm 
shifts are always hard on the experts in 

the old paradigm just as it was hard for 

  

 

 

 

the most expert candle makers when 

electric lights came along. 
 

    I absolutely wish we could have seri-
ous academic criticism of Holistic Man-

agement informing us where the process  
is flawed in any way logically or scien-

tifically. Some 2,000 scientists coming 
through training in the 1980’s were en-

couraged to find any flaw we could be-
cause we can no longer afford costly  

errors. They could not.  I had them work 
with Holistic Planned Grazing in groups  

to see in anyone could theoretically  
cause failure - none could.  So we seem 

to be on the right lines at last with this 
process.  The day any person finds some 

logical or scientifi c flaw in the Holistic 
Management process I promise i f still 

alive I will thank them and we will once 
more have to change what we are doing 

in response.  

    The most urgent need globally and 

not only in South Africa is to spread 
knowledge, understanding and experi-

ence with Holistic Management to ad-
dress the desertification so rampant to-

day. We are striving to provide a net-
work of locally led and managed learn-

ing/training hubs affiliated through Sa-
vory Institute globally.  Fortunately the 

first South African hub has formed in  
the Cape but more is needed. I hope 

thousands of South Afri cans will begin 
collaborating - farmers, ranchers, people 

on communal grazing lands,  econo-
mists, researchers and government agen-

cies as is now happening in other coun-
tries on over 20 million hectares on six 

continents.  
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Editorial 

A number of GSSA members have visited 

the Zimbabwean hub where I live and 
watch the management closely. There the 

improvement of the land continues to 
amaze all of us.  We have gone through 

the last seven years with average to below 
average rain. Normally this would have 

been a problem but it is far from it. We 
are now trying to double up cattle num-

bers once again simply to keep pace with 
the production of the land.  South African 

farmers can do the same just as fast as we 
can provide the knowledge and training 

locally. The productivity of South Afri-
ca’s grasslands is frankly beyond any-

one’s current imagination just as soon as 
holistic planned grazing is fully under-

stood and truly implemented. 

Kind regards and appreciation for what 

Grassroots is doing, 

Allan Savory 
President Savory Institute 

Boulder, Colorado, USA 

www.savoryinstitute.org 

Chairman, Afri ca Centre for Holistic 
Management  

Victoria Falls, Zimbabwe 

 


