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From our

Dear reader,

We have put a special version of Grass-
roots together. As the society cel-
ebrates their 60" Congress and the
African Journal of Range and Forage
Science looks back on decades grass-
lands research, we looked back on the
Grassroots newsletters.

We've taken a break from the usual
content and instead done something
crazy. For this issue we've done some
serious digging into the archives of
just under 100 Grassroots newsletters
from the last 23 years. We've found
many interesting articles, photos, and
we are excited to share some insights
from this time capsule with you all.
Given the recent change of the news-
letter to a mailer, it's a great chance to
look back.

We start off looking at the history and
future of Grassroots newsletters, over
the years it has gone through different
formats, designs, and editors. Funnily
enough it appears that asking the so-
ciety for contributions to share in the
newsletter is a persistent problem!
We then take a step back and reflect
on the purpose of Grassroots, and it's
next steps forward, and the GSSA as
a whole. Regarding recent news, we
have an article about African Journal of
Range and Forage Sciences’ special is-
sue. | highly recommend checking out
this special issue. We have a reflective
report back on the International Range-
lands Congress held last month in Ad-
elaide, Australia. As well as a look at
what we can learn from grassland forbs.

A recurring theme is the people that
make up our society. We are a trans-
and interdisciplinary society full of peo-
ﬁle from different fields (quite literally),
eld together by a shared interest in
the grassland and rangeland ecosys-
tems of Southern Africa. As a previous
a Grassroots editor, Alan short, said
“The disciplines that are found within
the GSSA are diverse and our members
can be found tucked away in all sorts

of interesting or obscure corners of the
country, in laboratories, on farms and at
research centres. That diversity is pos-
sibly our greatest strength, but it also
means that we need be united on is-
sues of importance.”

The hard work of many individuals over
many, many years have kept this soci-
ety going. | would like to acknowledge
everyone who helped pull this issue
off, I would like to thank Jay Matthews
in particular, for rolling up her sleeves
and helping me dig through all the old
newsletter and find recurring themes
and put articles together, to Roy for
helping with editorial tasks, to Robyn
Nicolay who organised all the printing
and logistics, J.C. for doing the layout
and design, and Kevin Kirkman and the
Congress 60 organising committee for
financing it. | would also like to thank
Freyni du Toit and Craig Morris for shar-
ing info and insights on the society and
Minette van Lingen for assistance and
sharing documents. We have article
contributions written for this issue from
Robyn Nicolay, Sindiso Nkuna, Craig
Morris, Rudi Swart, and Marnus Smit.

In closing, | would like to let you know
that this is my last newsletter serving as
editor. After two and half years, | wil?be
handing over to a new editor as voted in
at the AGM. It was great putting these
newsletters together and | would like to
thank all the writers who contributed to
the newsletter and to the readers.

We always welcome suggestions, arti-
cles, news, and if you have anything to
add or corrections, please share with
us! We would be happy to publish it.

For everyone there at the congress, |
hope you have a fantastic time. | hope
you enjoy this special edition Grass-
roots newsletter! If you enjoyed looking
back in time or a snippet caught your
eye, the good news is that these histori-
cal issues are available to read on our
website.

Til next time,

Editorial Committee

Editor
Lisa Matthews

Sub-Editor
Marnus Smit

Layout and Design
J.C. Aucamp

Contact us
If you have any feedback,
comments, or suggestions,
feel free to contact us at:

info@grassland.org.za

Despite the care and attention that we devote to the structure of this newsletter and the information it contains,
the Grassroots Editorial Team cannot guarantee the completeness and accuracy of the data. The opinion expressed in
each article is the opinion of its author and does not necessarily reflect the opinion of the editorial team.
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What is a GSSA?

Jay Matthews and Lisa Matthews

Current Address: Grassroots Editorial Team

o answer the question “what is
| a GSSA?"—a title appropriated
from Craig Morris's memora-
ble December 2024 article "What is a
grass?”"— we might consider begin-
ning with the individual units the GSSA
is composed of—the individual. One
may be tempted to look for a “neat
solution” in the way that Justin du Toit
(September 2019) enlightened us on
the term for a singular cattle. However,
it is to the credit of GSSA that there is
no way to pin down a profile of its ar-
chetypal member.

Over the course of its many dec-
ades of existence, the singular GSSA
member has come from various work,
background, place, and importantly,
perspective! Academics, scientists, ag-
ricultural and environmental officers,
farmers, students and any other per-
sons interested in grasses, range and
forage studies have made up this soci-
ety one way or another over the last 60
years. To complement the diversity of
expertise in this society, it seems that
every GSSA member has a passion for
matters related to grasslands! Whether
it's impassioned pleas for the smallest
of endangered animals (see August
2011) or H. A. Snyman's impressive 8
article treatise on fire ("*Short-term in-
fluence of fire in a semi-arid grassland
on*'), the archives of Grassroots are
a great tribute to the dedicated and
sometimes thankless work of members
in this society.

Perhaps it's worth considering that the
individual unit of a GSSA is not the
individual but the relationships and
connections—between colleagues, to
broad fields or particular sides of large
ongoing debates.

At least two expressions of the same

idea can be found throughout the

Grassroots archives:

1. A block quote from December
2008 states: "It is not possible for
a scientific community which is so
compartmentalized to obtain in-
sight into the complexity of range-
land and cultivated pasture prob-

The GSSA Soclety Is
now formally registered
as a public benafit or-
ganization and for VAT.
The first tax return for the
Soclety was completed in
Movember 2006. The
registration as a non
profit organisation is still
being processed.

Over the past

four decades,
society has

changed and

the GSSA has
changed too

The GSSA is a
nursery for

new

sciontists,

and young
sclentists are

walcomed
rather than
patronized
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G55A Strategic Planning meeting 26 - 27
March 2008, Kenosis Retreat,

Pletermaritzburg

Alan Short and Lorgine van den Barg

Orassland Socety of Southern Afnca
Email: Alan, Shorddas kanil.gov.za

Introduction

ver the last few years the
GS54 had made major &f-
lors 1o Become mone o

fessonal m i3 approach o Tian.ad-
iy and growang Lhe Socety. In e
madem world, the Socety & com
peling for members' fime and re-
SCUes with a great many other
GRS Like any businass 1he
OS2 needs 1o be quded by a
clear vision and measurable goals
In order for the GSS5& 0 remain
feleyand b ts membecs ard ree o
is com values, the Socety
barked on a sirategic plannmng proc-
eaf fen years age Al the and of
March 2008, the Council ardd sew-
aral Socwmly velerane met again o
revisd the strategec objectives of the
Socety and measuwe e acheve
menk of melevance, of thost cbjec-
s denided four years ago

The workshop was Tacilaled
tyy Harry Biggs of SAKFarks, him
scit a Soocty weberan and a velcran

The vizion and misslon of the Grassland Solety of Southern Africa

Vision

Africa.

Mizsion

resaarch

Advancing rangeland scology and pasture management in

We provide a dynamic and inclusive forum and publish quality

Through embracing divarsity and changs, we seek to promote:
= Science into practice
- Human I.".Hpﬂ:"l‘t',l' HP‘-‘PIHMEM
«  Trans-disciplinary views
and support the understanding of ecosystem services io achleve
production. conservation and blodiversity goals.

(ANTE] ERECISES N VARMUS O
ganisatiors. His expenence and
humow kept the workshop focus
sed over two exhausting but re-
warding days of ntente discusson
and debak:

Previcus strategic objectives

Justin du Toit presented the nesults
of & prepamatory sureey that had
been conducted among Council
members and Several eapenenced
Socisty members, on the ahisve.
imenl of the ongnal saleqe obpec
thees decded four years apgo. The
14 shateg obgertves could  he
broady divided into three catego-
nes according o how well they had
been accomphished over the past
Fi=wy s

The abjecives thatl had been
accomplahed well reldled 6 he
Congress, which has attracted en-
husiastic pamicipaticn for saveral
years om a wide minge of argan
sationg, the admmistraton af the
Society (more about that later), and
some technical and lagal Esues

Diversity is
the GSSA’s
greatest
strength,
but also its
greatest
challenge.

Figure 1. The Grassland Society of Southern Africa has gone through many chang-
es over the decades. The Grassroots newsletter offers some reflections on the soci-
ety. Today’s Vision and Mission in published at the end of this issue.

dashed borders that is porous" as

to effectively tackle this problem

lems". That is to say, because we
are not compartmentalised, which
makes us more like a "circle with

the second is from a letter from
Geof, who in February 2006 said:
"For too many years too many of us

per Charné Viljoen in the Presiden- 2.
tial address (November 2023), we
stand a better chance at being able
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Figure 2. The first GSSA congress in 1966

have tended to concentrate on our
own ‘little boxes’...[with] good rea-
son in some cases, but to the detri-
ment of the ‘whole’ in the broader
sense."

This leads me to the question of “what
is a GSSA?”

In a 2003 presidential address, Klaus
Kellner once said that the GSSA was:

"A professional society with an interdis-
ciplinary group of scientists and practi-
tioners working in a collaborative way
amongst themselves and with other in-
stitutions, organizations, agencies and
individuals with a common goal in var-
ied resources of rangeland and pasture
conservation and management.”

However, this was more than 20 years
ago. Our understanding of the world
and our field has been drastically
shaped by new science and technolo-
gies, the political and social landscape
of South Africa has also continued to
change. Many times over the last 22
years of what is now Grassroots, there

Grassroots Vol 25 No 2
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have been big questions about what
the specific purpose of the GSSA in par-
ticular is and whether it is fulfilling that

urpose. To the GSSA's credit, it has

een responsive to input—from greater
efforts to include students in the soci-
ety to changing the Grassroots format
to A5. A brief overview of the logo and
design will show that things are always
changing, evolving to meet the needs
of the grasslands and you, the scientist,
institution representative, practitioner,
student, organisation, or grassland en-
thusiast!

Mike Peel's Presidential Address pub-
lished in the August 2010 edition pre-
sented a history of the journal between
1966 and 2010. Some difference he
noted was how the focus of the Society
had already then become less focused
on their initial point of study, which was
the commercial farmer. By 2010, the fo-
cus had changed to include communal
and commercial farmers.

"...the nature of South African scientific
organisations means that we often do
not have the critical mass within a single

organisation to be effective and there-
fore MUST network with scientists from
other institutions to remain relevant
and effective — this | believe is a real
strength."

After all these years some things still
ring true, such as this block quote from
a May 2006 feature:

"The conservation of grassland and
wetland areas is the responsibility of
everyone for the benefit of all."

On the other hand, these days we are
in urgency when it comes to the future
of grasslands and all life forms it sup-
ports. There is an unfortunate heavi-
ness our intersection of fields carry in
light of global climate change. In this
sense, Grassroots, while interspersed
with write-ups recounting jovial AGMs
and our "infectious and encouraging
mood" (December 2008), holds an ar-
chive of slow decline, increasing alarm,
and declining capacity for members to
participate in the discussion.

There are as many hopeful stories as
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Figure 3. The most recent congress picture | could track down, GSSA Congress 54

there are sad ones. Perhaps the work of
the GSSA can be compared to a high-
light from a feature in the August 2014
edition:

" Following mine closure, the mining ar-
eas will be restored to allow plants and
animals to thrive again but recreating
the habitat for Juttadinteria albata will
not be easy."

1. Perhaps surprisingly, 'mines' are a
topic of interest over many Grass-
roots issues, especially with regard
to their environmental regulation,
their negative impact on water
management, and governmental
restriction in favour of protecting
ecologically sensitive areas.

2. The history of this society has been
organised around the question of
what it means for plants and ani-
mals to thrive, and what plants for
what animals, or conversely, what
animals for what plants!

3. Theidea of 'to thrive again' is deep-
ly wrapped up in another important
ongoing discussion, which is how
areas should be managed, planned,
what sort of intervention is needed,
and how this is to be measured!

4. Every species has a name, and be-
cause of the diversity of member-
ship and fields, Grassroots and
the GSSA has been an exceptional
'melting pot' for learning about new
species and things (like Dave Good-
enough's memorable explanation
of endophytes in August 2005) that
mean the world to the scientist tell-
ing you about it
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5. Itwill not be easy. Pragmatically, this
is clear and has always been to the
members of this society. Even as in
this story, having succeeded as far
as a legislative win, the hard work
lies ahead beyond the initial work
of figuring out what must be done
and%ow it will be measured.

Realistically, big projects as of late are
given to organisations and specific
practitioners rather than to a society like
ours. So then, why is the Society neces-
sary?

On one hand, Grassroots, as it has done,
became a virtual notice board for shar-
ing opportunities and supplementary
writing and economic skills. But more
than that, there is something important
in the way that the GSSA as a meeting
point becomes a way to address a fun-
damentally complex set of problems.

A guest editorial from November 2010
by first ever editor, Peter Zacharias, rem-
iniscing on the changes that had taken
place between the original 'Bulletin of
the Grassland Society of Southern Af-
rica’ and the now familiar 'Grassroots',
presents an argument for using the term
‘trans-disciplinary' rather than multi- or
inter-disciplinary to describe the GSSA.
Trans-disciplinary, we are told, is about
start to finish collaboration, rather than
one discipline getting another to bail
them out when they get stuck. We are
told that this move towards a trans-dis-
ciplinary approach is what has kept this
Society alive—an approach that doesn't

Grassroots

a
=

prioritise one field over another but
recognises that we all need each other
to solve the complex problems we are
faced with.

Even within the annals of the Grassroots
publication, historically many members
of the council have been around for a
number of years and have served in sev-
eral different positions. This society and
it's various avenues for participation
(which all members have eternally been
invited into!) embody the same sort of
'trans-disciplinary' participation this So-
ciety strives for in our work.

What then does Grassroots do? Given
all of the above, at its best, we may con-
sider the letter written in the August
2006 edition by Donovan Kotze wherein
he writes about an alien invasive grass
species he has found that is 'poised
to become a considerable problem'.
By this stage he has already consulted
several society members to identify
the species and summarises this infor-
mation about the species. He outlines
the current situations and where it is
resent as well as its absence from her-
arium records. He states his concern,
highlights the priority steps and calls for
suggestions from the society.

As long as there are land users, there
will be a need for collaboration in de-
liberation and action. This is a 'skill'
the society has been practicing for 60
ears, where tensions between fields
ave been worked through together
(see September 2002). As long as there

Vol 25 No 2 July 2025




are grasslands, there is a need for a
society to provide solidarity, distribute
information, and share sympathies with
researchers studying the minutiae of
grasses and dung beetles (See Febru-
ary 2005).

This is not some abstract mission
though, it's something that is embed-
ded in the lives and hearts of the society
members. In Susi Vetter's Presidential
Address in 2024 (December 2024), she
recounts:

"From those earliest days, the GSSA
became a network of colleagues who
mentored, supported, and provided
ideas throughout my career."

It's possible that just as each member of
this society has their own background,
story, and reason for finding themselves
in a field that intersects with grasslands
in some way, each member too will have
different reasons for why they joined
GSSA, and what their journey has been
like so far.

Just as a grass alone does not make a
grassland, a grassland researcher does
not make a field. And just like the work
of the small invertebrates and fungi that
bring the grasslands together, so may
the society be one of the many wonder-
ful networks through which information,
opportunity, and camaraderie may be
shared.

FEATURE

To summon some Savory words (August
2012) to reiterate:

Why is your profession so important? It
is because the world (ordinary people,
people working the land, political lead-
ers developing policies etc.) looks to
you for expert opinion on the greatest
areas of the world's land surface — es-
sentially two thirds of Earth's land area
— and restoring that land mass is crucial
to averting climate change, restoring
fresh surface and ground water resourc-
es, feeding humanity and mitigating
poverty, violence and war.

To appropriate from the feature in Au-
gust 2012: We hope grassroots can in-
spire you to take the steps needed to
avert *the worst* of this storm, *at least
to not feel so alone in doing so*, and,
thus, to attain great achievements as
professional researchers and manage-
rial custodians of the vital grasslands
and savannas of the world.

"I can think of no single profession more
vital to the future of global civilisation
than range science!"

Today, we celebrate 60 years of the so-
ciety. We've seen its growth and evolu-
tion over time, and remain committed
to continually evolving, reorientating,
welcome input and learning together as
a society.

We continually strive to be a more wel-
coming, diverse and inclusive, and pro-
vide a trans-disciplinary forum in touch
with the current needs around advanc-
ing rangeland ecology and pasture
management in Africa.

We close with some of the words past
president’s Suzi Vetter's address:

“The GSSA' biggest strength has been
its incredible diversity, bringing to-
gether academics and policymakers,
agriculture and conservation, and gurus
and students. Back in the early 2000s,
when most professional societies were
still predominantly white and male, the
GSSA was electing women and black
presidents and council members. Let'’s
think about how to harness this diver-
sity in expertise and experience to grow
the GSSA into its 60s. In conclusion, the
GSSA has come a long way, with signifi-
cant achievements and a bright future
ahead. We must continue to support
and grow our society, embracing new
members and ideas while maintaining
our strong traditions. Thank you for your
attention and dedication to the Grass-
land Society of Southern Africa. | look
forward to our continued journey to-
gether and to celebrating our 60th an-
niversary next year with renewed vigour
and commitment.”

Figure 4. Some past presidents of the GSSA who attended GSSACongress50 at the PMB showgrounds. From left, Mike Peel,
Sikhalazo Dube, Neil Tainton, Tony Palmer, Annelene Swanepoel, Winston Trollope, Loraine van den Berg, Kevin Kirkman,
Igshaan Samuels, Pete Zacharias, Wayne Truter, and Dave Goodenough
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| “Ascientist embarking upon his
first major study is soon '
confronted by bewildering

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. |ssues
of collegiality (where we are united in @ 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-

i 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, | 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 invelved in intensive pasture work to extensive
ranches to mining to national parks.
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Stop bugging the bugs: the world as we know it
would fall apart without them

e et - REALLY THE PLANET

The Short-torm Effect of Fire, Boer Goats and Catt v
:-n I:I?:W:r;:ty C.r;n::-nurl:t n::':\u::v:lsi:nlh: Z Ti—lhT “‘FILL PRDFIT{ ]

- " i BN SN AR

E Grassroots, has grown over years mn stafure
published articles of a semi-scientfic nature that 1
widely read and appreciated by readers. The latest
‘issue alone had seven new articles and three feature
articles. All of this 15 duoe to our member’s
contnbutions and the dedicated and passionate
Grassroots editonal team

Bl B

As with any other disciphne and society we
must never become complacent. It 15 important that
we as a society and all its members actively engage

8 with new policies relating to our respective fields
of expertise. By supporting each other and by
actvely marketing our fields of speciabisation at all
levels of society we will ensure the contmued
realisanon of the importance of rangeland and
pasture science and conservation. We must actively
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FEATURE

The history and future of

(Grassroots
Lisa Matthews

Current Address: Environmental Policy group, Wageningen University

some digging, enjoy this article

on the history of the Grassroots
newsletter. The purpose of Grassroots
is to keep GSSA members and others
informed on news, events, publica-
tions, reports and opportunities in their
field of interest, and to provide a forum
for debate and exchange of ideas in
rangeland ecology and pasture man-
agement, but over the years we've
seen many versions of what this means
in practice.

For this special issue we've done

The history of Grassroots

Grassroots officially started in 2002. Be-
fore that there was the Bulletin of the
Grassland Society of Southern Africa,
started around 1990 which ran for 10 or
so volumes, and from what | could track
down editors included Peter Zacha-
rias, Craig Morris, and Graham Peddie ! ; ¢
(Please correct me if I'm wrong — Ed). - e e e g
The Bulletin consisted of smaﬁ book- i bt

lets which covered farmers’ days and
small gatherings, and research notes.
While the proceedings of the GSSA
Congress’ went into “The Journal of
the Grassland Society of Southern Af- . _
rica” which became the African Journal : Uil
of Range and Forage Science. : s

b e b i e

In 2002, GSSA appointed Stuart Com-
munications to handle society adminis-
tration, which included proJucing the
newsletter which got a big make-over
into “Grass Roots”. Graham continued
on as the first editor of Grassroots pro-
viding news reports, articles and photos
for the issue. The first grassroots, then
a mostly greyscale publication, was full
of society news. Farmer days, tours, an
evaluation of revegetation techniques,
and research. As Freyni du Toit put it,
it was the place “where you could send
the odd thought or two".

By the second issue the name had
a%eady morphed into “Grassroots”
(although it switches between “Grass-
roots”, Grass Roots” and even "Grass-
Roots” over the next few issues). At Figure 1. Grassroots covers over the years

this time the purpose of the newsletter

was to have an efficient communication  in 2003 when Freyni, who served as the  fax machine “went haywire”.

with the society and share research find- society administrator, let the society

ings, events, and news. And this chan-  know through the newsletter that her Grassroots was at the time printed an-
nel of communications came in handy computer hard drive had died and the nually and mailed to subscribers, and
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CA5A FRESIDENT

APRIL 2002
in this issue:

1: Message from the President

2: 38SA members involved at
Cedara farmers day

d: Planted Pastures tour of the
Cape

6: Die evalussie van
lusernkultivars onder
beweiding

6: Revegetation of bare patches
in the: Karoo: an evaluation of
vanious technigues

7: The persistence of clovers in
grass-clover pasiures

T: Feedback on the Annual
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. /tr "'l l‘a.:L Private Bag X09118
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- 3200 South Africa

\ - Tel: 033-3425779
/L Fax: 033-3944842
emaill: sciilfutrenst co za

hittp:ifwww gssa.co za
IS5SN: 10166122

Waol. 1Mo, 1

April 2002

| walcome the opportunity to update you on recent developmenis in our Sociely,
particularly with regard to its administration, our new-look newslatter “Grass Rools”
and forthcoming congrasses. GS5A Council recently appointed Mrs Lolly Stuart of
“Stuart Communications”, Pietermaritzburg, to take over the administration of the
G55A. All fulure accounts for annual subscriptions will be processed by Stuart
Communications, to which payments in favour of GS5A should be made.

Mrs Stuart has also agreed o produce our new GS5A newsletler, "Grass Rools”
which will replace the “GSS5A Bulletin®. Graham Peddia, who was previously
responsible for producing the Bulletin, will work closehy with Mrs Stuart in providing
her with brief reports, arlicles and photographs of interest 1o all GS5A membears and
others in related fields.

Your support for “Grass Rools™ is essanlial if we are 1o publish this planned aeight-
page newsletter every quarter. If there is, for example, a farmers day, pastures or
vald course io be held in your region which will be of interest to GSSA members and
athers, please inform Mrs Stuart or Graham accordingly, AND follow up with a brief
summary of the farmers day you attended, AND preferably with a few pholos with
caplions and names of those in the phota.

“Grass Rools” is YOUR newsletter and we need YOUR confributions! Please
also provide names and addresses to Stuarl Communications of organisations and
libraries in your area who would also be interested in receiving the GS5A's “Grass
Roots” newslatter.

Your G554 Coundl has also recently discussed holding farmers days in different
regians under the auspices of the GS5A al which lop scientists and farmers will be
asked 1o address subjects of interast to GS5A members and athers. A publication
af the day's procesadings will be made available to all attending and tours to a farm(s)
in the area are also envisaged. More details will follow! Please contact ma or ather
mambers of the G55A Council if you fesl such a farmers day should bearganised in
your area.

We are all looking forward o the joint GS5ASASAS congress to be held at
Christiana Aventura from 13 1o 17 May 2002, inclusive. Should you have any queries
in this regard pleasa phone the congress arganisers al 018-289 6707,

The Vith International Rangelands Congress, lo which all GSSA mambsers are
invited, is to be held in Durban from 26 July 1o 1 August 2003. For mora details, visit
tha IRC 2003 websile al www.ru.ac.2argilr IRC2003.him OR contact Sue
Bumpslead Conferences, PiBag X37, Grayville, 4023 (Telephone 031-3032480; Fax:
031-3129441; oremail: delagatesisbconlerances co za). This congress will replace
the normal 2003 GS5A annual congress.

Mesting of the Society for Your proactive support for the GS5A is essantial if our Society is to continue to
Eﬂ"? hé“m"ﬂ”t- al make a meaningful impact in Southern Africa.
TED il With best regards
B Invitation to Prestige Dairy Dave Goodenough
Symposium: Maximise profits a
with pastures and roughage PRESIDENT
April 2002 Vol. 1 Na. 1 Page 1

Figure 2. The very first cover of Grassroots in 2002

a digital pdf uploaded to the web-
site. In 2003 we went through the first
major format change: A4 publications
changed to A5 with a stiffer cover. Gra-
ham wrote that “This is in response to
numerous requests from members for
a publication that is easier to keep on
the bookshelf...Please let me, or other
council members know what you think
of the revised format of GrassRoots”.

In 2005 Graham handed over to Alan
Short as the new editor of Grassroots.
Alan came in with a bang, and in his
first issue opened with the question
"Where does the Society fit in the mod-
ern world, especially South Africa?”,
publishing the Council's new Strategic

Grassroots Vol 25 No 2
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Action Plan in the issue. In 2006 the
position of The Grassroots editor was
officially appointed as a position on the
GSSA council as Publications Editor.
Grassroots got a redesign, it now had a
colourful cover page (for online versions
only). Grassroots also started reprinting
articles from other websites for the first
with starting with SciDev.net.

By 2007 electronically reading Grass-
roots on the GSSA website became
more popular, although greyscale pub-
lications were still maileg out to mem-
bers. Throughout the late 2000s, the
issue continued to consist of scientific
write-ups of scientific research, news, ar-
ticle reprints, and letters from members.

FEATURE

In 2009, Julius Tjelele took over as edi-
tor for Grassroots. Notably he often en-
couraged young scientists in the socie-
ty to also submit articles to Grassroots,
rather than leave it for senior scientists.

An unusual article written was pub-
lished in 2009: a step-by-step guide
placing LSD bars in graphs in MS Excel
97-2003 and 2007. The tradition of shar-
ing knowledge on how to make use of
changing digital technologies has con-
tinued on. In April this year GSSA run a
workshop called 'Using Al to help with
Agri-ecological Research’. Looking at
this guide | think we can all see how
rapic?y technology has changed and
how much the day-to-day processes of
research has been changed by it.

In 2010, to celebrate 20 years since the
start of the Bulletin of the Grassland So-
ciety of Southern Africa, Peter Zachari-
us, the first editor of the Bulletin, wrote
a guest editorial commenting on how
both the newsletter and Society had
changed. After Julius, Pieter Swanep-
oel became Grassroots editor in 2013.
Over this period holistic grazing was
frequently debated through submit-
ted letters to the newsletter! Slowly,
reprinting existing articles became the
main source of content.

From snail mail to digital magazine

The changing time is perhaps most ap-
parent in the changing design and style
of the newsletter. From a simple pam-
phlet like style to the later sleek maga-
zine like stye. Somewhere along the
line it also transitioned from a print and
mailed newsletter to an online interac-
tive publication. In 2009 the layout and
design of Grassroots was handed over
to a professional, Tyrone O'Dea a pho-
tographer based at the Canadian ’stu-
dio16'. Layout and design was handed
over thereafter to Cathrine Versfeld in
2011, then a local freelance copywriter.
With this after 5 years of a full colour
publication (for online readers), Grass-
roots was sent back to it's greyscale
roots.

Grassroots became colourful again dur-
ing Josef van Wyngaard's time as edi-
tor, another change was the size of the
newsletter, the amount of content prac-
tically doubled (between 40 — 50 pag-
es)! The issues from 2017 onwards have
the look and feel of today's Grassroots.

In 2017, Grassroots landed into the safe
hands of design wizard J.C. Aucamp,
perhaps the best thing that could have
happened. J.C. has since been an inte-
gral part to creating the Grassroots’ look
and feel and has continued to evolved
the designs as we entered the 2020s.
J.C. has stuck by Grassroots for nearly
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ABOVE: Graham Peddie (Dundee). Christi Visagie (Nooitgedacht), Dave Goodenough
(tour co-ordinator from Cedara), Prof. Kevin Kirkman (University of Natal), Philip Botha
{Outeniqua) and Amnelene Swanepoel (Elsenburg) were some of the 61 tour participants.

Sigrie Kassier af the ARC-RET and
I Amie Avcamp, Divecror of the ARC-RFY,

PHOTO: JOHN TUNGAY

RIGHT.
Richard Reymolds ofthe KZNDA & £
demansrraring the dise mener fi

SN IPIHE RasTFes

LEFT!
Sheila Ellior of the KZNDA & EA wilked on the
evaluarion of different pastures for goars

I Attention all \\
GSSA members
This newsletter has been sent to all GS5A
members, whether you have paid your
subscripthons or not. Please note that future
newshetters will not be distributed to unpaid
memibers, S0 we urge you, inorder to benefit
from this assocation, o please get your
account up to date If this k& presently
outetanding.
For accound enguanes, plaase cortact

PFHOTO: JOHN TUNGAY
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Figure 4. A page excerpt from the 1st Grassroots.

20 Grassroots

Figure 3. Graham Peddie, the first editor of
Grassroots with Christi Visagie, Dave Good-
enough, Kevin Kirkman, Philip Botha and An-
nelene Swanepoel (Left to right).

a decade now, working with four differ-
ent editors [including putting up with
the chaos caused by me! - Ed]. Looking
back at the designs and layouts over
the years, | think we all appreciate his
work behind the scene and how it has
shaped this newsletter.

After Josef, Janet Taylor became edi-
tor, and then Malissa Murphey in 2020.
Grassroots readership and engage-
ment spiked during the covid pandem-
ic. Although being stuck at home was
not the only factor: Grassroots was now
also a sleek online magazine, packed
full of articles, laid out in high resolu-
tion. The digital platform allowed inter-
active ‘page turns’ mimicking a physi-
cal newsletter.

In 2021, Kevin Kirmans presidential ad-
dress remarked on changes on Grass-
roots:” Let's look at some other predic-
tions from 2000. | predicted that our
journal and bulletin (now called Grass-
roots) would be published electronical-
ly. This has happened, but in 2000 there
was no thought of virtual congresses,
webinars and virtual meetings... A
phenomenon that was not predicted at
all in my 2000 address was the rise and
the role of social media. The GSSA has
developed an important presence on
various social media platforms which
serves to raise the profile of our Society
and the science underpinning the Soci-
ety, disseminating important scientific
and other information, and maintaining
a '‘GSSA community’ online”.

When the current Grassroots as we
know it started with its new very profes-
sional looking redesign, it was a three-
person job, with a main editor and two-
sub editors putting it together before

Firsthy, thamd: yiou for your fantastc response o my request
for updated information.

Secondhy, a few bits of housekeeping

1. Please nobe the new contact details at the top of the
fronl page of "Grassiools”. Several postal and fax dems
arrived at Stuart Communications with the NEW detads
on their page headers!

2. My computer hard drve did whiat computer hard dmees-
are best at and died near the end of May. This was-
shortly after the fax machine went haywirel All n all, i
wirs a frusirabing lime. However, bolh are now in am
excellent state of repair, 5o please feel free 10 use
these modes of commumcation adgamn

3. Unfortunitely, all of my e-mais have been lost. So, iF
wou sent me any e-mail between 22 and 25 May 2003,
this i= why | have not replied. | updated all databases
detals from e-mals send up lothe end of 21 May 2003
zo if you had a different query (for example, thoses
outstanding bees, el ), plearse bear with me and resend
il | havent contacted you. Thank you.

Figure 5. Admin issues in the early
2000s.

Vol 25 No 2 July 2025




being sent to the designer. A previous
sub-editor would then take over, ensur-
ing a smooth transition into new hands.
As the years went by the Grassroots
became a one-person juggling act and
labour of love. In response the average
duration of a single editors also de-
creased from 3 - 5 years, to 2 years for
the editors following the big redesign.

As we relied on reprinting online articles
for most of our issue’s content, this be-
came harder to do over the years. Figur-
ing out copyright and reprint processes

FEATURE

for different kinds of online publications
(and photos which often have their own
unique authors and copyright), obtain-
ing permissions became tricker and
more time-intensive.

Simultaneously, people began reading
on their phones and tablets, instead of
desktop — and a Grassroots magazine is
not the easiest to navigate on a mobile
device! In addition our subscription to
our publication platform, although very
nice, became increasingly expensive to
maintain for our society, and the GSSA

Lefi:
Cattle on burnt veld on
Stratherne Farm

Right:
Tea under the trees before
the start of proceedings

Below:
Kevin Kirkman in fine voice.

To adveriise, please contact Freyni on Tol: 033 300 3113 1\1

e-mail: admin@gssa.co.za, hitp:/www.gssa.coza

Fax: (133 390 3113, Cell: 083 256 7202,

All material fo be supplied in digital form, via disc or e-mad, ready for eproduction
Smaller strip advens can be faxed throwgh s limited make-up facilities ars available
but the adven must be clearly writen indicating layout and copy requirsmenis.
Specific booking preference will be given to adverts paid with the order, should
the space be fimitad.

ADVERTISING RATES:

council decided to rather invest this into
the society in new ways. This leads us to
our most recent change.

This year we tried out the first new
version of the Grassroots: a thinned
out mailer with links to online articles.
While we are still getting the hang of
it, we are hoping this will allow a more
streamlined approached to continue
with Grassroots. Existing news will be
still be shared as links, and it remains
a platform for news, submitted articles
and communication line for the society.

What's next for Grassroots?

This is perhaps a good moment to
pause and think what is at the core of
Grassroots? How can it best serve GSSA
members? The world has changed over
the past decades and we now have
mailers, social media, and more online
platforms scientific and popular articles
than ever. Today and going forward
what should the purpose of grassroots
be?

We've seen Grassroots go through
many different hands. There have been
changes in design and layout (simple
greyscale bulletin to a full colour pro-
fessional layout) and method of dis-
tribution (mail, pdf, online magazine,
mailer).

We've tried out a variety of article types
from reporting back on farmers days,
council news, research findings, young
researcher of the month, news and
events, and popular articles. Grassroots
has also been a place for debate and
even politics (for example distributing
cards to petition against the N2 high-
way) — | guess we have social media for
that now though!

Looking back, moments that really
shine out now are those that document
the society and its members.

Providing news of congresses and
events, sharing opinions, perspectives
and research findings. If these are the
types of articles you like to see in the
newsletter — consider sharing them with
us! As a platform for GSSA, we'd love
as much as possible to be relevant and

engaging for the society and to reflect
FULL PAGE (b & w): R 690 / izsue or H 2484 / & issues (R 621 sach) our members
HALF PAGE (b &w): R 455/ issus or R 1636/ 4 izsuss (R 409 =ach)

QUARTER PAGE (b &w): R 300/ issus or A 1080/ 4 isswes (A 270 sach)
STRIP (25mm x 180mm): A 228/ issues or A 824 / 4 issues (A 206 sach)

\fTHIF' (25mm x 00mm): B 138/ msus or A 500/ 4 issues (R 125 sach)

So what does the future of Grassroots
hold? Well, as things change, they also
stay the same. Although through new
formats, we remain committed to shar-
ing news and documenting our society
and congresses. But | guess that is up
to the next editor, so all we can do is
wait and see!

J

Page 3

April 2003, Vol.1 No. 1

Figure 6. The KZN prestige grazing da?/ and Kevin Kirkman with what appears to
be a nokia phone on attached to his belt.
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Y =0
~ OO
Newslot{er ulr( the Grassiand d?}e?ff‘uii:f of Southern Afvica

Incorporating Vol. 16-2 of the Bulledin of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa
: _ISﬁN.‘ 10166122 » Vol 6= No. 2 « May 2006

11th

Conserving Aari
grisson
ecosystems for

Figure 7. : Grassroots cover in 2006 asking “after all these years...Do we really know how to manage veld?”.
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Harmal wlle

List of past editors

Graphical presentation of research
? — ? Peter Zacharias (GSSA Bulletin)

5
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results: How to place accurate LSD Lo Ch e 1993 1995; Craig Morris (GSSA
bars in graphs I II ] I l -4 Bulletin)
e e 2 11 T * 1996 -1999: ?[If you know send us a
.:I'w-'-'-'--.'\.- of Fort Hare gr-tprrheer - ! ! mal’l = Ed]
Email atasuntighu.oc. za - . 20(|)|0 — 2004: Graham Peddie (GSSA
o . T e—— Bulletin — Grassroots)
R ’ i 2004  Freyni (Guest Editorial)

2005 - 2009: Alan Short

2009 — 2013: Julius Tjelele

2013 - 2016: Pieter Swanepoel
2016 - 2018: Josef van Wyngaard
2018 — 2020: Janet Taylor

2020 - 2022: Malissa Murphy
2023 - 2025: Lisa Matthews
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:
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List of layout and design

2002 — ?: Lolly Stuart

? —2009: Alan Short

2009: Alan Short & Julius Tjelele
2009 - 2011: Tyrone O'Dea

2011 — 2015: Cathrine Versfeld

2016: LT Printers

2016: Wilke Strydom & Joshua Visser
2017 — present: J.C. Aucamp

. s - 1
..... = .. I I " I I

Figure 8. Excerpts from step-by-step guide to place LSD bars in graphs in excel.
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Jan 2025 Issue Highlights

® New Grassroots format

* Feedback from Congress 59
* What is the grass - and how have perceptions of grassland changed over time?
* Historic climate change case at The International Court of Justice

s \Video: Congress 59
From our Editor

Happy 2025! Since the last issue, the new year has brought slang some changes for
1 e g Lhsuaity thesse 3 Grassroots. We have moved away from our old publishing platform, towards a mailer
based newsletter. Although the old ‘magazine’ style will be missed. This decision

Figure 9 (above). A guest editorial from PeteZac, The first edi-
tor of Grassroots' predecessor, the Bulletin of the Grasland So-
ciety of Southern Africa.

importantly frees up finances for the GS5A to use elsewhere for the society, improves
reading on maobile devices, and allows us to share articles with copyright restrictions
There may be some growing pains as we get the hang of it, please bear with us! We'll
Figure 10 (I’ight). This year we piloted a change in format to a try our best to keep as much of Grassroots the same, and are happy to publish and
mailer, another huge change for Grassroots. share your articles, news, events and more.

Open call for letters and perspectives

If you have any corrections, suggestions, or perspectives to share regarding Grassroots please share.
We would love to hear.
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Combined GSSA / SASAS Congress 2002

This year's annual GSSA congress was held in conjunc- | Congratulations are in order for Annelie de Beer and her
tion with the South African Society for Animal Science | team for the excellent job they did of organising this joint
(SASAS) at Aventura Christiana. About 350 delegates at- | congress.

tended what proved to be a very good congress. Therewas | The AGM was of the opinion that the joint congress was a
a full academic programme, and, it goes with out saying at | success and that we look to again joining with SASAS for
a GSSA congress, a very good social programme as well. | the 2004 congress.

Lefi:

Outgaing president
Dave Goodenough
hands out the awards
at the congress dinner

Right:
Richard Reynolds was the "winner” of the "covered”
Saux pas award, beating several illustrious co-nominees
{Rich Hurt & Kevin Kirkman among them).

Page 6 September 2002 Vol. 1 No. 2

Figure 1. The combined GSSA/SASAS in 2002.

Grassroots: «of the Grassland Society of Sowthern Africa - Septembar 2006 - Vil € = No_ 3

Last Werd

Left:

Richard Fynn {centre)
receives the award for Best
Presentation

Congress 41 Pics

Right:

Kevin Kivkman (left) hands
the coveted faux pas award
te Rob Scott-Shaw

Left:

The hopeful candidates for
the faux pas: (from left)
Rob, Annelene Swanepoel
and Richard Fynn

Clockwise from top left: Winner of the GSSA award for best presentation at the Eskom
Science Expo, Emelia Swart; postgrad students at tea time; Prof Sam Fuhlendorf, the

student volunteers who helped to make the Congress run smoothly; Prof Chris Dann-

hauser hands the Peter Edwards Award to André Neethling, manager of Thaba Thola

Game farm. (Photos: Graham Peddie)

Photos courtesy Justin du Toit

Figure 2. Congress 41 in 2006. Figure 3. Congress award winners.
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Congress

Figure 5. GSSA at Congress in 2018
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ONGRESS 55

VIRTUAL EVENT
30 JUNE -2 JULY 2020

Figure 6. Congress goes virtual due to COVID-19.

GESKENK DEUR
KONGRES 30 |
AFD. WEIDING |9

Pﬂmm—*smuuu 3,

P ‘Tﬁ""f‘i“u.:...i

Figure 7. The Faux Pas Trophy, the most coveted award at Congress.

Figure 8. GSSA on a game tour.

Grassroots July 2025
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Figure 10. The Gala dinner is the night to eat, chat, celebrate, and sometimes dance.
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Southern Africa’s rangelands
do many jobs, from feeding
cattle to storing carbon: a
review of 60 years of research

Kevin Kirkman', Craig Morris'-% and
Helga van der Merwe?

Current Addresses: "University of KwaZulu-Natal, 2Agricultural Research Council - Animal Production
and 3South African Environmental Observation Network (SAEON)
Reprinted from: https://bit.ly/3TwPMIG

ways had great value for the coun-

try. These areas offer more than
just grazinE for livestock. They provide
services like purifying water, storing
carbon and conserving biodiversity.

South Africa’s rangelands have al-

The grassland biome (28%), along with
the savanna (32.5%) and the Nama-
Karoo (19.5%), are collectively referred
to as rangelands. They make up almost
80% of the land area of South Africa.

Their ecological services haven't always
been fully appreciated. Research into
rangelands has evolved in response to
environmental changes, human needs
and scientific discoveries.

Commercial livestock production was
the main concern when academics, re-
searchers and practitioners met for the
first congress of the Grassland Society
of Southern Africa in 1966. Less than
15% of South Africa’s land surface area
is arable. The only agricultural produc-
tion possible on the balance of the land
is livestock production from natural
rangeland. Livestock production is thus
a cornerstone of agriculture and food
production in South Africa.

Six decades on, the Grassland Soci-
ety has reflected — through a special
issue of its journal, the African Jour-
nal of Range and Forage Science - on
how it has tackled research challenges
and adapted to shifting perceptions of
rangelands.

Research has explored aspects of global
change, bush encroachment and other

28

Figure 1. Rangelands in southern Africa span diverse climates and land-
scapes, from arid deserts to moist mountains. Kevin Kirkman, Author pro-

vided (no reuse)

changes in rangeland composition and
function. Land transformation is another
research area. Peri-urban sprawl, open-
cast mining, timber plantations and
other developments reduce and frag-
ment rangeland. The result is increased

recsjsure on the remaining, intact range-
ands.

Widening scope

A review of research over the 60 years
shows that early efforts focused mainly
on forage production to support live-
stock industries. Research topics in-
cluded rotational grazing and burning,
as well as reinforcing rangelands by
adding nutrients, forage grasses and

Grassroots

legumes.

By the 1980s, it became clear that
rangelands offered more than just graz-
ing — they were vital ecosystems.

In the early 1990s, around the onset
of democracy in South Africa, local re-
searchers became part of global con-
versations around rangeland ecology. In
doing so, they starteg to use the inter-
national terminology, instead of the old
Dutch-derived word “veld”.

This shift was not just about geography,
but about scope. Rangelands were in-
creasingly seen as multifaceted eco-
systems critical in the fight against cli-

Vol 25 No 2 July 2025
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mate change. Increasing temperatures,
increasing atmospheric carbon dioxide
levels and changing rainfall patterns
pose a threat to all ecosystems. Under-
standing the response of rangelands is
increasingly important in devising man-
agement strategies to adapt to these
changes.

Scientists expanded their attention to
preserving soil health, restoring de-
graded landscapes, and maintaining
biodiversity. Issues like overgrazing, soil
erosion and invasive species gained
recognition in southern Africa. Deg-
radation of rangelands in South Africa
was first hlghllghted in the mld 1700s,
and became a “mainstream” issue in
the 1930s. Replacing a diverse group
of wild animals with a single species of
grazer, such as cattle, is the reason gen-
erally given for degradatlon Fire has
also been linked to it (often unfairly).

The Grassland Society responded by
promoting ideas like adaptive graz-
ing management (making decisions
in response to conditions, rather than
following a recipe approach). It also

Grassroots Vol 25 No 2

encouraged integrating indigenous
knowledge with scientific research to
create more sustainable and resilient
land-use systems. This has helped
shape land management practices
across the region.

Many southern African rangelands face
the challenge of balancing grazing with
biodiversity conservation. Research on
conservation agriculture and integrat-
ing livestock and wildlife systems is
helping farmers and conservationists
to tind common ground. Wildlife, both
in the conservation and the game pro-
duction contexts, plays a critical role in
South Africa’s economy. Tourism is one
of the major contributors.

Land management is particularly im-
portant in the Mediterranean-climate
regions of South Africa, where poor
crop farming practices have damaged
soil health. The research is guiding the
development of more sustainable ?arm-
ing systems focused on soil regenera-
tion and biodiversity.

A key indicator of ecosystem degrada-

tion is a decline in grassland forbs (her-
baceous plants that are not grasses).
They are highly sensitive to grazing
pressure. So the role of wildflowers in
ecosystem health and animal wellbeing
has also become an important research
area.

Climate change, fire suppression and
overgrazing drive woody plant en-
croachment, where grasslands are turn-
ing into shrublands. This calls for inte-
grated management approaches that
consider fire, grazing and even con-
trolled reW|Id|ng

Fire is a natural element in many grass-
land ecosystems, and research has
helped advance understanding of how
it can be monitored and controlled to
reduce risks while promoting healthy
rangelands.

People and grasslands

Rangeland management has impor-
tant social dimensions. Research is
addressing issues such as land tenure,
governance, community management
systems on communal rangelands and
indigenous knowledge in management
decisions. These topics are essential
for creating sustainable solutions that
account for people’s livelihoods and
needs.

In addition to these ecological, social
and management advances, the Grass-
land Society of Southern Africa has
worked to develop the next generation
of rangeland scientists and practition-
ers. Through its congresses, workshops
and journal publications, the society
continues to fgster dialogue across dis-

ciplines and communities. Its 60th con-
gress will be held in July 2025.

Figure 4. Mountain catchments. Craig
Morris (no reuse)

July 2025
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Meeting at the River
Land, Science, and Shared Tradition at IRC 2025

Robyn Nicolay

Current Addresses: Centre for African Conservation Ecology (ACE),
Nelson Mandela University, Ggeberha

ten, and one mouth to speak. The

idea that we are meant to listen
more than we speak is a timeless prin-
ciple, passed down through many cul-
tures. This was the message incKJded
in Welcome to Country at the 2025 In-
ternational Rangeland Congress (IRC),
held on Kaurna land in Adelaide, South
Australia. Uncle Mickey of the Kaurna
Meyunna, welcoming delegates on
behalf of the First Nations of Australia,
reminded us of this traditional wisdom:
when we ask a question, we are only
given the answer to that question, but
when we truly listen, we are given all
the answers to all the questions. A quiet
lesson in humility and respect, and one
that set the tone for the week ahead.

Two eyes to observe, two ears to lis-

Uncle Mickey spoke of the gathering of

- l.:- ] ive Ya
place o

Karuna elders along the River Torrens,
or Karrawirra Parri (the Red Gum Forest
River), a place of meeting, of sharing
knowledge, and passing down stories.

He reflected on the heritage and tra-
ditions that existed long before, and
have continued long after, colonial set-
tlement in the area now known as Ad-
elaide, or traditionally, Tarntanya, mean-
ing "red kangaroo place.”

| found the symbolism in this welcome
deeply meaningful, and how they re-
main vital to the communication, trans-
fer, and continuum of science. These
words opened a conference under the
theme “Working Together for our Glob-
al Rangelands Future”, a gathering that
called for scientific exchange and deep
listening.

!"l_ T -

J ie Adelaide con emn cen
g knowledge, and pa sing-dé_zv' ories. Photc

Grassroots

Stories Matter

The sharing of knowledge between
generations ensures that this wealth of
understanding continues, passed on
to younger generations with “enquir-
ing ears”. We are told the elders of the
First Nation taught that we should take
only what we need and leave something
behind. What we leave are the stories
that carry on after we are gone. Uncle
Mickey reminds us that we are born with
nothing, we die with nothing, and in be-
tween, we are only visitors to this place.

Storytelling is the beating heart of In-
digenous culture in Australia, how his-
tory was recorded. For millennia, First
Nations' stories of country, creation, tra-
dition, and education have been passed
down through generations. In many

Vol 25 No 2
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WELCOME TO COUNTRY
Uncle Mickey O’Brien

Figure 2. Uncle Mickey O'Brien. Photo credit: Dr. Michelle Tedder

communities, it is the role of elders to
share their wisdom through these sto-
ries.

| felt that this respect for storytelling
resonated through IRC 2025.

In her keynote, Prof. Susi Vetter dedi-
cated her plenary talk to the late Prof.
Winston Trollope; a scientist who told
an important story and left this story be-
hind not only in South Africa but glob-
ally. His influence was evident in the
many remarks and tributes from range-
land ecologists in the US, Australia, and
across Africa and elsewhere.

Robyn Cowley shared her story from a
30-year burning experiment in north-
ern Australia’s grazed tropical savannas.
This long-term research, conducted at
Kidman Springs, showed how climate
variability and fire regimes have shaped
vegetation. Robyn's research showed

Grassroots
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fire helped limit woody encroachment
in grasslands and supported herba-
ceous diversity, while in woodlands,
drought also contributed to reduced
tree growth. Post-fire wet-season rest-
ing further improved grassland compo-
sition.

| applaud Dr. Jamie Xavier and his team
who presented work from the Prairie
Project, Texas A&M, who share their re-
search through visual summaries, and
storytelling which makes science en-

aging. Matthew Dankwerts (amusingly
?rom Adelaide South Africa) told a prac-
tical and transferable story on how char
height on fence posts can be used as
a proxy for flame length and fire inten-
sity in grass fires, having a wide practical
application as a rule-of-thumb tool in
grassland management.

In the closing session, a listener spoke
of the importance of bridging science

and communication and commented
on the need for greater youth involve-
ment at these gatherings. This gap, |
think, is one that many scientists, cer-
tainly myself, find cKallenging. We
strive to become good scientists, but
we must also learn to be good storytell-
ers, to continue the story of our science.
Science, after all, thrives on its inability
to explain everything. But through sci-
ence, we move closer to what is true,
and through storytelling, we can make
that knowledge access%le, and endur-

ing.

Uncle Mickey reminded us that as hu-
mans, we are a storytelling people. No
matter where we come from, we grew
up listening to stories, and hope%ully,
we will continue to be captivated by
them in our adult years.

Revisiting the Old to Make Sense of
the New

One of the most powerful threads run-
ning through IRC 2025 was the re-ex-
amining of traditional practices.

In her keynote, Prof. Maria Fernandez-
Gimenez reflected on the knowledge
held by women pastoralists, likening its
transmission to the generational pass-
ing of a sourdough starter, from mother
to daughter, from elder to apprentice.
She spoke of her journey through femi-
nist, decolonial, and Indigenous re-
search methodologies and asked how
these can meaningfully shape modern
rangeland systems. Her collaborative
work with women herders in Spain
showed that women, though often in-
visible in public narratives, particularly
in pastoral decision-making, hold deep
ecological understanding and adaptive
wisdom.

Acknowledging traditional ecological
knowledge alongside modern science
by returning to a more integrated, re-
spectful approach, there is a chance to
rebalance these relationships.

Prof. Susi Vetter emphasised that eco-
logical knowledge must not only be
available, but trusted and accessible,
particularly for those making land use
decisions. She reminded us that suc-
cessful rangeland management requires
more than data, it calls for meaning-
ful collaboration between researchers,
communities, and land users. Prof. Vet-
ter emphasises that solutions must be
co-developed, grounded in local reali-
ties, and flexible enough to adapt.

This kind of collaboration is especially
critical now, as rangelands face grow-
ing pressure from carbon markets and
large-scale development, increasingly
being driven by monetisation. Return-
ing to grounded, people-centred ap-
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roaches may be our best chance at
ong-term stewardship.

In the end, these conversations remind
us that rangeland systems, like the com-
munities that care for them, are dy-
namic, adaptive, and deeply rooted to
Place. To navigate future directions, we
should also look to the past. Acknowl-
edging harm is part of that journey, as is
the willingness to do better. As research
increasingly affirms the value of tradi-
tional practices, so too should policy
evolve to protect them. Reconnecting
people with country, tradition, and a
shared understanding of Indigenous
knowledge offers a path forward, to
possibly restore land, but also to restore
relationship with the land.

Rangelands, Capitalism, and Carbon
Cowboys

Dr. Igshaan Samuels cautioned against
the deletion of traditional knowledge
as rangelands are reshaped by extrac-
tive systems. In South Africa and South
Asia alike, he argued, the coexistence
of pastoralism and agropastoralism is
threatened by climate variability and
socio-political neglect. Similar con-

cerns were included in multiple discus-
sions across the conference, particularly
in thoughts around the carbon credit
economy. The risk of fostering "carbon
cowboys", where carbon sequestration
is pursued with blinkered economic mo-
tives, raises important questions.

Dr. Saravan Peacock offered a hopeful
model from Australia and talks on the
implementation of the biodiversity act
in Australia, the consideration of the
nature repair market, Indigenous knowl-
edge cooperation and traditional prod-
ucts market. He outlined recent policy
developments, including updates to
the Pastoral Land Management and
Conservation Act 1989, which now for-
mally recognises conservation and car-
bon farming as legitimate uses of pas-
toral leases. If pastoralism is to endure,
he points out that it must find its place
within this changing landscape. For this
to happen, Indigenous and traditional
knowledge cannot be optional, they
must surely be central within decision-
making. There was a particularly inter-
esting discussion around how capitalist
interests may often run counter to pas-
toral ideologies rooted in stewardship
and community. Some delegates ques-

tioned the centrality of Africa in these
global conversations, reminding us that
African rangelands’, with their complex
histories and social dynamics, cannot
be reduced to models developed else-
where.

Co-Creation, Not Control

“You can’t save what you don’t love,
and you can‘t love what you don‘t
know” - Jacques Cousteau. | thought
of this quote while on the Burra and
Beyond conference tour. In the class A
iron-grass natural temperate grasslands
of the Mokota Conservation Reserve,
conservationists encountered the Ad-
elaide pygmy blue-tongue skink, pre-
viously thought to be extinct, and now
thriving in these grasslands. The excur-
sion also carried us past Australia’s larg-
est wind farm, sparking debate about
how renewable energy projects might
coexist with fragile rangeland ecosys-
tems. The dry landscape offered a so-
bering reminder of the regions’ grapple
with a three-year drought.

Dr. Anika Molesworth’s keynote re-
volved around care, community, and
what she called “grounded courage.”

Figure 3. Being told the story of the pygmy blue-tongue lizard, previously thought to be extinct, and now thriving in
the class A iron-grass natural temperate grasslands of the Mokota Conservation Reserve. Photo credit: Robyn Nicolay
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Real change, she argued, rarely flows
from top-down control; it emerges
through co-creation, through recognis-
ing that we are not owners of land but
its custodians. She evoked the idea of a
landscape that is both heart and home.

Anika urged us to cultivate the moral
courage to sit with uncertainty and
still act. She contrasted collaborative
stewardship versus top-down, control-
ling approaches, emphasising that true
guardianship must foreground Indige-
nous-led research. To love rangelands,
she said, is to accept the responsibility
of leaving them better than we found
them.

Navigating Change

A panel including Prof. Maria Fernan-
dez-Gimenez, Prof. Susi Vetter and Dr.
Richard Fynn discussed whether range-
lands function within equilibrium states,
or if they are dynamic, shifting systems.
Perhaps predictably, the answer was that
both truths may coexist, science is not
binary, and neither is nature. The panel
highlighted how difficult it is to sepa-
rate ecological dynamics from social
ones, increasingly viewing stability not
as a fixed endpoint, but as a continuum,
where managing for livelihoods means
managing with change. In this view, re-
source management may be shaped
by the natura? movement of grazers in
response to shifting conditions, and by
the people whose lives are connected
with these landscapes.

The discussion touched on resilience,
catastrophe models, and the inherent
instability of today’s climate-driven land-
scapes. Importantly, it also challenged
the direction of scientific authority, and
whether we are validating traditional
knowledge, or rather only now catching
up to what Indigenous knowledge has
always known.

From Big Data to Big Stories

In his keynote, Dr. Nicolas Webb em-
phasised the importance of consistency
in how we gather, interpret, and share
data. As scientific knowledge moves
across geographical and disciplinary
boundaries, he argued, this should be
clear, coherent, and grounded. Digi-
tal tools, consistent frameworks, and
shared indicators may help us translate
this knowledge more effectively.

Dr. Igshaan Samuels spoke about the
fading of traditional knowledge systems
in pastoral regions. He urged the need
to protect the rights of pastoralists and
dryland croppers, emphasising that
while we must look forward, many of
the solutions we are looking for may lie
behind us, in practices continued over
generations.
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Prof Tony Palmer presented findings
from an eddy covariance flux tower
study in the Eastern Cape exploring
the presumed trade-off between car-
bon sequestration and water use linked
to woody encroachment. Contrary to
common assumptions, the study found
that encroached and open grasslands
used similar amounts of water, while the
grassland sequestered more carbon.

Dr. Michelle Tedder brought an ecologi-
cal perspective, sharing research that
found South Africa’'s mesic grasslands
to be resilient to drought, yet increas-
ingly threatened by rising temperatures,
offering a note of cautious optimism.

In a South African study presented by
Dr. Andiswa Finca, 60 "champion farm-
ers" across the grassland and savanna
biomes shared their veld management
strategies. Ground-based vegetation
assessments showed encouraging signs
of rangeland recovery through practi-
cal knowledge and rocal experience,
largely driven by farmer-led practices
like rotational grazing, stocking control,
and veld resting.

Together, these contributions pointed
to a greater understanding of the future
of rangelands, which depends not only
on the data we collect, but on the narra-
tives we build around it.

A Story to Carry Forward

Following the IRC meeting, | hope a
story of transferable knowledge will be
carried forward, for “enquiring ears”.
So that enquiring ears may continue to
love and benefit from our rangelands.

Listening to the science discussed at
IRC 2025, | came to be reminded of
the many parallels between South Af-
rica and Australia, in its history, in their
governance and how we need to revisit
tradition, and how we can build on tra-
dition in our approach to rangeland
management.

It often seems that there is much to be
worried about in the current climatic
and global pressures placed on our
rangelands. Still | found hope in the sci-
ence coming out of this conference, the
transformative and inclusive nature of
science coming from around the world,
and how these stories shared at IRC will
travel home with us, and hopefully will
continue to be told through stories of
practice, policy, and passion.

As we look ahead to the International Year
of Rangelands and Pastoralists in 2026,
the urgency of this work grows clearer.
IYRP 2026 offers a rare opportunity to raise
global awareness, to advocate for pastoral
communities, and to bring rangeland sys-
tems into the centre of conversations.

Wendell Berry wrote, "The care of the
Earth is our most ancient and most wor-
thy, and after all, our most pleasing re-
sponsibility. To cherish what remains of
it and to foster its renewal is our only
legitimate hope.”

At the IRC, we were reminded, through
the welcome by the Indigenous Nation
of the Kaurna and through the passion
of the scientists presenting their work,
that we are all stewards of the land. And
what greater honour could there be?

By revisiting and sharing knowledge, we
recognise our innate capacity to care for
the places we know, understand, and
love. And what better way to do that
than through collaboration, storytelling
and meeting at the river - this time in
Adelaide, and in the future, wherever
that river may be.

My deepest thanks go to the organis-
ing committee of the 12th International
Rangeland Congress for hosting a gath-
ering so perfectly rooted in both land-
scape and spirit, and for supportin
delegate attendance, myself included.
I am equally grateful to the Grassland
Society of Southern Africa Trust, whose
partial sponsorship allowed two mem-
bers to attend this year’s meeting. The
experience has been nothing short of
mind-opening.

Figure 4. GSSA representing at the
IRC 2025. From left to right: Khululiwe
Ntombela, Andiswa Finca, Unathi Gul-
wa, Susi Vetter, lgshaan Samuels, Julius
Tjelele, Matthew Danckwerts, Robyn
Nicolay, Tony Palmer, Tally Palmer, Sin-
di Nkuna, and Michelle Tedder. Photo
credit: Unathi Gulwa
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Figure 1. The GSSA stand at the 2003 IRC
held in Durban, South Africa. In 2002, to mar-
ket the VIIth International Rangeland Con-
gress, Richard Hunt from the ARC attended
the annual meeting of Annual Meeting of
the Society for Range Management, at Kan-
sas City, Mo. despite having tick-bite fever.

— 1
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Grassland Society of Southern

Africa

The (GSS4 at the VIF International Rangelands Congress 2003

Report for the 9th International Rangeland Congress in
Rosario Argentina as the GSSA Representative

Milce Peel

Agricultural Research Councdil
Animal production Institute
E mail: mikep@ar c.agric.za

r. Mike Peel 1s Immediate
Past President of the GSSA
and 15 also the Programme

Manager Rangeland Ecology

housed 1 the Animal Production Institute
of the ARC.

The 9th International Rangeland
Congress 1s the premuer international con-

gress for rangeland scientists in the world.

The congress provided an excellent
oppertumty for rangeland scientists and
practitioners to share their research and
EXPErience.

The GSSA 1s the major Society dealing
with research relating to research and
management of southern Africa’s grass-
lands and rangelands. Natural
rangelands provide the nutrition for
almost all of South Africa’s national herds
(cattle. sheep. goats and wildlife) and the
health of these rangelands 1s paramount to
the sustained production of these herds.

The 9% IRC held in Rosario, Argemntina,
provided the international platform for the
presentation of the results of research in
range and forage production.

It further provided the opportumty to
exchange information with international
researchers from all continents and to
expose these scientists to the science and
practice of range and pasture management
in southern Africa as strived for by the
GS5SA

In terms of the Society, three of the major
objectives were aclhieved:

. In prometing and creating aware-
ness and opportunities in southern
Africa for range and pasture scien-
tists. technologsts and farmers to
confer and exchange 1deas; and

. In dissenunating knowledge and
information in the field of range-
land science through attendance of
congresses and publications:

. Encouraging liaison with other
societies having sinular or com-
mon interests both nationally and
internationally

Grassroots
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Figure 2 (left). Mike Peel reported back on the
2011 IRC held in Argentina.

Figure 3 (below). PW Conradie reported back
on the 2008 IRC held in China.
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FPW Conradie

Email:

The combined IGC-IRG
2008 congress hosted in
Hohhot, capital of Inner
Mongolia, People’s Re-
public of China was at-
tended by two pasture
scientists from Ddhne.
Approximately 1500 dele-
gates representing coun-
tries with rangeland and
grassland wvegetation at-
tended the congress. The
South African delegation
of 22 was one of the larg-
est after USA, Australia,
Mew Zealand, Argentina
and the host country
China. The Eastern Cape
was represented by Pro-
fessor Trollope and Dr
Dube, from Fort Hare
University, Dr Palmer
from the ARC, while
Messrs Conradie and
Gogwana represented the
Eastern Cape Department
of Agriculture.

The congress had as
theme “Multifunctional
Grasslands and Range-
lands in a Changing
World® with sub themes
Resources and Ecology,
Production Systems and
People and Policies. Inter-
national phenomena such

2008.

Manager: Pasture Science, Ddhne ADI

as global warming, bio-
fuel and carbon seques-
tration received much
attention in presentations
and discussion, while
ongoing issues such as
grazing capacity norms,
desertification, encroach-
ment of undesirable spe-
cies and vegetation moni-
toring were also ad-
dressed.

Mr Gogwana pre-
sented a paper entitled:
“Does Landcare result in
changes in perceptions of
livestock keepers on sus-
tainable wuse of natural
resources”, while Mr Con-
radie’s paper dealt with
critical success factors for
development projects in
communal rangelands.
Both presentations were
well received and at-
tracted much discussion
as it addressed develop-
mental challenges faced
by many countries. Ideas
were shared with world
leaders in rangeland sci-
ence and networking for
future international col-
laboration was done.

During the course of
the congress a special

Report on combined International
Rangeland and Grassland Congress held
in Hohhot, China from 28 June - 5 July

meeting of the African
delegates was attended
where environmental
challenges facing the con-
tinent were discussed.
The Grassland Society of
Southem Africa of which
Mr Conradie is currently
the president agreed to
assist Nigeria and other
African countries to estab-
lish their own societies
and thereby strengthen
structured research on the
continent.

We would like fto
thank the Senior Manager
Agricuttural Development
and Research for his sup-
pot and the Eastem
Cape Department of Agri-
culture for the opportunity
to attend the congress.
The importance of inter-
national exposure in
stimulating new research
approaches and applying
the latest technology is
invaluable to develop a
competitive research
component. We strongly
recommend further coop-
eration with grassland
scientists from China, as
such collaboration can be

mutually beneficial. gﬁ

Grassroots Vol 25

No 2 July 2025

35



We came across some funny moments in past
Grassroots and wanted to share them with you.

In the greal tradition of congress, the contest
for the coveted fauo pas award was a close
one. But, in the end, the judges' decision was
unanimous, As the MC, Kevin Kirkman,
explained, in the old days there were
overhead projectors. A speaker could
highlight a point by either placing his pen on
the surface of the projector, thus projecting
the pen's shadow onto the screen behind him;
or he could point with a long stick directly at
the screen.  OFf course, nowadays we have
laptops, PowerPoint and laser pointers, and
our pointing options are more limited. Rob
Scott-Shaw seemed to have forgotten that, as

Beach parties and disco nights

The hotel laid on great entertainment.
Ironically, the beach party was held next to
the swimming pool, 50 yards from the beach,
but nobody was worried about minor details
like that. The one-man band had everyone
dancing, until the neighbours complained,
with a mixture of jazz, blues, kwaito and rock
that kept the dance floor packed. The first
night was a late one, but it didn't stop there.
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for several minutes he stood in front of his
Depury Viee Head of Scheel

peers happily highlighting  interesting

features of an acrial photograph by pointing

his laser at the screen of the laptop, until his

befuddled aodience realised what was

ha ing and gently corrected him. Once 2

again the annual GSSA Congress is approaching fast. It will be hosted by Limpopo prov- f ﬁ-"-\
\

L™

There were red eyes and grumpy “good
momings” all week. No doubt delegates
stayed up late to talk business and drink tea.

> at Weesgerus Holiday Resort in Modimolle. By the way [ am from Limpopo and we

arc l.!"i.l.':!]_\ :_ln“[ in evervthing 'IIII .

L%
like to balieve that all the delegates who attended this year's GSSA Congress 45 enjoyed it compared to j,i'(/f}_

LR

last year's. Thene were a ot of students who presented their results and not just proposals. Credits must
be given to thelr supervisors and/or mentors. A ot of people criticBed the quality of papers and posters
presanted in Congress 44, Flordda last year and yes it was a good critique which helped us improve. The .h
organising committes of next year's Congress and subsequant Congresses must keep of improve the stan-
dard of Congress 45. It i not just the responsibility of the organising committee but all the G35A members
to improve the scientific guality of the Congress. To everyone who contributed to the success of Congress © Jri ind Yiwcw U TRirwte Baee & g ey
45, keap up the good work,

Figure 8.
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THE MEMOIRS OF A CONGRESS DELEGATE Poster Session 2

Thewni ¢ Rona

‘Rhino Coin’: Can a Cryptocur-
rency Help Save Africa’s
Rhinoceroses?

Can Virtual Reality emerge as a ool for consermnvation?

Should genetic engineering be
used as a tool for conservation?

Could Al help you to write yvour next paper?
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Figure 1 (top left). GSSA Congresses are always interesting. Here are some good times (and apparently one bad time — what
happened at congress 44? | guess it would have gone better if it was hosted in Limpopo). The coveted Faux Pas award cel-
ebrates an embarrassing and often humorous mistake made by an attending delegate. It was introduced in 1995 at the 30th
Congress and the first recipient was Johannes Evert Kappeyne. Last year the winner was none other than our outgoing presi-
dent Ntuthuko Mkhize. Fig 8: From Ed - At my first in-person congress attendance in 2022, | had a poster presentation and
loadshedding hit right during my few minutes of presenting. Without missing a beat everyone quickly responded by taking
out their phones and spotligﬁting me and the poster. And so the poster session continued on!

Figure 2 (top ri%ht). Grassroots' first meme, Mr Darwin’s unsuccessful funding request. Memes are now regularly shared
through our Facebook page.

Figure 3 (bottom right). We've seen all kinds of technology popfing up in Grassroots articles over the years, from directional
virtual fencing, drones, to using acoustics for monitoring. Some of these have come to be extremely useful over the years (such
as the usage of remote sensing data), for others we'll have to see.

Can you remember any other funny Grassroots moments?

Grassroots Vol 25 No 2 July 2025




Keep sending your articles and letters in.
We'd like to know what you're domg and
why., We'd especially like w hear from
studemts. Tell us abow your projects: what
the problem s, how vou're addressing it,
what problems and preliminary nesults
have you found, and where this research
will go i the future

This is the last Grass Roots of the vear
and also my last as editor. From the new
vear, Nicky Findlay and Alan Short at
Cedara will be taking over. | wish them
the best of luck, especially when it comes
Figure 4 (I’Ight) Anybody out there? o contributions, which remamn a
We often ask for articles, news, and con- problem.

tributions for the newsletter from the so-
ciety. These personal contributions go a
long way into making Grassroots feel in
touch with the society, interesting, lo-
cally relevant and it helps in getting to
know fellow members. Sometimes we
get articles and comments (Thank youl),
but they can be few and far between.
Taking a look back it seems like this has
been a challenge from the very first is-
sue! This is of course expected, we live
in a busy world, which has only gotten
busier and any free moments at the
end of the day are for yourself. Still, it
is amusing to see this recurring theme,
as we are always working on making the
newsletter more engaging, useful, and
practical for the society.

My thanks 1o those of you who have
contributed over the years, to the rest, get
typing and mailing so that the Grass
Roots can grow and be a reflection of the
dynamic organization which is the
GSSA. Many thanks are due to Freyni
(now Mrs du Toit), for all her hard work
on the production, and also in obtaining
contributions.

identified. The flagships of the Socicty are the
journal and the congress, while both the
website and the Grassroots newsletter are
invaluable to the profile of the Society. In
order for Grassroots o be dynamic more
contnibutions are required from members, The
discussions also precipitated that the GSSA
consists of a “friendly” group of people, which
makes the Societv accessible to evervone. We.

I"w Bibvays had & problam with young resaearchens, technicians of studants wiho ane afresd 10 grab oppor
Iunitias 10 kam irom the Desl or make mistakes. All the Professors, Dociors and Spacialiist Ressarchens in
the Grassland Socialy slared sormeshan, To all the yourng mesarchers, lechnicians and sludents; grab this
opporiunity and share your resulls, probiama from your progacts and tha futur of your research with v,

FOUrSUpPOn 10 “Grass Roots” i essenbal if we ans 10 pulblsh Tus plannsd sight-
page newslietber avery quarter. I there s, lor azampla, a farmens day, pashses o
veld counse o be hedd in your negion which will be of interest 10 GS5A members and
oifers, please inform Mis Stua of Graham accondingly, AND kaliow up with o boed
summary of the farmers day you attended, AND preferably with a few photos with
captions and names of Bhose in the photo

*Grass Roots® i ¥YOUR newslefier and we nead YOUR confributions! Pleass
DS PIOWICE NATES SN0 SOOMEEMES 10 S0Uart Communicanons of onparssations and
BErarnss in youUr anea who would also be inberesbed in receiing the GS5A's “Grass

OiS” newsleder.

The derth of response to Grass Roots is
leading me to believe that nobody is reading
Please send in your comments on articles
published or your own material for
publication.

it.

This 15 the first issue of Grassroots for 2004,
and it is filled to the brim with interesting
articles. In fact, there was such a great
response to our desperate plea for articles, we
had to add an extra four pages to fit
everything in. However, don't let this sudden
wave of enthusiasm discourage you from
submitting your own contributions May
2004 is still empty,

nixt yaar's Congress in Kimbaday. Onca again | would ke to encouradge yound sciomtists and stu-
dents to use Grassroots as an opportunity to become good scientists by sulbmitting their articles
for publication, Koop thom coming.

ous 2020. We have appraciated all the
contributions readers have made to
Grassroots and encourage you all 1o
keep them coming in 2020 - remeam
ber you can now get a single SAC
NASP CPD point Tor any Grassroots
article publishad!

We would like to
encourage publication of
pournal anicles with
practical mmplications in
Grassrools in a populas
femat. We also
encourage publication of
amall parts of PhD or MSc
iheses [side siudies) 1hat
have Some pracucal
relavance,

Congress 47 was the first atternpt by the
Socwty 1o reduce the carbon footprnint of
congress delegates and copower w0 the
comnmmty where the Congress was held
Imtiatives taken to veduce ow carbon
comssons mcluded plantng trees donated
by Western Cape Department of
Agniculture al thoee public schools m

Langebaan and Saldanha Bay

Carbon Credit Plan Aims to Save Kenyan Trees and
Elaphants = and Halp Villagars

There are many |1|...\'.|1.'I..'-.! effects of climate |,:I1i|||}'|.- on southern Africa
and the world. The question for the Society =, are we doing enough on
climate change related rescarch” One of the feature articles in this issue of
Grassroots is about the life of the late Wangari Maathai - the first African
Female 1o win the Nobel Peace priee and Uhe founder of the Groen Bell
Mowvemem

How to make Africa's ‘Great
0 cevs I Creon Wall' a success

Global Sail Organic Carbon
Map a powerful tool for sustain
able agriculture, climate
change mitigation

The problem witk

Spckboom Challenge warning trees-for-carbon

South African wonder plant
remaoves more CO.

than the Amazon’

Phantom Forests:
Why Ambitious Tree Planting
Frojects Are Failing

Crap leftovers can store huge
amounts of carbon: insights
frem Uganda

Programmes to encourage tree-planting have been hailed as a solution in the fight to reduce
greenhouse gases and global warming. But new research® casts coubt on the likely
success of trading trees for carbon.

Share them with us.
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Figure 5 (left). Spoke too soon? The
potential using natural ecosystems to
mitigate climate chanae has appeared
numerous times over the years. Funnily
enough often first as good news, then
as a critique of widescale projects. For
congress 47, GSSA ran their own tree
planting to offset the carbon footprint
of congress, however these trees were
planted in schools and not in grass-
lands! Similarly, very soon after reprint-
ing an news article on spekboom called
“South African wonder plant removes
more CO2 than the Amazon”, another
article “Spekboom Challenge warn-
ing” was shared to raise awareness of
the negative consequences of planting
spekboom in endangered ecosystems.




NEWS

Ifo?/ou look down in the grass
today - what can we learn from
grassland forbs?

Sindiso Nkuna' and Craig Morris'?

Current Addresses:1School of Life Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg,
South Africa 2Agricultural Research Council — Animal Production (ARC-AP)

t first glance, a grassland might
Aseem ike a simple expanse of,

well, grass. But a closer look re-
veals a vibrant tapestry of wildflowers
and other non-grassy plants, collectively
known as forbs (Figure 1). These often-
overlooked plants are far more than just
pretty additions to the landscape; they
are crucial for a healthy and function-
ing grassland ecosystem (Siebert et al.
2024). A recent study examining nearl
sixty years of research on Southern A]‘)j
rican grasslands (1966-2023) through
the journals of the Grassland Society of
Southern Africa (GSSA) was undertaken
for a special issue of African Range and
Forage Science, celebrating the GSSA's
60th birthday (Nkuna and Morris 2025).
It revealed a fascinating evolution in
our understanding of these vital plants,
highlighting both the progress made
and the crucial questions that remain.

For decades, research in southern Af-
rican grasslands primarily focused on
grasses, largely due to their impor-
tance as forage for grazing animals.
Forbs were often relegated to the
background, mentioned in passing or
grouped without much attention to the
unique contributions of individual spe-
cies and the overall ecology of a grass-
land. Early studies primari? considered
forbs as a food source for livestock and
wildlife. However, publications that in-
cluded forbs increased steadily over
time in the journals of the GSSA. This
growth in research has deepened our
understanding of the intricate work-
ings of grasslands and savannas. It has
also increased our appreciation for the
diverse and essential roles that forbs
play in these ecosystems. They are
not merely aesthetic additions; they
contribute significantly to biodiversity,
enhancing the resilience of grasslands
to disturbances such as drought, fire,
and grazing pressure. Moreover, forbs
provide a range of vital ecosystem ser-
vices, including supporting pollinators,
improving soil?\ealth, and even playing  Figure 1. Grassland forbs. Photo by Sindiso Nkuna
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arole in carbon storage.

The way scientists study forbs has also
undergone a significant transformation.
Early research often employed a sim-
plistic approach, lumping alfforbs into
a single category. This made it challeng-
ing to distinguist/w the specific ecological
functions of individual species and how
they responded to various environmen-
tal factors. More recent studies in the
journals of the GSSA have adopted a
more refined approach, recognising
the importance of identifying individual
forb species, measuring their unique
traits, and examining their responses
to different environmental conditions
and management practices, such as
controlled burns and grazing regimes.
This increased focus has revealed some
fascinating insights. For instance, forbs
can be more sensitive to environmental
changes than grasses, making them val-
uable indicators of the overall health of
a grassland. They also play a crucial role
in the diets of herbivores, particularly
sheep and Ci;oats, providing essential
nutrients and contributing to their over-
all health and productivity. Furthermore,
the diversity of forbs within a grassland
contributes significantly to the overall
stability and resilience of the ecosys-
tem, helping it to withstand and recover
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from disturbances.

Despite the considerable progress
made in understanding the importance
of forbs, significant gaps in our knowl-
edge still exist. One major challenge is
the absence of a consistent definition
of "forb". This inconsistency across re-
search studies leads to confusion and
makes it difficult to compare findings
and synthesise knowledge. Research-
ers have used different categorisations,
sometimes distinguishing forbs from
herbs, legumes, or other plant groups,
while others have used broader defi-
nitions, leading to a lack of clarity and
consistency. Another key area requiring
further investigation is the assessment
of forb diversity. While most studies
have focused on counting the number
of different species present (taxonomic
diversity), less attention has been paid
to other crucial aspects of diversity,
such as functional diversity (the variety
of ecological roles that forbs play) and
phylogenetic diversity (their evoKJtion—
ary relationships). Understanding these
ditferent facets of diversity is essential
for a more complete picture of the con-
tribution of forbs to ecosystem func-
tioning.

The future of forb research in southern

Africa, and indeed globally, lies in ad-
dressing these critical knowledge gaps.
Scientists are advocating for the devel-
opment and adoption of standardised
definitions for forbs to ensure consisten-
cy and comparability across studies. We
are also calling for a greater emphasis on
exploring functional and phylogenetic
diversity, moving beyond simply count-
ing species to understand the complex
roles forbs play in the ecosystem and
their evolutionary history. Furthermore,
a deeper understanding of how forbs
respond to various disturbances, includ-
ing grazing, fire, and drought, is crucial
for developing effective management
strategies. By paying closer attention to
these often-overlooked plants, we can
gain a more complete and nuanced un-
derstanding of grassland ecosystems.
This knowledge will be essential for
developing more effective strategies
for the conservation and management
of these valuable ecosystems, ensuring
their long-term health and resilience in
the face of ongoing environmental chal-
lenges. So, the next time you find your-
self in a grassland, take a closer look at
the forbs - they have a rich story to tell
if only we take the time to look, ponder
and measure.

Nkuna, S., & Morris, C. (2025). Overlooked forbs — implications for rangeland biodiversity and function in southern Africa. Af-
rican Journal of Range & Forage Science, 1-2. https://doi.org/10.2989/10220119.2024.2406822

Siebert, F,, te Beest, M., Fynn, R, Klimesova, J., Morris, C., Nkuna, S., Siebert, S. and Fidelis, A., 2024. Past, Present, and Future
of Forbs in Old-Growth Tropical and Subtropical Grasslands. Annual Review of Ecology, Evolution, and Systematics, 55(1),

pp.395-421. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-ecolsys-102722-022331
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Diagnostic features

+ The tree branches dichotomously (forking into two equal branches) (Figure 1)

« The curved, lance-shaped leaves are arranged in a rosette. The edges have small white teeth
(Figure 2)

* The inflorescence is branched while the flowers are yellow in colour and slightly swollen in the
middle (Figure 3)

* The stem is covered with a white powdery substance which is particularly visible in younger

specimens

Ecology and uses

The giant quiver tree is recognized as a
keystone species, being one of the few
perennial plants able to endure extreme
drought and heat conditions in the
region. It provides shelter, food, and
moisture to many species. Its nectar at-
tracts pollinators such as bees and birds,
while its branches offer nesting sites and
protection against predators. Mature
plants contain large water reserves,
which several species rely on during ex-
tended drought periods. Furthermore,
the plant's considerable height creates
structural complexity in the landscape,
facilitating diverse animal behaviors like

hunting and scavenging of raptors.

The species is not known to be used for any medicinal purposes
and is not associated with any cultural beliefs and traditions of
the local Northern Cape people. Nevertheless, these plants
are cherished for their longevity, resilience, and unique as-
sociation with the Richtersveld. They are also highly
valued for their unique growth form, making them popular
choices for gardens and container planting. Their ability
to thrive in arid and semi-arid environments, coupled
with their rarity, has further increased their trading value.

Figure 3. The flowers are a distinct feature
of the plant. Image: Elsabé Swart
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Persbergdraaibos, or draaibos for short, is a widespread shrub that occurs on a wide variety of
habitats, though it is most commen on dry hillsides and rocky slopes. It can be found throughout
most of South Africa, from the Scuthern Cape throughout the Karoo and as far north as Mpumalanga
and southern Namibia. Draaibos have daisy flowers that vary from light pink to mauve-blue and
appearin early spring to mid-summer. The woody stems of this shrub are often twisted, hence the
Afrikaans name, draaibos.

Diagnostic Features

Erect, woody shrub with twisted, gnarled stems up to 1 m tall.

Leaves are small, 10 - 16 mm long and 1 — 2 mm widse, light to dark green, borne in clusters that
alternate along the stems.

Leaves remain on the plants during drought.

Flowerheads are about 20 mm in diameter, disc florets are yellow, ray florets light pink to mauve-
blue and often curved downwards.

The wind-dispersed seeds are 2 mm long, buff, and have a pappus of thin white hairs.

Ecological value

There are several subspecies of Felicia filifolia, some of which seem to be highly palatable, while
others are moderately palatable to slightly unpalatable. Palatability may also differ between regions.
Due to its widespread range, drought tolerance and being moderately to well utilised by game and
livestock draaibos is a valuable fodder plant throughout the Karoo. It may, however, invade poorly

managed grasslands. Since draaibos does not drop its leaves during drought it is particularly vulnerable
to overgrazing during extended dry spels. Heavily utilised draaibos is an indication of poor veld
management.

&t- L& Roux, P.M., Kotzé, C.D., Nel G.P. & Glen, H.F. 1994. Bossieveld: Grazing plants of the Karoo and
_‘ ~ karoo-like areas. Department of Agriculture, Pretoria.

» Van Breda, P.A.B. & Barnard, S.A. 1991. 100 Veld plants of the Winter rainfall region. Department
~ of Agricultural Development, Pretoria.

-‘-.Fl.nk, J. & Schutte-Viok, A.L. 2010. Plants of the Klein Karoo. Umdaus Press, Hatfield.
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Some challenges to grasslands such as climate change, woody encroachment, and invasive species are perennial is-
sues. These have developed over decades to centuries, and similarly take time to understand and address. Here is a
small look back of their many ‘pop-ups’ in the newsletter over the years.

Climate change ‘could disturb
African
savannahs'

Wagdy Sawalbal
Source. Soiley el

Though voluntary markets have
kept the value of a ton of seques-
tered carbon low — prices on the Chi-
cago Climate Exchange have ranged
from 90 cents to $7.50 per metric
ton, and Alberta prices have ranged
from $6.00 to $12.00 — McCabe be-
lieves a free market in which buyers
are motivated by regulatory emis-
sions caps could reach $6500 per

etne tohy by D) 1 do not believe any informed scientist

Local Farmers to Feel the Effects of Climate Change would dispute what I have lad out over
the last five minutes, Yet, we repeatadly
hear that agriculture will need to adapt to
climate  change while manstream
The Effects of Climate Change on South Africa institutional  scientists forge ahead
promoting more of the very cropping and
fange management practices causing
climate change.

Transitioning SA to a low carbon
economy that responds to
climate change

Information required for biofuel
trials

Climate change impacts on plants

CMP7 News Centie

How Africa will be affected International Carbon Why is vour profession so important? It

I h g & 15 because the world (ordinary people,
by climate change SEquEStratlﬂﬂ MEEtl“Q people working the land, political leaders

developing policies etc.) looks to vou for
CLIMATE CHANGE expert opinion on the preatest areas of the
Soon every African Village will Know what the Weather may bring  "Wod ® laad surface - esseatially mwo

thirds of Earth's land area — and restoning

that land mass 15 crucial to averting
climate change. restormg fresh surface
and ground water resources, feeding

s spring happening too soon?

Join the SAEON Ndlovu Node in finding out EnaEs ol gy oSy, wRicae

and war

nsformed if trees-for-carbon projects inapprog

% “We are allau;ue that l;he
s changes in environment are
directly affecting the
agricultral sector, Is 2015 The Year Soil Becomes Climate
particularly subsistence Changa S Hottest Topu:?
farming.” e S o Ay, el TRL T
MERD T SR ' 2016 Climate Trends Cuntlnue to Break Records

- e —— o W e e =xz
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Perennial

Learning to use remote sens-
ing to establish woody plant en-
croachment in the savanna biome

upots Measiatiar of The Lrasalans Socsty of Southam Anca « 8oy SIS Yol ¥« Mo Jf

(Plielt Moaalenny

Increase of woody plants in

One way fo comprod bach encroachment.... Just how strong i that fence?
Private pame ranch near Musing

%& i
o 1 B N

Vhalinavhe P. Khavhagali and William J. Bond
: ' oY University of Cape Town
m lll"ﬂ'lﬂ“ Qf Email: vikhavhagali@half ncape.gov.2a
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Bush ment in North
West province. Is it a threat? e
Happy Msiza and Khuliso Ravhuhli

8 [nvasive species in Zimbabwe
B = communal rangelands |

1954

Woody plants on the march:
trees and shrubs are encroaching
across Africa

B South Africa’s invasive species

- guzzle precious water and cost ||
US$450 million a year of

- R

S, e o B v e 7 o A - 5wy L0 Vbt

Bankruptbush (Slangbos) -
A silent threat to

______

grasslands?
Degarsmand Agricutins, Consecvation ed Efvaronnet SoichsfinooT = do i o
Hort el Peihmios - _,,-" < o

Emad Sordasanginetg govia - -
Biological control of invasive
tree species in South Africa

SAEON, CIRAD and SANParks Team up to Resist the Alie
Invasion of the Kruger National Park 2010

Bush Encroachment — Causes, Consequences
and Cures

man atliiteho_tos show = ¢
how alien trees are being wiped ["yow South Africa’s second most
out in Cape Town

Jay Caboz better

invasive tree can be managed
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@GrasslandSociety-
f ofSouthernAfrica

X @GrasslandSocSA

sy Grassland Society of
N Southemn Africa

GrasslandSociety

Our vision

Advancing rangeland ecology and pasture management in Africa.

Our mission

Advancing ecology and management of African rangelands and pastures
in a changing world by:

® Publishing relevant high-quality research
* Providing a dynamic and professional annual congress at which scientifically rigorous
papers are presented
e Facilitating the translation of science into policy and practice
* Developing human capacity to study and manage rangelands and pastures
* Providing a forum for trans-disciplinary debate, particularly between fields of production
systems, biodiversity and ecosystem goods and services
e Assisting decision makers to understand the links between ecosystem services, global
change, sustainability and human wellbeing
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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 regularly embarks on strategic planning processes to measure the achievement
and relevance of the strategic objectives. The current strategic objectives include the fol-
lowing:

e To run successful Congresses and other satellite functions
* To publish good quality research
* To revitalize planted pasture science within the Society
* To support the Professional Affairs Committee
* To increase capacity building
e Growing the Society
* To continuously improve the Grassroots/Bulletin
e To maintain administrative excellence

In 1965 a small committee, comprised of Prof John D Scott,
Dr Pieter de V Booysen and Dr Trevor D Steinke, with Mr John Lintner as
a co-opted member, was asked to investigate the matter and, if possible,
convene a meeting of those interested in the formation of a Grassland Society.

The first meeting was held at the University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg,
in February 1966 and was attended by 96 delegates. At this meeting
a number of papers were read by invitation and a draft constitution for the
Society was discussed. The Congress has been held each year since 1966 in
either January or July, sometimes in collaboration
with other societies and organisations.

Until 1983, a full proceeding of each Congress was published. Thereafter
saw the birth of the Journal of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa
which was published quarterly until 1993 when it was reduced to
three issues per year. The Journal is currently published under
the name of the African Journal of Range and Forage Science.
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