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Hello! 

My name is Roy Caister, and I am the 
new GSSA Publications Editor, working 
alongside Naledi Zama. While we were 
both excited to take on this role, I must 
admit I feel a little nervous as this issue 
goes out. There has been a lot to learn, 
and still more to learn, but our motto 
remains “onwards and upwards”!

Where to begin? I’d like to start with 
the thank yous (or does this go at the 
end?). Firstly, to Naledi, your support 
and enthusiasm have been invaluable. 
To Minette van Lingen, our efficient 
GSSA administrator, thank you for an-
swering my many questions and provid-
ing your input. To J.C. Aucamp, for the 
layout and design, and finally, to Lisa 
Matthews, the previous Grassroots edi-
tor, whose resources and advice have 
been essential in guiding us through 
this process.

This issue follows the GSSA Congress, 
which is always one of the highlights 
of the year. Congress 60 was a memo-
rable one, with some of our esteemed 

“Madala” members receiving prestig-
ious awards, and young researchers 
also earning recognition. We’ve cap-
tured all these moments in this edition.

Grassroots continues to be an excellent 
platform to share your work and experi-
ences. We are also excited to introduce 
two new article types: Farmer’s Per-
spective, where farmers can share their 
experiences and insights from the field, 
and Exposure Profiles, which give non-
profit organisations a space to show-
case their work and impact.

This edition features fascinating articles 
on rangeland catchment management, 
the importance of Aristida junciformis, 
and how prickly pear is helping supple-
ment animal feed for a farmer. To all our 
contributors - thank you! Your work is 
insightful and inspiring. 

Happy reading, and we look forward to 
your contributions in future issues!

Best,
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COUNCIL NEWS

Following the GSSA Annual General 
Meeting, held during the successful 
60th Congress, several significant 

changes have been made to the Coun-
cil. Most notably, Michelle Tedder and 
Sindiso Nkuna have taken up the roles 
of President and Vice President, respec-
tively. Ntuthuko Mkhize is now the im-
mediate past president. 

Linda Kleyn has stepped down as Hon-
orary Treasurer, with Heidi Hawkins as-
suming the position. Linda was warmly 
thanked and commended for her dedi-
cation and outstanding service to the 
Society during her tenure on Council. 

We also bid farewell to our Publica-
tions Editor, Lisa Matthews, who has 
produced excellent Grassroots issues 
over the years. Stepping into the Pub-
lications team are Roy Caister and Nal-
edi Zama, who will continue to take the 
publication forward. 

Executive Council
•	 President: Michelle Tedder
•	 Vice President: Sindi Nkuna
•	 Immediate Past President: 

Ntuthuko Mkhize
•	 Honorary Treasurer:  

Heidi Hawkins
•	 Honorary Secretary:  

Robyn Nicolay

General Council
•	 Scientific Editor: Urs Kreuter
•	 Publications Editor: Roy Caister
•	 Publications Sub-Editor:  

Naledi Zama
•	 Website Editor:  

Janke van der Colf
•	 Public Relations Officer:  

Marnus Smit

•	 Additional Member:  
Nicky Findlay

•	 Additional Member:  
Ngoako Lucas Letsoalo

•	 Additional Member:  
Andiswa Finca

•	 Additional Member:  
Thulisile Jaca

Chairperson of the Trust 
Nicky Allsopp

GSSA Administrator and Journal 
Administrator (AJRFS)
Minette van Lingen

     For any GSSA queries, email 
     info@grassland.org.za

GSSA Council Members 
2025/2026 

Figure 1. The incoming 2025/2026 Grassland Society of Southern Africa Council Members at the GSSA Congress 60 gala.



05

GSSA CONGRESS 60

“The Grassland Society of South-
ern Africa (GSSA) held its 60th 
Congress in Hilton, KwaZulu-

Natal and online. This milestone cel-
ebrated the Society, which was founded 
in 1966 by staff of the then University of 
Natal, and marked a return to the city 
where its first Congress was held.

The GSSA aims to advance rangeland 
ecology and pasture management in 
Africa, achieving this by publishing high-
quality research in its African Journal of 
Range and Forage Science, hosting the 
annual Congress, translating science 
into policy and practice, and develop-
ing human capacity.

Several UKZN staff and students were 
part of the Local Organising Commit-
tee, which was chaired by Professor 
Kevin Kirkman.

The Congress opened with a publish-

ing workshop facilitated by Ms Rowena 
Gordon, Senior Managing Editor at the 
British Ecological Society, and Mr Errol 
Douwes from eThekwini Municipality. 
Some delegates also visited the world-
famous grassland fire and nutrient ad-
dition experiments at UKZN's Ukulinga 
Research Farm, now in their 75th year. 

Mayor of the uMngeni Municipal-
ity, Councillor Chris Pappas, officially 
opened the proceedings and thanked 
the GSSA for choosing to host the event 
in this region, highlighting its rich and 
complex biodiversity and governance.

“We are deeply reliant on the ecosys-
tems you are going to discuss today and 
over the next few days, and we are living 
in times when science and local govern-
ments must work hand in hand, because 
the problems that we face, whether it is 
climate shocks, invasive species, water 
scarcity, or land degradation can't be 

solved by government alone. And they 
also can't be solved by science alone,” 
said Pappas.

In his presidential address, UKZN’s Dr 
Ntuthuko Mkhize said, “We gather not 
only to share science but also to reflect, 
to renew, and to recommit ourselves to 
the vision and values that have held us 
together for six decades.”

He emphasised the Society’s sense of 
purpose, its growing vision of sustain-
able rangeland management for food 
security, how it had adapted to a chang-
ing South Africa, and its strengths that 
would ensure its sustainability.

Professor Tim O’Connor presented the 
opening keynote address that covered 
the sustainability of the GSSA and how 
to take an ecosystem-level systems ap-
proach to rangeland systems for pro-
duction and biodiversity. He outlined 

Landmark Grassland Congress 
Held in Hilton

Christine Cuénod 
Affiliation: University of KwaZulu-Natal
Correspondence: cuenod@ukzn.ac.za

Reprinted from: https://bit.ly/3XmO3aT

Figure 1. Delegates at the 60th Congress of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa at the ANEW Hotel in Hilton.

Grassroots          Vol 25	 No 3         December 2025
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GSSA CONGRESS 60

the purpose of the GSSA’s journal in 
particular as being to showcase good, 
hard, honest work on local issues.

A keynote address from Professor Ian 
Scoones of the Institute of Develop-
ment Studies (IDS) at the University of 
Sussex described competing narratives 
for livestock development and policy, 
drawing attention to the International 
Year of Rangelands and Pastoralists in 
2026.

Mrs Lynne Trollope delivered a keynote 
presentation covering 58 years of re-
search on fire in African grasslands and 
savannas. UKZN’s disciplines of grass-
land science, geography and environ-
mental science, and hydrology featured 
in various oral and poster presentations.

The Congress sessions were themed 
around rangeland ecology and man-
agement, communal rangelands, bio-
diversity and conservation, planted 
pastures and feeding ecology, climate 

change and carbon, restoration and 
rehabilitation, invasive species, water 
catchments, and fire ecology.

At the Society’s Annual General Meet-
ing during the Congress, UKZN’s Dr 
Michelle Tedder was confirmed as the 
incoming President of the Society, tak-
ing over from Mkhize, while Dr Sindiso 
Chamane-Nkuna was announced as the 
incoming Vice-President.

The gala dinner that closed the Con-
gress featured an awards ceremony 
where several UKZN staff, students and 
alumni were recognised for their contri-
butions to the field.

Professor Kevin Kirkman received the 
Prestige Award, which is only conferred 
when there is a deserving candidate 
and was last presented five years ago. 

This honour recognises a scientist 
whose work has made a notable impact 
on range and forage science and/or 

practice.

Alumni Dr Naledi Zama and Dr Lindo-
kuhle Dlamini received the awards for 
best platform presentation and young 
grassland scientist, respectively, PhD 
candidate Mr Roy Caister was awarded 
for best research proposal poster.

The award for the best paper published 
in the African Journal of Range and For-
age Science in 2024 was presented to 
Dr Robyn Nicolay, along with co-authors 
Professor Kevin Kirkman, Dr Michelle 
Tedder and Dr Ntuthuko Mkhize.

Following the-Congress, a workshop on 
nature-based solutions (NbS) in range-
land management was hosted by staff 
from UKZN and the IDS staff. 

The session explored the NbS experi-
ences and ideas related to their col-
laboration on the Resilient and Equita-
ble Nature-based Pathways in Southern 
African Rangelands project.”

THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS
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GSSA CONGRESS 60

“Thank you, program director,  
Executive Mayor of uMngeni 
Local Municipality, Mr Christo-

pher Pappas, Members of the Grass-
land Society of Southern Africa, Ladies 
and Gentlemen, 

Good evening, and welcome to the 
60th Annual Congress of the Grassland 
Society of Southern Africa. I am deeply 
honoured to stand before you as the 
President of this great Society in what is 
a strategically significant congress, our 
DIAMOND JUBILEE. Today, we gather 
not only to share science but also to RE-
FLECT, to RENEW, and to RECOMMIT 
ourselves to the vision and values that 
have held us together for six decades. 

Having the 60th Congress here in Pieter-
maritzburg is particularly significant be-
cause this is where it all began. This city 
hosted our founding members, guided 
by sharp vision and urgency, when they 
RECOGNISED the need for a profes-
sional Society to advance Rangeland 
and Pasture Science. So, returning here 
is not just symbolic. But IT IS A HOME-
COMING. 

In deciding what to share tonight, I was 
tempted to report on the Council’s ac-
tivities and achievements over the past 
year. But then, I felt this CONGRESS 
was too big for me to tell what will be 
repeated by the different Office Bear-
ers tomorrow at our Annual General 
Meeting at 16:30. So, GSSA members 
and guests. PLEASE CONSIDER YOUR-
SELVES INVITED. 

I then thought of surveying the state of 
our knowledge in the various aspects of 
Rangeland Ecology and Pasture Man-
agement in all their multiple and amor-
phous facets, because, after all, that is 
the gist of why we exist as a Society. But 
again, I quickly remembered that we 
have recently released the GSSA’s 60th 

Anniversary Special Issue through our 
ever-growing African Journal of Range 
and Forage Science. This special issue 
brings together a collection of papers 
reflecting the evolution of Rangeland 
Science in Southern Africa and beyond. 
All the key challenges and emerging 
trends are competently captured, and 

Ntuthuko Mkhize

Figure 1. Ntuthuko Mkhize delivering the Presidential Address, 60th Congress of 
the Grassland Society of Southern Africa.

THANK YOU TO OUR SPONSORS

Congress
Presidential Address
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future research directions are thought-
fully shaped in that Special Issue.

Let me pause here to thank Urs Kreu-
ter, Editor-in-Chief of our Journal, Kevin 
Kirkman, Craig Morris, and Helga van 
der Merwe for a sterling job as Guest 
Editors of this special issue. In the same 
breath, I would like to thank all the au-
thors who engaged with thousands of 
papers published from 1965 to date to 
map our past and illuminate the path 
forward for Grassland Science. 

So, I decided to talk about FOUR (4) 
key themes that emerged as I browsed 
through many past presidential ad-
dresses and reflections that offer a win-
dow into how the Society has evolved. 
In sharing this history, I hope to take our 
long-standing GSSA members on a trip 
down memory lane, while at the same 
time, I am equipping the younger gen-
eration with a sense of where we come 
from as a Society. I do this because I 
firmly believe in the African proverb that 
says, “A river that forgets its source will 
soon dry up.”

1.	 GSSA as a Society with a strong 
sense of purpose

In his address titled “Conservation or 
Conversation” in 1967, JD Scott (the 
GSSA’s very first president) provoked 
Grassland Scientists that, until farm-
ers put our science into action, all our 
conservation talks and papers are just 
a conversation. He then reminded the 
delegates of the urgency they had in-
herited from the Drought Investiga-
tion Commission Report of 1923. He 
gave the GSSA delegates the original 
MARCHING ORDERS: EIGHT endur-
ing and timeless research themes that 
remain relevant even today. 

1.	 Restoration of degraded range-
lands,

2.	 Grazing management,
3.	 Veld burning,
4.	 Veld fertilisation,
5.	 Control of undesirable plants,
6.	 Fodder conservation,
7.	 Identification of suitable grasses for 

pasture, and
8.	 Cultivation and management of 

pastures

These remain our COMPASS as we 
navigate the future. If you do not be-
lieve me, look at the list of topics to be 
treated this week and be amazed at the 
struck similarities 60 years later! 

Back in the 1960s, grass was already 
recognised as a "friend in need" (Al-
tona, 1968) — valued for mine rehabili-
tation, sports fields, landscaping, and 
more. GSSA members were central to 
this research even before the GSSA was 
formed. You will remember that while 

the GSSA turns 60 this year, Grassland 
Science as a discipline in Africa is just 
over 80 years old (Zacharias, 2001). 
However, what worries me is that very 
few of the GSSA members remain ac-
tive in these applied fields today, which 
begs the question of whether we have 
lost part of our applied relevance. 

In the 1970s, the GSSA warned about 
water scarcity and veld degradation. 
One of the presidents in 1971 said, 
“South Africa could never store more 
than 50% of its total water run-off”, a 
humbling reminder that water is a re-
source we cannot afford to waste. There 
was also a clear understanding of how 
overgrazing, poor rangeland manage-
ment, alien plant invasion and bush en-
croachment locked us into a destructive 
cycle. This systems-level thinking was 
ahead of its time. Today, climate change 
intensifies these challenges, changing 
rainfall patterns, increasing drought 
frequency, and putting even more pres-
sure on already stressed rangeland wa-
ter systems, so we must increase our 
capacity to manage water wisely across 
the landscapes. 

I recently read a 1966 paper (Brig-
alke,1966) titled “Some thoughts on 
Game Farming”, where the author 
makes a powerful and compelling case 
for the feasibility of game farming in 
South Africa. The fact that legislation 
aimed at supporting the commercial 
use of wildlife and biodiversity is only 
being finalised today, six decades later, 
should speak volumes about the fore-
sight of the scientists that came before 
us, and the patience of their ideas.

In 1987, Tainton anticipated a principle 
that is ONLY NOW being widely ex-
plored in research. He argued that true 
conservation must be culturally and eth-
ically embedded in the value systems of 
land users. He warned that TOP-DOWN 
EFFORTS would fail without this inte-
gration. He called for incentives that 
align conservation with survival. His in-
sights still guide us today as we rethink 
the role of ethics in sustainable land 
stewardship. 

These examples make it clear that we 
did not inherit just a Society, but a sci-
entific community with a direction and 
purpose. Our founding purpose was 
to unite all Rangeland and Pasture Sci-
entists under one professional banner. 
That unity is our inheritance that we 
need to protect and grow. 

2.	 One Rangeland, One Future

I need to state that when the GSSA 
started, we were under a different po-
litical dispensation, and our population 
had two groups of different standards of 
living. The smaller society had a higher 

standard of living than the larger socie-
ty. Back then, discussions about farmers 
and rangelands primarily meant white, 
commercial, male farmers and their 
land, which was privately owned.

So, as the living standards of the majori-
ty began to increase, so did the pressure 
on the food systems and commercial 
grazing lands. By the 1970s, population 
growth was already threatening food 
security, while veld conditions contin-
ued to decline. I do not need to remind 
you that we, today, are faced with a simi-
lar problem of a human population that 
is predicted to double by 2050 and sur-
pass our ability to produce food. 

It was only in 1985 that Winston Trollope 
explicitly called for greater attention to 
the developing areas of the country. He 
argued that these areas, despite their 
poor veld condition and low livestock 
productivity, had an untapped potential 
and needed to play a growing role in 
feeding the region’s rising population. 

So, the GSSA recognised the historical 
imbalances and the emerging pressures 
on both commercial and developing 
landscapes. And, a vision of sustainable 
rangeland management for food secu-
rity was born.

3.	 GSSA in a Changing South Africa 
(impacts of and responses to socio-
political and economic changes)

The 1990s saw South Africa transformed. 
The GSSA had to adapt to many socio-
political and economic changes that 
THREATENED to collapse its existence 
and the whole of Grassland Science as 
a discipline. Let me take you through 
FOUR ways in which these changes, 
as necessary as they were, almost de-
stroyed our noble vision of “Advancing 
rangeland ecology and pasture man-
agement in Africa.”

1.	 A shift in funding priorities. Sup-
port for science and especially 
long-term ecological research DE-
CLINED, as the attention shifted to-
ward short-term, community-based 
development projects, aimed at 
supporting the previously disadvan-
taged and emerging farmers. This 
shift led to a reduction in dedicated 
resources for rangeland and forage 
science. With shrinking institutional 
support, even the GSSA began to 
feel the impact. Membership num-
bers dropped. While numbers have 
improved in some years (surpassing 
400), we have never reached the 
700 mark again. Today, we stand 
at just 215 members, partly due to 
the setbacks of COVID-19.  As for 
the financial implications, although 
GSSA finances were already a topic 
in the 1980s. Our poor financial situ-

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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ation got worse when we lost so 
many members. 

2.	 Institutional breakdown. Tradition-
al research bodies such as the De-
partment of Agriculture, ARC, and 
even universities saw reductions in 
staffing, funding, and infrastructure. 
Research stations were closed or 
redirected to administrative or de-
velopment tasks. Decentralisation 
of research efforts across provincial 
(rather than ecological) lines further 
disturbed the national scientific co-
hesion. 

3.	 There was a collapse of scientific 
capacity, with a dramatic drop of up 
to 70% (a rough estimation) in the 
number of skilled scientists active in 
the field. The number of Grassland 
Scientists dropped from 96 active 
researchers in the field in the early 
1990s to around 24 by 2001. This 
dramatic drop was driven, among 
other factors, by mass resignations, 
voluntary early-retirement packag-
es, and a record-low morale among 
the workers. Many scientists left 
the discipline entirely, leading to a 
critical loss of experience and long-
term research continuity. Grassland 
scientists were fast becoming en-
dangered. Given that experience 
cannot be replaced overnight, to-
day's GSSA must critically reflect on 
whether our efforts to deal with the 
continuing brain-drain have been 
sufficient to get us to the “promised 
land”.

4.	 The new millennium, the Informa-
tion Age, and Globalisation did not 
help the situation. The explosion of 
digital information required scien-
tists to develop new skills in manag-
ing and communicating knowledge. 
At the same time, the number of 
unqualified voices online presented 
a risk to scientific credibility, espe-
cially in practical land-use sectors. 
Let us face it: with the availability 
of information and AI tools, all you 
need these days is a gift of speech, 
eloquence, and charisma, and then 
you can easily pose as an expert in 
anything. Let us safeguard our disci-
pline against this reality.

GSSA Responses: It would be silly of 
me I did not to reflect on how the GSSA 
responded during those difficult years 
marked by political sensitivity and wide-
spread self-censorship (Smit, 1998). 
Strategic planning sessions were initi-
ated, and for the first time, the GSSA 
began to question its relevance in a 
changing landscape. Frank debates and 
difficult decisions were made across 
multiple platforms. It became clear that 
our ATTITUDE would determine wheth-
er this Society survived or collapsed 
(Smit, 1998). Leaders called on all the 
GSSA members to take full responsibil-
ity for the future of Grassland Science. 

They reminded us that credibility must 
be earned, not assumed. The central 
idea was to adapt to new realities while 
building on past strengths.

As a result of strategic and visionary 
leadership, the GSSA joined forces with 
other Societies and leveraged each 
other’s resources. In 2002, the Society 
hosted its first joint congress with the 
South African Society of Animal Sci-
ence (SASAS). This helped a lot with 
re-establishing our local credibility. But 
the successful hosting of the 2003 In-
ternational Rangeland Congress (IRC) 
in Durban, for me, marked a true turn-
ing point. This IRC elevated our inter-
national standing and uplifted the mo-
rale of our members. Since then, GSSA 
members such as Tony Palmer, Igshaan 
Samuels and others have served on the 
IRC’s Continuing Committees, repre-
senting Africa. In 2007, staying true to 
the spirit of collaboration, GSSA organ-
ised its congress jointly with the Thicket 
Forum. I remember this very well, be-
cause it was the year my mentor, Peter 
Scogings, took me to my first congress 
in Grahamstown.

Over the last two decades, the GSSA 
has hosted many Research Skills Work-
shops and SHORT COURSES to equip 
members and students. Strategically, 
we introduced awards, such as the Nor-
man Rethman Planted Pastures Award, 
Young Grassland Scientist Award, Peter 
Edwards Award, etc. These awards have 
served specific goals, from encourag-
ing scientific excellence to maintaining 
close ties with the land users.

We have become a community that val-
ues student achievement, interdiscipli-
nary collaboration, and FARMER OUT-
REACH. Our journal contributions have 
been reflecting this evolution for years 
now. For example, by 2010, ecological 
research made up 70% of publications, 
and communal rangeland studies had 
grown to 22%, with increasing input 
from across Africa and beyond. Today, 
smallholder and communal farmers are 
firmly part of our research agenda, as 
reflected in this year’s dedicated session 
on Communal Rangelands. 

Someone once said, “What doesn’t kill 
you makes you stronger.” The GSSA is 
a living proof of that truth. Decades of 
challenges and renewal have shaped 
us into a more resilient, inclusive, and 
strategically focused Society. We are 
now better equipped to face future 
UNCERTAINTIES while holding firmly 
and tightly to the legacy of our past. 
If anyone here doubts that, remember 
how quickly and smartly we responded 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, just a few 
years ago. Within months, we hosted 
our first-ever online congress seam-
lessly. And we emerged stronger, with 

the lasting gift of delivering world-class 
hybrid congresses, like the one we are 
having this week.

4.	 Consolidating the GSSA’s GAINS

Financially, we are relatively stable. 
While we do not have large reserves, we 
are able to meet our obligations. This 
is thanks to the tireless and often un-
seen work of those who have served as 
Treasurers of the GSSA over the years. 
Tonight, I wish to publicly acknowledge 
and thank our current Treasurer, Linda 
Kleyn, who has recently resigned after 
NINE years of honourable and dedi-
cated service to the GSSA. When Linda 
stepped into the role, we were several 
financial years behind in our TAX RE-
TURNS. But, with grace, professional-
ism, and extraordinary diligence, Linda 
brought us back into compliance and 
helped restore financial order. Because 
of her hard work, I can stand here to-
night as President and truthfully say 
that we are financially stable. Of course, 
Linda’s resignation leaves a big gap. 
And so, this is my gentle call to you: If 
you have the right skills and perhaps 
the calm personality that goes well with 
spreadsheets and SARS, please consid-
er stepping up to help your Society. We 
need you.

One of our greatest strengths is our di-
versity across race, gender, geography, 
training, skills, generations, and lived 
experiences. Our diversity is a treasure 
we must actively nurture and not take 
for granted. We each must commit to 
mutual respect, free of prejudice and 
negativity, and to helping one another 
grow, not just for our benefit but for the 
discipline, the GSSA and humanity.

All of our founding members have re-
tired, and most of them have passed 
on—the latest being Prof Winston Trol-
lope (12 December 2024). There is a say-
ing that “Behind every great man is a 
strong woman.” Tonight, we feel bless-
ed to be joined by the STRONG woman 
who has been the wind beneath Prof 
Trollope's wings for many years, Lynne 
Trollope. Thank you, Lynne, for gracing 
this congress with your presence. 

Prof Trollope’s passing followed the 
passing of Prof Neil Tainton in 2023. On 
behalf of the GSSA, I extend our deep-
est condolences to their families. While 
we mourn their passing, we are happy 
they lived, and as a result of that, the 
world became a better place for many 
of us. 

What worries me is that their students 
and mentees, who have kept this Soci-
ety alive over the past 3 decades, have 
themselves started retiring. I want each 
one of them to ask themselves if they 
have mentored their successors prop-

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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erly. If they did not mentor the next 
generation, then they would be at risk 
of leaving behind a rich legacy with no 
one to carry it forward. To those retiring 
or already retired, please ensure that 
decades of your knowledge and inno-
vation do not quietly disappear when 
your career ends. On the same breath, I 
want to remind our young scientists that 
MENTORSHIP IS A TWO-WAY STREET. 

I firmly believe in the principle that “In-
tervention is unnecessary where func-
tion is sound.” I am worried that we 
have abandoned some initiatives that 
once served us well in the past. We must 
revive farmer-facing platforms like the 
Farmers’ Days, and we need to consider 
reinstating the Peter Edwards Award—
not just for the sake of tradition, but 
because our relevance is measured by 
how well land users adopt our innova-
tions. 

We need to reclaim the Society’s vis-
ibility—not only in academic institu-
tions, but also on farms, in homes, and 
within communities. In the same breath, 
let us reclaim the Grassland Science in 
our academic institution- we cannot af-
ford to train Animal Scientists who know 
nothing about Grassland Science, and 
we cannot afford to train Grassland Sci-
entists who know nothing about the ani-
mals. 

Last year, the GSSA hosted the Moun-
tain Policy Workshop, which spotlighted 
the rapid spread of woody species in 
mountain catchments and their impact 
on water, biodiversity, and livelihoods. 
In February 2025, our dedicated mem-

bers, led by Ralph Clark, submitted a 
Policy Brief to the Ministers of Environ-
ment and Agriculture, calling for a coor-
dinated, transboundary response. This 
is a clear indication that the GSSA is 
proactively shaping the future.

As you already know, the UN declared 
2026 as the International Year of Range-
lands and Pastoralists (IYRP). This gives 
GSSA an unprecedented global plat-
form, especially since its own Igshaan 
Samuels serves as Global Co-Chair, 
alongside over 300 organisations, in-
cluding the GSSA. 

This shows that the world values our 
scientific leadership. Colleagues, IYRP 
2026 is our moment. This platform al-
lows us to shape global policy, amplify 
African voices, and influence decisions 
affecting rangeland livelihoods and 
ecosystems. 

Despite all these positive develop-
ments, we cannot afford to be compla-
cent. There is still a lot of work to do. We 
still need to increase Congress attend-
ance. We need to increase GSSA mem-
bership, particularly among students 
and early-career professionals. 

Let us strive for excellence in everything 
we do as individuals first, because after 
all, “Society is its members”. So, as the 
GSSA strives for excellence, it will start 
with each and every one of us individu-
ally. COVID-19 has taught us that even 
in isolation, meaningful connections are 
possible. 

The virtual space gives us tools to ex-

pand our reach, grow membership, and 
deepen our impact. Let us use these 
tools. 

Closing Remarks

Let me close with a call, not just to ac-
tion, but to BELIEF. A belief that we, the 
GSSA, hold in our hands the tools, the 
talent, skills, years, the networks, confi-
dence, and the vision to shape a bright 
future for rangelands and the people 
who depend on them. 

We have a legacy that is worth protect-
ing here, and we have a future worth 
investing in. Talking about investing, I 
want to thank all those of have spon-
sored this congress in one way or anoth-
er, including the organising committee.
 
If you are wondering how you, too, can 
contribute, we have several Council 
positions that are now open for nomi-
nations. These include Vice President, 
Grassroots Editor, Grassroots Sub-Ed-
itor, Additional Member, AND Treas-
urer. Although her term has lapsed, our 
current Secretary, Robyn Nicolay, has 
graciously agreed to avail herself for 
re-election. We are grateful for her con-
tinued commitment. Nominations will 
close by lunchtime tomorrow. 

As I prepare to sit down, let me remind 
you that JD Scott warned that without 
REAL ACTION, conservation efforts 
become a mere conversation. So, may 
our conversations at this 60th Congress 
inspire tangible changes. 

Enjoy the congress! Thank you.”

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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At the 60th annual Grassland Soci-
ety of Southern Africa Congress, 
the spotlight shone on Rhodes 

University’s Dr Lindokuhle Xolani Dlami-
ni, who walked away with the pres-
tigious “Young Scientist Award”. The 
award recognises emerging researchers 
whose work is shaping the way we un-
derstand and manage southern Africa’s 
rangelands. For Dr Dlamini, the honour 
felt both humbling and energising. “To 
see my grassland research recognised 
is both humbling and exhilarating,” he 
said in an earlier reflection. “Grasslands 
are often overlooked in global con-
versations about climate change, but 
they are as important as forests when it 
comes to carbon storage, biodiversity, 
and water security.”

Dlamini, who recently joined the De-
partment of Environmental Science at 
Rhodes as a lecturer, has built his career 
around understanding the soil beneath 
our feet and the ecosystems it supports. 
His work spans soil carbon dynamics, 
the role of fire in grassland mainte-
nance, and the trade-offs of restoration 
and afforestation. As a postdoctoral re-
searcher with SAEON and a PhD gradu-
ate in soil biogeochemistry from both 
the Université Bourgogne Europe     and 
the University of the Free State, he has 
published widely on how management 
practices like fire exclusion or tree plant-
ing influence soil carbon storage and 
biodiversity in Afromontane grasslands.

One of his central messages is that fire, 
so often seen only as destructive, can in 
fact be an ally for grassland health. In his 
research, he has shown that when fire is 
excluded from grasslands, plant com-
munities and soil carbon stocks shift in 
ways that threaten both biodiversity and 
long-term resilience. This has major im-
plications globally, and in South Africa, 
where calls for large-scale tree planting 
are sometimes seen as the quickest cli-
mate solution. His research, therefore, 
cautions against large-scale afforesta-
tion in grassland biomes under the Bonn 
Challenge, AFR100, and Trillion Tree 
Campaign, and instead advocates for 
protecting and managing natural grass-
lands as a more secure climate adapta-
tion and mitigation strategy. “Planting 
trees in the wrong places can destroy 
valuable grasslands,” he explains. “We 

need to recognise the hidden carbon 
power of grasslands and manage them 
with fire and grazing in ways that sustain 
both biodiversity and climate goals, as 
well as the valuable water resource they 
provide.” 

Beyond fire and carbon, Dlamini has 
also explored restoration approaches. 
His studies on using vetiver grass for re-
habilitation highlight both the promise 
and pitfalls of non-native species, while 
his broader work contributes to policies 
that aim to balance livelihoods, produc-
tion, and conservation. What makes his 
perspective refreshing is that it is deeply 
grounded in African realities while still 
contributing to international debates. 

He argued that, “if applied at scale, the 
insights from his research could redirect 
billions of dollars in restoration invest-
ment away from tree planting in inap-
propriate ecosystems and toward the 
protection and restoration of natural 
grasslands, safeguarding gigatons of 
SOC globally, protecting biodiversity, 
and important water resources, particu-

larly in Africa. By providing evidence 
that grassland ecosystems are more 
resilient carbon sinks than plantations 
in fire-prone landscapes, his work con-
tributes to a paradigm shift with direct 
implications for international climate 
policy, biodiversity conservation, and 
long-term planetary sustainability.”

Colleagues describe him as a thought-
ful and generous scientist who com-
bines rigour with humility. His own 
words reveal a researcher motivated 
not by accolades but by responsibility: 
“Our grasslands are valuable for graz-
ing lands, water supply, biodiversity, 
and carbon stores. 

Protecting them is about protecting 
ourselves. If we get it wrong, the costs 
will be felt for generations.” Winning 
the Young Scientist Award at GSSA 60 is 
recognition of the promise of his work, 
but it also marks the beginning of a ca-
reer likely to shape the way South Africa 
thinks about its grasslands for decades 
to come.

GSSA 60 Congress 60: 
Young Scientist Award

Naledi Zama

GSSA CONGRESS 60

Figure 1. Dr Lindokuhle Dlamini receiving the prestigious “Young Scientist Award”.
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Best Paper Published in AJRFS in 2024

Robyn Nicolay, Kevin Kirkman, Ntuthu-
ko Mkhize, Michelle Tedder (Figure 1.)
Fire suppression interacts with soil acid-
ity to maintain stable recalcitrant pyro-
genic carbon factions in South African 
mesic grasslands soil

Best Platform Presentation

Naledi Zama (Figure 2.)
Savanna woody density reduces soil 
phosphorus in the Munywana Conserv-
ancy, South Africa.

Best Poster Presentation

Siyavuya Mcolwa (Figure 3. Mthunzi 
Mndela receiving the award on his be-
half)
Perceptions of communal farmers on 
the effect of Lantana camara on forage 
production and human livelihoods in 
communal rangelands of Kwelera, East 
London in Eastern Cape

Best Research Proposal Poster

Roy Caister (Figure 4.)
Utilisation of competitive grasses to re-
habilitate rangelands invaded by par-
thenium weed (Parthenium hysteropho-
rus) in South Africa

Faux Pas

“Every village has its own idiot…every 
circus has its own clown…but this tro-
phy is dedicated to our very own star…” 
The winner is Heidi Hawkins (Figure 5.)

Most prolific online adjudicator

Michelle North (Figure 6.) with 73 adju-
dications

Best Presentation by a Young Scientist

Lisa Matthews (Figure 7.)
What counts as sequestering carbon 
in grasslands? A look into the IPCC’s 
methodology for reporting carbon re-
moval under the UNFCCC

Special recognition awards:

The Young Grassland Scientist Award 

Lindokuhle Dlamini (Figure 8.)
“…We can think of no better candidate 
who, with humanity at his centre, is com-
mitted to advancing science and the 

GSSA Congress 60 
Award Winners

Figure 1. Robyn Nicolay, Kevin Kirkman, Ntuthuko Mkhize, Michelle Tedder.

Figure 2. Naledi Zama.

Figure 3. Awarded to Siyavuya Mcolwa (Mthunzi Mndela receiving the award 
on his behalf).
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next generations of scientists, and who is 
determined to make a mark for South Af-
rican science in the international science 
community on topics vital for grassland 
management and climate adaptation. 
Despite only recently graduating with his 

PhD related to grassland science, he is al-
ready making important contributions to 
societal, knowledge and policy relevant 
impact”. (Award Motivation submitted 
to GSSA - Susan Janse van Rensburg, 
Kathleen Grace Smart and Gregor Feig)

The Prestige Award (Outstanding con-
tribution to the science of the discipline)

Kevin Kirkman (Figure 9.)
“Professor Kevin P. Kirkman is a distin-
guished academic affiliated with the 
University of KwaZulu-Natal … he has 
contributed significantly to the field of 
ecology and environmental science …
[and] serves as Professor of Grassland 
Sciences … previously held several sen-
ior leadership positions including … 
Dean of Research. 

His research focuses on all aspects of 
grassland ecology and management, 
with particular emphasis on grazing 
systems, fire ecology, and ecological 
restoration…[he] has published exten-
sively in leading international journals…
[and assisted with] addressing press-
ing global issues including biodiversity 
loss, nutrient enrichment in subtropical 
grasslands, and herbaceous vegetation 
dynamics in response to fire … 

He remains a key figure in rangeland sci-
ence, with a career defined by impactful 
mentorship, interdisciplinary collabora-
tion, and a deep commitment to the 
conservation and resilience of grassland 
ecosystems” (Award motivation submit-
ted to GSSA - Multiple Authors)

Figure 4. Roy Caister 

Figure 5. Heidi Hawkins 

Figure 6. Michelle North 

Figure 7. Lisa Matthews

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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Figure 8. Lindokuhle Dlamini

Figure 9. Kevin Kirkman 

The Honorary Membership Award (ex-
ceptional contribution to achieving the 
aims of the Society)

Dave Goodenough (Figure 10.)
“With great honour, I nominate Mr Dave 
Goodenough … A member of the Soci-
ety since 1971, Dave has dedicated over 
five decades to advancing forage sci-
ence and promoting the Society's ob-
jectives. Dave began his career in 1966 
at 19 as a Technician at Cedara, provid-
ing critical support to forage breeding 
programmes. Over the years, he be-
came the Project Leader responsible 
for all forage crop breeding at Cedara 
from 1983 until his retirement in 2018. 
His remarkable career is marked by the 
successful development and release of 
over 45 forage cultivars across a wide 
range of species … many of which re-
main foundational to South African live-
stock production systems today. Dave 
has made significant scientific and in-
stitutional contributions to the GSSA: 
serving as Honorary Treasurer for a dec-
ade (1983–1993), Vice President (2000), 
President (2001), and Past President 
(2002). He was awarded the Best Pres-
entation Medal at the 1986 Glen Con-
gress, received a Meritorious Award in 
1995, and was accredited as a Profes-
sional Member in 1993. His longstand-
ing commitment to scientific excellence 
and mentorship has benefited numer-
ous young scientists and pasture practi-
tioners nationwide. In 2019, his lifetime 
achievements were further recognised 
when he received the prestigious SAN-
SORBAYER Award and Trophy for his 
contribution to the seed industry, un-
derscoring his work's national and ag-
ricultural significance. During his active 
time, Dave consistently published in 
GSSA-affiliated journals, remaining ac-
tively involved in Society activities, and 
exemplifying the spirit of service and 
scientific eminence” (Award motivation 
submitted to GSSA - Ntuthuko Mkhize, 
Robyn Nicolay, Janet Taylor)

Figure 10. Dave Goodenough 

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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Congress 60 
Sponsored Students

Name: Kagiso Mowa
Current degree level: PhD (University of Limpopo)
GSSA presentation: Evaluation of summer and winter forage cover crops on 
ruminal dry matter digestibility, fermentation characteristics, and microbial 
population dynamics: an in-vitro study (Research proposal poster)
What I enjoyed about the conference: The opportunity to help out at the con-
gress and present my research idea to experts, who provided valuable feed-
back on my study.  Along with a significant networking opportunity that would 
provide long-term benefits.  
Conference attendance sponsored by: Grassland Society of Southern Africa

Name: Rebecca Ellerbeck
Current degree level: MSc (Stellenbosch University)
GSSA presentation: Effects of utilising a cover crop under different grazing 
pressures within a conservation agriculture setting (Poster presentation)
What I enjoyed about the conference: I loved meeting different people and 
enjoyed the fascinating conversations we shared. 
Conference attendance sponsored by: Grassland Society of Southern Africa

Name: Siphenamhla Moss
Current degree level: MSc (University of Fort Hare)
GSSA presentation: Functional traits responses of C4 bunchgrasses to different 
fire return intervals in semi-arid savanna of South Africa (Short presentation)
What I enjoyed about the conference: The conference was a confidence booster 
as I got a platform to voice my study.
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

Name: Noluvo Joyi
Current degree level: MSc (University of Fort Hare )
GSSA presentation: Influence of nutrient-rich pig slurry and legume inclusion on 
growth performance, productivity, and chlorophyll content of Brachiaria brizan-
tha varieties (Short presentation)
The performance, productivity, nutritive value and nitrogen fixation of cool-
season forages under varying rates of phosphorous: towards improved rumi-
nant nutrition and animal performance in communal areas of the Eastern Cape, 
South Africa (Research proposal poster)
What I enjoyed about the conference: It was my first time attending a confer-
ence. The conference allowed me to network, engage with leading researchers 
in the field and discuss innovative ideas. 
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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Name: Siyavuya Mcolwa
Current degree level: MSc (University of Fort Hare)
GSSA presentation: Perceptions of communal farmers on the effect of Lantana 
camara on forage production and human livelihoods in communal rangelands of 
Kwelera, East London, in Eastern Cape 
(Standard poster)
What I enjoyed about the conference: The most enjoyable aspect of conference 
were the peer meetings and the ice breaker sessions that we had, where you meet 
all the conference participants and talk to each other. Exchange of ideas about the 
challenges and possible solutions concerning the field of Science and Agriculture. 
It was my first time attending a conference, and my poster presentation gained the 
Award for the Best Poster Presentation at the 60th Annual Congress. 
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

Name: Sibulele Mboniswa
Current degree level: MSc (University of Fort Hare)
GSSA presentation: Impacts of Lantana camara invasion on herbaceous vegeta-
tion in the Kwelera communal rangelands, Eastern Cape (Short presentation)
What I enjoyed about the conference: The Grassland Society of South Africa con-
ference was a great experience, with approachable and open experts in the field 
present, offering valuable learning opportunities and meaningful networking with 
researchers.
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

Name: Cwayita Kapiyana
Current degree level: MSc (University of Fort Hare)
GSSA presentation: Shrub invasion drives herbaceous vegetation degradation 
in semi-arid rangelands of the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa (Short 
presentation)
What I enjoyed about the conference: I really enjoyed the opportunity to engage 
with diverse ecological studies at the GSSA conference, which broadened my under-
standing of how to maximize the efficiency of rangelands and livestock production
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

Name: Thabiso Nkenkem
Current degree Level: MSc (University of Fort Hare)
GSSA presentation: Influence of woody plant encroachment on understory veg-
etation depends on the functional traits of an encroacher: insights from global 
meta-analysis (Short presentation)
What I enjoyed about the conference: Networking and learning from others
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

Name: Monelisi Makanya
Current degree Level: PhD (University of Fort Hare)
GSSA presentation: Effectiveness of integrated shrub management and restora-
tion techniques on rehabilitating shrub-encroached rangelands of South Africa 
(Short presentation)
What I enjoyed about the conference: I'm grateful to the Grassland Society of 
South Africa (GSSA) for granting me an opportunity to showcase my skills and 
research experience at the GSSA 60th annual congress. I've enjoyed the confer-
ence! The presentations, networking opportunities, and discussions were fan-
tastic. It's great to connect with fellow professionals and learn about the latest 
developments in grassland management and conservation.
Conference attendance sponsored by: GSSA Trust

Study Grassland Science  
      at UKZN
 - Where Ecology Meets Innovation

caes.ukzn.ac.za

INSPIRING GREATNESS

GSSA CONGRESS 60
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INTERVIEW

Introduce yourself: Briefly tell us 
about your background, postgradu-
ate qualifications, and current univer-

sity affiliation.

I’m completing my MSc in Agronomy 
at Stellenbosch University, researching 
how livestock can be integrated into 
cropping systems. I have a background 
in Plant and Soil Science, Animal Sci-
ence, and Agricultural Economics, and 
I love how all of these interact within a 
system.

GSSA Congress presentation: What 
presentations did you give at the 60th 
GSSA Congress, and what were their 
titles?

My poster and oral presentation were 
titled Effects of utilizing a cover crop 
under different grazing pressures within 
a conservation agriculture setting. 

Your research focus: Tell us more about 
your presentation and the work you 
are currently doing.

The research focuses on integrating 
livestock grazing into cover crops within 
grain production systems. Cover crops 
are planted to improve the diversity 
and health of the cropping system but 
often do not generate an income and 
can be costly for producers. Integrat-
ing livestock can generate income while 
contributing additional benefits such as 
nutrient cycling and weed control. We 
are studying different grazing manage-
ment strategies to determine how vary-
ing grazing pressures affect cover crop 
productivity and composition, livestock 
performance, and the overall economic 
feasibility of the system.

Your field of research: What is unique 
or special about being a researcher in 
your field of study?

The amazing thing about agronomy is 
how it encompasses and connects to so 
many diverse topics and fields of study. 
One can study anything from soil to 
slugs, from fire to finance, from cultivars 
to climate change. Everything is inter-
linked and studying agronomy exposes 
one to such a vast plethora of fields (pun 

intended), it is impossible to get bored.

Challenges: What challenges are you 
facing as a young researcher?

Current technology, especially AI, offers 
incredibly powerful tools for research, 
but they can be overwhelming and they 
sometimes create “information bub-
bles,” where your search results are 
shaped by your history or even your lan-
guage. It can also be difficult to discern 
what information is dependable. Learn-
ing to take advantage of current tech-
nology while staying critical of its limita-
tions is a fine balance.

Inspiration: Who inspires you in your 
academic or professional journey?

My original love for science comes from 
my mom. When we were kids, her face 
would light up when she explained 
about bugs or built chemistry models 
for us. Currently, Prof Johann Strauss 
and Prof Pieter Swanepoel continue to 
support and inspire me in my academic 
journey, and I find it exciting to follow 
the research of everyone in our depart-
ment.

Spotlight on Upcoming 
Young Researcher

Rebecca Ellerbeck

Figure 1. Upcoming young researcher, Rebecca Ellerbeck.
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FEATURE

When one begins to engage a 
farmer, or a farmer’s association 
on matters pertaining to water, 

the most common reaction is to be re-
ferred (somewhat blindly) to the local 
Water User Association (WUA, formerly 
“Irrigation Board”).  But WUA’s have typ-
ically been born out of Irrigation Boards 
which historically only focused on wa-
ter extraction, and which are voluntary 
and therefore represent small parcels of 
only some land within a river catchment.  
Many farmers I speak to are reticent to 
form a water user association, because 
they believe that it will make them dis-
coverable by the  authorities.  And they 
want to keep their heads below the 
parapet, so to speak. They are also not 
required by law to join or form a WUA, 
even if they are irrigators. 

But the topic I seek to address with 
farmers, through a project funded by 
the Nedbank Green Trust, is not water 
use, but water production. Our project, 
which started in 2022, brought together 
stock farmers managing over 40,000 
hectares of grasslands in the upper 
greater uMngeni catchment in KZN, and 
has had everything to do with exploring 
the ecosystem services delivered by the 
veld that they manage.  When the pro-
ject was conceived, it was built on the 
notion that since grasslands occupy the 
vast majority of the land area within this 
particular critical river catchment, a 1% 
or say 3% improvement here could be 
considerably more impactful than many 
more expensive interventions.  While 
academia has considered a wide range 
of practices which seek to enhance the 
functioning of this giant sponge (upon 
which more than 5 million people rely 
for water), the challenge is how to fund 
and achieve the adoption of these. Too 
many published papers which prove 
the merit of various ideas, lie gathering 
dust for lack of a motive that will ensure 
implementation.  The project has chal-
lenged us to think about the business of 
enhancing water flow and water quality 

Tackling Catchment Functioning 
from the Bottom up:

Andrew Fowler
Correspondence: andrew@fowlerconsult.com

An opportunity for land managers to 
embrace a paradigm shift.

Figure 1. Cattle vlei crossing solutions discussed.

Figure 2. Degraded Stream Inzinga.
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FEATURE

through active management, and sell-
ing these improvements to those who, 
in the long run, can’t live without such 
stewardship.  We are embracing the 
notion that stewardship, “because it is 
the right thing to do” or because of the 
threat of prosecution, does not stand 
up in the face of the harsh economic re-
alities of beef farming.  

Our work has raised some eyebrows, 
and been met with a healthy amount 

of scepticism:  “Farming water” is not 
a concept that agriculture has thought 
to embrace until now. The idea of water 
flow and quality improvement as an ag-
ricultural enterprise is almost unheard 
of. The closest example globally is the 
Watershed Agricultural Council, formed 
by farmers in the Catskills region of the 
USA, where New York City pays farmers 
to adopt certain practices, but things 
here in southern Africa are distinctively 
different. 

The dialogue from authorities, as seen 
in various environmental forums, has 
been two-fold, and polarized. Until 
now, solutions seek to safeguard our 
water resources (rather than enhance 
them) and fall into one of two catego-
ries:  One centered around investigat-
ing legal transgressions of legislation 
like CARA and the Water Act, and then 
responding with measures which point 
to the threat of prosecution as the end-
point. This, of course, is directed at 
commercial agriculture. The second is 
one which embraces philanthropic up-
liftment, apparent immunity from pros-
ecution and a tolerance for tiny or very 
slow improvements, and is reserved for 
the previously disadvantaged, who typi-
cally farm on community-owned land.  
This polarization is very aptly addressed 
in Wandile Sithole’s book “A Country of 
Two Agricultures” 

Our project has been disruptive of 
this paradigm. Although tiny in scale, 
this nucleus thinking has been befit-
tingly centered around the small vil-
lage of Kwa Novuka (isiZulu for “place 
of awakening”), and radiates out across 
the neighbouring catchments of the 
uMngeni and the uMkhomazi. It en-
compasses communal livestock owners 
and commercial farmers, and spans the 
watershed of one catchment, already 
dammed to supply Durban/Pietermar-
itzburg with water, and the other about 
to be dammed. 

The project saw us doing in-depth in-
vestigations on twelve sites within the 
area, where we explored soil carbon, 
veld condition and water infiltration 
amongst other parameters. These re-
sults were discussed with participants 
against the background of historical 
and current management practices. We 
also prompted a session on water and 
catchments at the GSSA conference in 
Hilton in July 2025. We are busy build-
ing a roadside silt trap, and we have 
been able to fund some small Best 
Management Practices (BMP’s). We par-
ticipated in two workshops which aimed 
to align different rangeland assessment 
techniques, and we have sought to 
bring capable academics and farmers 
together in dialogue. Our findings have 
been messy, and we have to say, largely 
inconclusive, as such things tend to be 
when the variables are so vast in num-
ber. But what is undoubtedly more im-
portant is the process and the dialogue 
which has sought to free us from the 
confines of the current drivers of catch-
ment behaviors in these rangelands.

It is therefore perhaps befitting that 
the final chapter of this three year pro-
ject has involved the instigation of a 
farmer’s organization which can serve to 
own the space in which land managers 
take charge of their water impacts. This 

Figure 3. Degraded Stream Inzinga Kevin Kirkman and Isabel Rowles.

Figure 4. Road drain silt trap excavation.
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FEATURE

is,  admittedly, an experiment, and an 
as-yet-unconcluded one at that.  After 
much engagement and consultation, it 
was agreed to start with a collaborative 
which encompasses four landowner/
farmer associations which together rep-
resent a fair percentage of farmers in 
the catchment of Midmar Dam in the 
KZN Midlands.  

The area is larger than the initial study 
area (187 000 ha), includes more farm-
ers, and more concepts which reach 
beyond just the rangeland piece, and 
excludes (for now) the neighbouring 
catchment, all for reasons of cohesive-
ness and alignment with potential eco-
nomic drivers.   The process of deliver-
ing this catalytic opportunity and idea to 
farmers has been monitored by a small 
‘Monitoring, Evaluation, Reflection and 
Learning” (MERL) team, who have ob-
served and guided the process. 

This team seeks to witness the propen-
sity of the landowners to understand, 

adopt and embrace their role as catch-
ment custodians. The ideas, the catch-
ment vulnerabilities, and the potential 
economic models that could drive the 
pursuit of fair and just opportunities, 
have been fed into the dialogue.  Ide-
ally, the inhabitants of these farming 
landscapes might organise themselves, 
think strategically about what behav-
iours and practices they might adopt, 
promote and defend, and where they 
might draw the line on transgressions by 
their own neighbours. Perhaps they will 
grasp the opportunity to express their 
values as good folk who do care about 
the water flowing off their hillsides, and 
seek to stand proud as a collective.  

They could certainly represent an at-
tractive funding portal or conduit for 
corporate and parastatal investors who 
have the vision to invest in the secur-
ing of long term water supply. For now, 
they can own the study group findings 
on the rangeland aspects of catchment 
management, and update or expand 

upon them as the need arises.  They 
have the opportunity to stand together 
and avoid being picked off individu-
ally by sometimes misinformed officials, 
and they might elect to offer their plat-
form as one for pro-active dialogue with 
those same authorities. At the end of 
the day, it will be up to the farmers to 
decide the role and goals of their col-
laborative. Our role has been to get 
them to the starting line.  

Whether the model succeeds or not, 
and in any of the possible iterations, it is 
planned that the MERL team’s findings 
will be used to replicate the model, ad-
justed or otherwise, to achieve impact 
at scale, with multiple small clusters like 
this in catchment parcels across South 
Africa’s Critical Water Source Areas.

For now, there are a few engaged partic-
ipants, a focus on some river monitoring 
work on some of the basic agricultural 
pollutants, and a developing dialogue.

Figure 5. Selecting a mid slope stock watering site.
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In the rolling hills of the Wild Coast, a 
quiet yet powerful shift is taking place 
in the way communities manage their 

rangelands. This change is being made 
possible by a multispectral partner-
ship between communities, NGOs and 
academic institutions. At the centre of 
this story is Aristida junciformis, locally 
known as Ngongoni grass, a species 
notorious among livestock farmers for 
its tough, inedible foliage and its role in 
suppressing the growth of more palat-
able grasses. Ngongoni grass reflects 
broader rangeland degradation pat-
terns, whose dominance stems from 
resilience to fire, defoliation and adapt-
ability to nutrient-poor soils. Once re-
garded solely as a sign of rangeland 
degradation, A. junciformis is now be-
ing harvested and repurposed by local 
communities, reducing fuel loads and 
supporting livelihoods, while opening 
conversations about how best to man-
age this species in our rangelands.

From "weed" to wealth

Historically, the grasslands of the Wild 
Coast supported a rich diversity of palat-
able grasses ideal for grazing livestock. 
Over the last four decades (according 
to local elders), mismanaged grazing 
systems, frequent burning, and soil ero-
sion have created conditions that favour 
aggressive, less palatable species like A. 
junciformis. Rather than viewing A. jun-
ciformis as a lost cause, the residents of 
some Wild Coast villages have embraced 
it as a resource. Harvesting the tall, hardy 
grass for thatching has become a valu-
able income-generating activity. Paired 
with other species like Combopogon 
and Hyparrhenia (also favoured for its 
durability), Ngongoni thatch is now 
widely used in homestead construction, 
and each bundle is sold at R35 - R40. 

A Quick Fix or a Long-term 
Solution?

Nobuhle Mweli, Bongeka Ntola and 
Lumko Mboyi

Affiliation: Conservation Exposure Education and Training (CEET)
Correspondence: nobuhle.mweli@ceet.co.za

Innovative use of Aristida junciformis by the 
Wild Coast locals

Figure 1. A woman harvesting a mature Aristida junciformis using a sickle.
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The timing of the harvest is crucial; 
the communities wait for the species 
to grow until its mature stage and has 
completely turned brown. This hap-
pens in the winter season, from April 
to August and aligns with the making 
of mud bricks for building (Sinegugu 
Zukulu, pers. com.). Zukulu highlighted 
that women have historically been the 
ones to harvest thatch grasses, and that 
they do this with care. The process in-
volves using a sickle, and while there is 
no selective cutting, women remove the 
grasses that are not conducive to thatch-
ing (Zukulu, pers. com.), which speaks to 
the careful understanding these women 
have towards the practice. 

Beyond economic benefits, this practice 
has had positive ecological impacts. 
Systematic harvesting has the potential 
to reduce the standing biomass of A. 
junciformis, lowering the fuel load dur-
ing the dry season and mitigating the 
intensity of veld fires, which have histori-
cally contributed to grassland degrada-
tion. In this way, traditional practices are 

being adapted to modern challenges, 
demonstrating how cultural knowledge 
and environmental stewardship can 
intersect. Although still observed at a 
small scale, the potential to scale up 
and replicate this practice may provide 
another tool in the restoration of areas 
infested by A. junciformis.

Quick fix or a long-term solution?  

While harvesting A. junciformis offers 
immediate relief, experts caution that 
it is not a standalone solution. Research 
on Aristida-dominated grasslands high-
lights that reversing rangeland degra-
dation requires a long-term commit-
ment to sustainable grazing systems. 
Interventions such as rotational grazing, 
managing livestock densities, reseed-
ing palatable grass species, and erosion 
control are essential for restoring eco-
logical balance. Research conducted 
by Morris and Tainton (1993), demon-
strated that A. junciformis is particularly 
vulnerable to intense defoliation under 
competitive pressure, offering the po-

tential for management by grazing or 
cutting regimes to enable recovery of 
palatable species like Themeda trian-
dra. Considering that harvesting is pri-
marily done in winter, perhaps locals 
can align it more closely with the end of 
the season, just before spring rains. 

This could ensure that defoliation oc-
curs in time for the growing season, 
creating a conducive environment and 
competitive advantage for other spe-
cies. When combined with grazing man-
agement plans and ongoing ecological 
monitoring, these efforts could help 
shift the Wild Coast’s rangelands from 
a cycle of degradation to a pathway of 
restoration.

References

Morris, C.D. and Tainton, N.M., 1993. 
The effect of defoliation and competi-
tion on the regrowth of Themeda tri-
andra and Aristida junciformis subsp. 
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Figure 2. Bundles of harvested Aristida junciformis, each bundle sold at R35 - R40.

Figure 3. Bundles of Cymbopogon cae-
sius harvested and used as a base for 
thatching with Arisitida junciformis.

Figure 4. Men at work: Roofing a rondavel with thatch grass.
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Livestock farming in arid regions fac-
es persistent challenges due to the 
poor productivity of planted pastures 

and the increasing variability of rainfall. 
In South Africa’s Free State province, 
where extended dry spells are common, 
one farmer has turned to an unconven-
tional crop to sustain production, the 
Opuntia species, commonly known as 
prickly pear. At Witkraal Farm, rows of 
spineless Opuntia now grow where tra-
ditional grasses once struggled. These 
plants, which require minimal water and 
survive on marginal soils, have become 
the foundation for a new approach to 
dryland farming. Recognising the signifi-
cance of this innovation, a team from the 
Centre for Global Change at Sol Plaatje 
University visited the farm to learn how 
this system contributes to climate adap-
tation and agricultural resilience.

The farmer began cultivating the Opun-
tia species as an alternative to planted 
pastures, which often perform poorly 
under dryland conditions where water 
availability is limited. Opuntia species 
thrive under conditions of heat and 
water scarcity, storing moisture in their 
fleshy cladodes. The spineless varie-
ties are particularly suited to livestock 
production because they can be safely 
consumed by animals without causing 
injury. On Witkraal Farm, cattle feed on 
these cactus pads, obtaining hydration 
and carbohydrates during dry periods. 

The farmer reports that while cactus 
alone cannot meet the animals’ full di-
etary requirements, it provides a reliable 
base feed that can be supplemented 
with natural grasslands, oats or other 
forage to ensure balanced nutrition. This 
combination allows the herd to maintain 
condition year-round.

In addition to livestock feed, the Opun-
tia crop offers economic diversification 
through the production of prickly pear 
fruits, which the farmer supplies to com-
mercial offtakers such as Freshmark. 
This dual-purpose use enhances farm 
resilience and creates value from a re-
source often overlooked in formal ag-
ricultural systems. However, the system 
is not without challenges. The farmer 
notes the risk of cochineal infestation, a 
sap-sucking insect that can damage cac-
tus plantations if not monitored. Regu-
lar inspection and timely management 
have been effective in keeping out-
breaks under control. According to the 
National Environmental Management: 
Biodiversity Act (Alien and Invasive Spe-
cies List), Opuntia ficus-indica (L.) Mill. is 
classified as a Category 1b invasive spe-
cies. However, Witkraal Farms cultivates 
exclusively the spineless varieties of O. 
ficus-indica, which are recognised as 
non-invasive. Moreover, when the fruit 
is used for human consumption, it does 
not pose an invasive risk. This distinc-
tion dispels the common misconception 

that all prickly pear varieties are invasive 
and should therefore be avoided. New 
plants are produced vegetatively by 
planting cut cladodes, a low-cost and 
accessible method that could be rep-
licated by smallholder farmers in other 
dryland regions.

The experience at Witkraal Farm dem-
onstrates that adapting to dryland con-
ditions requires not only technological 
solutions but also a shift in agricultural 
thinking. Instead of trying to impose 
high-input systems on arid environ-
ments, farmers can adopt species that 
align with the local climate’s constraints. 
The use of drought-tolerant crops like 
Opuntia offers multiple benefits, includ-
ing serving as a food source, conserving 
water, maintaining livestock productivity, 
stabilising soils, and generating alterna-
tive income streams. 

The collaboration between farmers and 
research institutions, such as the part-
nership emerging between Witkraal 
Farm and Centre for Global Change, 
Sol Plaatje University, underscores how 
local innovation and scientific engage-
ment can inform broader strategies for 
sustainable dryland agriculture. Rethink-
ing farming in these regions may not 
mean reinventing agriculture entirely: it 
may simply mean learning from plants 
that have already mastered survival in 
scarcity.

The Unprickled Pear Pairs 
Perfectly with Pasture as a 

Sustainable Food Source for 
Cattle During the Dry Times

Nqobile Motsomane, Dewald van der Berg and 
Anathi Magadlela

Correspondence: nqobile.motsomane@spu.ac.za
Current Address: Centre for Global Change, Faculty of Natural and Applied Sciences, Sol Plaatje Uni-

versity, Central Campus, Kimberley, 8301 and Farm Witkraal, Petrusburg, 9932

Rethinking farming in drylands: 
Growing against the odds
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Figure 1. Rows of a spineless Opuntia species cultivated at Witkraal Farm, Free State, South Africa.
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Attending the XII International 
Rangelands Congress, held on 
02 – 06 June 2025 in Adelaide, 

Australia, was an incredibly enriching 
experience that not only expanded my 
knowledge on global rangelands, but 
also inspired new ideas for my work in 
rangeland ecology and management, 
and livestock production. 

The congress started with thought-pro-
voking workshops aimed to facilitate 
discussions around “Global rangelands 
standard, certification and supporting 
rangelands monitoring system”; and 
“Considering multi-functionality of pas-
toralism to foster fruitful contributions 
of pastoralism to growing societal chal-
lenges”. 

Attending the “Global rangelands 
standard, certification and supporting 
rangelands monitoring system” work-
shop provided a fresh perspective to 
see how farmers in Mongolia are using 
technology to sell their livestock directly 
to  buyers,who are able to see metadata 
on how the livestock was managed. 

Through this workshop, researchers and 
practitioners discussed the pros and 
cons of establishing global rangeland 
standards; enablers and inhibitors for 
its establishment; and the type of stake-
holders required for its establishment

Congress sessions such as “Data collec-
tion and data platforms” and “Range-
land monitoring models and techniques 
“offered insights on the importance of 
long-term data collection to see trends 
in rangeland condition and how that 
can be correlated with livestock produc-
tivity. 

Other sessions, such as “Pastoralists 
training and peer-learning” and “Valu-
ing traditional and Indigenous knowl-
edge: evolution, threats and opportu-

A Great Experience at the 
XII International Rangelands 

Congress in Adelaide, Australia
Khululiwe Ntombela 

Affiliation: Agricultural Research Council, Animal Production- Range and Forage Sciences, South Africa
Correspondence: NtombelaK@arc.agric.za

Figure 1. Global rangelands standard, certification and supporting rangelands 
monitoring system Workshop Discussions.
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Figure 2. Global rangelands standard, certification and supporting rangelands monitoring system Workshop Discussions.

nities”, provided with practical insights 
on how local livestock farmers could 
be involved with data collection, which 
researchers can  use. This offered fresh 
perspectives on knowledge co-produc-
tion with local communities, with an in-
clusion of their indigenous knowledge; 
which I plan to apply in my current role.

I also valued the opportunity to connect 
with professionals from diverse back-
grounds, which made the conference 
both intellectually stimulating and per-
sonally rewarding. 

It reminded me of the importance of 
the voices of livestock farmers, as they 
are living on the ground and therefore 
their knowledge should be valued and 
included in research projects.

I would like to thank the Grassland So-
ciety of Southern Africa Trust and the 
International Rangelands Congress 
Committee for partially sponsoring my 
attendance to the congress. I look for-
ward to staying engaged with the net-
work I’ve built and applying the insights 
I’ve gained.

Figure 3. Ms Khululiwe Ntombela (middle) with delegates from Japan, Ouerle 
Chao (left), and Dr. Kristina Toderich (right).
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Want to advertise your event? Contact us  
and we will include it in our next edition.

61st Annual Congress of the Grassland Society of Southern Africa – Grabouw, Western 
Cape

 
We look forward to hosting an exciting programme and workshops celebrating the Interna-
tional Year of Rangelands and Pastoralists. Requests for special sessions are now open until 
26 January 2026. For more information, visit: https://grassland.glueup.com/event/61st-annual-
congress-of-the-grassland-society-of-southern-africa-151840/documents.html
Visit: https://irc2025.rangelandcongress.org/

20 – 24 July 2026
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Upcoming events

Workshop on Assessing Forb and Grass Diversity – Cedara, KwaZulu- Natal
 

The Grassland Society of Southern Africa invites you to join a workshop on the applied meth-
ods used in mesic grassland biodiversity monitoring and assessments.  South African mesic 
grasslands are biodiversity hotspots with diverse grasses and forbs, but current land manage-
ment and monitoring frameworks often prioritises grazing value over overall plant diversity. 
Inappropriate management can reduce species richness and abundance. This workshop will 
highlight the role of forbs and grasses in sustaining biodiversity and provide practical skills for 
including them in grassland monitoring and management. To find out more about the infield 
workshop, visit: https://grassland.glueup.com/event/workshop-on-assessing-forb-and-grass-
diversity-158141/?pk_campaign=Workshop+on+Assessing+Forb+and+Grass+Diversity&pk_
cid=432893&pk_kwd=432893&pk_medium=event-campaign 

21 January 2026

https://irc2025.rangelandcongress.org/
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Advancing rangeland ecology and pasture management in Africa.

Our vision

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

•	 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

•	 Assisting decision makers to understand the links between ecosystem services, global 
change, sustainability and human wellbeing

Our mission

Grassland Society of Southern Africa

@GrasslandSociety-
ofSouthernAfrica

@GrasslandSocSA

Grassland Society of 
Southern Africa

GrasslandSociety
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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:

 
•	 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

•	 Growing the Society
•	 To continuously improve the Grassroots/Bulletin

•	 To maintain administrative excellence

Our objectives

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.

Our history

Grassland Society of Southern Africa




