Chapter 1: Land degradation in context

Timm Hoffman

1.1. Objectives and outline of this review

This review forms part of the first phase in the development of South Africa’s National Action Programme (NAP) to Combat Desertification.  As such it will probably provide much of the scientific basis for decisions taken over the coming years concerning land degradation in South Africa.  In compiling this report three general objectives have guided the process.  Firstly, an attempt has been made to incorporate the literature on water, soil and veld degradation in a single document.  South Africa enjoys a long history of debate around the issue of land degradation but the information is scattered within the literature of several disciplines.  Numerous unpublished, and often, unobtainable sources have also added to the problem.  Even within disciplines, there are large, separate fields, which investigate different aspects of land degradation.  For example, within ecology much has been written about bush encroachment, deforestation, alien plant invasions and the impacts of overgrazing, and all may be considered to be land degradation problems.  Yet experts within these separate fields seldom write for the same audience and rarely has the information been collated within the single, conceptually unified theme of land degradation.


Secondly, there has, historically, been a fairly strong emphasis on the role of science and technology in the desertification literature.  Measures of the rate of degradation and the impact on ecosystem health abound, especially within the soil and vegetation sciences.  Contributions from the social and economic sciences, have, however, only recently emerged.  This report, therefore, has tried to focus attention on the emerging socio-economic debate around land degradation in South Africa and has tried to integrate this with the biophysical literature where appropriate.


Finally, the history of desertification in South Africa is closely intertwined with our political history.  Our pre-colonial, colonial and apartheid pasts have all played an important role in determining the nature and extent of land degradation today.  But perhaps equally important, our political history has strongly influenced the way in which we have studied and perceived the problem.  For example, “desertification” as a concept in South Africa, has been applied, almost exclusively to the commercial farming areas of the arid, eastern Karoo.  Very few references are available to desertification in the former homeland or self-governing territories (what are called communal areas in this report).  In fact, there are very few detailed investigations into the problem of land degradation in the communal areas at all.  Many of our maps, showing the extent of land degradation for South Africa present no data for the communal areas.  They are simply left blank, and marked as, “no data”, in the legend.  An important objective of this study, therefore, has been to integrate the literature on commercial and communal areas and to present the findings, as they relate to a single, integrated and interconnected system of magisterial districts for South Africa.


The report first attempts to place the land degradation debate in South Africa in an historical context.  The Karoo desertification debate, the debate on soil erosion and the numerous government investigations into the problem of land degradation are reviewed.  International developments, especially the efforts of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) over the last three decades are summarised and South Africa’s current involvement in the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) are also outlined in Chapter 1.


In Chapter 2 the approach and conceptual framework adopted for this study are clarified.  The definitions for desertification and those of the UNCCD for “affected drylands” are discussed.  Several lines of investigation were used to review the issue of land degradation in South Africa.  Standard desk-top literature surveys were used to accumulate nearly 2000 key South African references on the problem.  Together with the extensive set of agricultural, demographic and economic statistics available in numerous government department and private sector publications, the literature forms the backbone of the review.  In addition, 34 workshops were held throughout the country and the protocol adopted for these workshops is discussed.  All of this information was supported by several case studies in selected magisterial districts.


In Chapter 3 we describe the South African environment both for international and for local readers.  The biophysical environment, and affected dryland areas in South Africa are defined and the provincial and magisterial district concept used in this study is outlined.  Commercial and communal land tenure systems are illustrated and key differences in the two are reviewed.  Finally, land use patterns in South Africa are presented and changes in land use area and land use intensity for the last 10 years are summarised.


Chapters 4 to 7 form the bulk of the report and review the severity of water, soil and vegetation degradation in South Africa.  Each resource is discussed separately and a combined index of soil and vegetation degradation, derived from the workshops, is presented in chapter 8.


The major causes of degradation are discussed in Chapter 9.  The role of climate and people are reviewed and the emphasis of land allocation history, demography, land use and poverty are emphasised.


In Chapter 10, a matrix of 31 variables is used to assess the influence of biophysical, climatic and socio-economic factors on soil and vegetation degradation.  Correlation matrices and stepwise regression models are used to determine the most important correlates and predictors of land degradation in South Africa.


Finally, the key findings of the report are summarised in the conclusions in Chapter 11, which, together with the Executive Summary, should provide a synthesis of the most important recommendations arising from this report.

1.2 Land degradation in South Africa: A brief historical overview

Land degradation, as an issue in South Africa, has been around for more than a century.  Although there are clear parallels with international developments, the discourse around land degradation in South Africa has, until quite recently, evolved relatively independently of global influence.  It is a rich and exciting field of historical research as it characterized by a great many themes and sub-themes.  Some of these are old and have their roots in the colonial government and land use practices of the 19th century, while others have only arisen as significant concerns in recent years, often in response to international initiatives.  Few have retained the original emphasis and jargon, and the threads which connect them all are sometimes only weakly visible.  Therefore any history of land degradation in South Africa will, of necessity, be multi-faceted and will need to acknowledge the literature of a wide range of disciplines including that of historians, social scientists, hydrologists, soil scientists, botanists and ecologists.  Some progress has been made in this regard (see Beinart 1984, 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996).


It is beyond the scope of this review to write a comprehensive history of land degradation in South Africa.  We can do little more than provide a general chronology and sketch some of the key developments around a few dominant themes.  The historical development of some of the relatively specialized land degradation issues will be covered briefly in subsequent chapters (e.g. soil erosion, bush encroachment, alien plants). For others, such as surface and groundwater resources, mining pollution etc., there is either no coherent existing history, or they are too recently developed for one to have been written. 


A long history exists concerning the state of South African pastures (Beinart 1996).  However, it was not until the end of the 19th century, that the issue gathered momentum, and it is here that our chronology starts.  From the outset the focus was on the eastern margins of the Nama-karoo and was coupled to the widely-held belief that South Africa was “drying up” (Anonymous 1923).  The impact of heavy stocking by merino sheep in this region was highlighted by Shaw who wrote in 1873 that “…the persistent and greedy system of overstocking farms has changed the flora, introduced and given undue influence to a worse herbage, and bids in fair time to change the climate and, with this, the whole character of the vegetation”.  He added that “…the plants of the Karoo commenced to travel northwards [as a result of overstocking with merino sheep], and added their energies to the extirpating of the indigenous and proper flora of the region…extending even into the Vaal region.”  Very few farms were fenced at the time and animals were kraaled at night, largely as a defense against predators.  Shaw blamed the impact of trampling and kraaling, as much as the effect of overstocking, for the widespread degradation of the region.  This practice was also targeted by the colonial veterinary surgeon, Professor William Branford, who emphasized the effect of kraaling on stock disease, in his 1877 and 1879 reports to parliament.


It is perhaps not co-incidental that during the relatively wet decades at the end of the 19th century (Vogel 1988) interest in land degradation appears either to have waned or was simply “pigeonholed” (Anonymous 1923).  However, the exceedingly dry period from 1911-1915 and again in 1919 resulted in significant agricultural and economic loss amounting to an estimated £16 000 000 in 1919 - “a figure approaching the entire contribution of South Africa to the Great [1914-1918] War and a sum of money large enough to construct a 2 000 mile new railway line” (Anonymous 1923).  Renewed interest in the impact of drought and land use practices followed (e.g. Anonymous 1914), culminating in the 1923 report of the Drought Investigation Commission (Anonymous 1923).  


The Commission was comprised of five men and was appointed in September 1920.  Its final report was submitted just over three years later in October 1923.  The main objective of the Commission was to find ways to prevent drought-related agricultural losses preferably through the alteration of existing land use practices.  With the assistance of several government departments, including the Department of Agriculture, well over a hundred public meetings were held throughout South Africa.  (Although difficult to confirm, it appears that the Commission did not investigate conditions in the communal areas of South Africa and they are rarely even mentioned in the report).  The Commission used the meetings as an educational and awareness-raising opportunity as well as a way to collect information on the state of the land.  The process of gathering information appears to have been reasonably participatory, especially with regard to the commercial farming sector.  Farmers, who were “thoroughly representative of the various parts of the district” and who were present at the public meetings, were nominated by the “magistrate, or other prominent citizen” to provide evidence.  Those not selected, were invited to comment on the replies of the nominated speakers at the public meetings.


The report of the Drought Investigation Commission consists of three main sections.  The first comprises the Interim Report submitted in April 1922 and is a synthesis of the main findings of the Commission, derived from the public meetings. The second, more lengthy, section represents the Final Report and consists of considerably more background information, including several tables and maps.  The last section contains 48 appendices compiled either by experts such as the botanists E.P. Phillips, Marloth, and Bews, or by citizens with a special interest in the subject.  Many appear to have been solicited specifically for inclusion in the report.


The report declares at the outset that there is no proof that “the mean annual rainfall of [South Africa] has altered appreciably within recent historic times.”  It does acknowledge, however, that although no measurement had been submitted, many witnesses maintained that the “nature” of the rainfall could have changed.  The rest of the report is focused primarily on addressing the impact of several important land use practices on rainfall efficiency.  In particular, the effects of kraaling and overstocking on vegetation cover and soil erosion are emphasized, particularly in the Interim Report, which recommends, amongst other things;

· the extermination of the jackal, which would reduce the need to kraal animals at night;

· the provision of cheap fencing material for the creation of paddocks so as to allow sheep to “run free”;

· the development of water supply for stock to prevent animals having to travel long distances each day;

· State intervention to control soil erosion.

While the report of the Drought Investigation Commission is a thoroughly considered account of the problems of the time, it is not clear what its immediate effect was on legislation and land use practices.  Kanthack wrote, in 1930, that it was followed by “…seven years of indifference and inactivity…” but noted a renewed interest amongst government.  Despite the dire warnings of the dangers of overstocking and the predictions contained within the report, sheep numbers climbed from just over 31 million animals in 1923 to about 40 million in 1927 and to more than 48 million animals by 1930 - their highest number on record (see Chapter 3).  Part of this increase is explained by a collapse in the wool price as well as by the increase in paddocking and the resultant increased number of animals that could be maintained under such conditions (Anonymous 1923).  But those are probably not the only explanations, and it appears that with the generally favourable rainfall conditions of the 1920’s, South Africans, took as much notice of the 1923 Drought Investigation Commission report’s findings as they did of the 1914 report of the Senate Select Committee on droughts, rainfall and soil erosion (Anonymous 1951).  That is, very little.


The research community, however, saw things differently.  It continued its attack on overstocking especially from the 1930’s onwards.  Several authors wrote of the desiccation of South Africa, particularly during periods of serious drought (Kanthack 1930) and blamed land use practices and not altered rainfall patterns for the changes (Kanthack 1930, Phillips 1931).  The Karoo desertification hypothesis also started to take on a more coherent shape at this time and De Klerk (1947) and Tidmarsh (1948) both outlined a model for vegetation change in the eastern Karoo. But it was left to John Acocks to take all of these disparate publications and create a theory of vegetation change in South Africa that was as powerful as it was enduring


This theme of an expanding Karoo has so dominated the land degradation issue in South Africa that it is worth describing in some detail.  It has had a profound influence on public awareness, scientific research, and government policy for the last fifty years at least.  Its influence has, until relatively recently, eclipsed almost all other land degradation issues (e.g. salinization, deforestation, clearing of marginal land for crops) and even the issue of soil erosion has often been subsumed within the general theme of Karoo desertification.


This issue has been extensively reviewed in the last decade (Hoffman & Cowling 1990; Dean et al. 1995, Hoffman 1995, 1997).  Although the idea has its roots in earlier initiatives and research publications it is best articulated through the comprehensive analysis provided by John Acocks who toiled from 1945-1951 to publish his findings in 1953.  In four colour maps he presented two main hypotheses of interest to this debate.  Firstly, he described the vegetation of a pristine South Africa, before human influence.  In his vision, the eastern Karoo is comprised predominantly of perennial palatable grasses, in equilibrium with the prevailing climate.  While connected to the first hypothesis, Acocks’ second hypothesis, however, is the one, which has so profoundly affected our thinking around land degradation.  He suggested that the eastern margins of the Karoo had expanded north eastwards, since colonial settlement, and that the Karoo was marching inexorably across the Free State grasslands.  While others had said this before, the power of Acocks’ message lay in its presentation.  The maps, which reflected his views, were beautifully drawn, and were clear to anyone with a rudimentary understanding of the geography of South Africa.  The maps were of the whole country and were widely distributed via a number of other publications (e.g. Anonymous 1951) including those of the National Veld Trust (see Chapter 6).  They contained several clear messages.  Firstly, South Africans (largely the commercial small-stock industry) had altered their environment through poor land management practices and Acocks showed exactly how it had been altered.  This theme of poor land use degrading the environment, had in fact, been explored in considerable more detail by the Drought Investigation Commission some thirty years earlier (Anonymous 1923) and Acocks reiterated several themes while expanding on some of his own as well.  The second message contained in the maps was of an apocalyptic vision for the future.  Acocks produced in maps what the Drought Investigation Commission had said in words “The Great South African Desert uninhabitable by Man.”


At the same time that John Acocks was preparing his maps for “The Veld Types of South Africa” he was asked to serve on the Desert Encroachment Committee.  This Committee was appointed in January 1948 and its report was completed slightly more than three years later, in March 1951.  The Committee consisted of 7 people including the noted climatologists Dr Kokot and Dr Schumann as well as the botanists Dr Tidmarsh and John Acocks.  Some of the objectives of the Desert Encroachment Committee were broadly similar to those of the Drought Investigation Commission in that they focused on the “…deterioration of the vegetal cover and climate…” but their brief was to highlight conditions in the Karoo and adjacent grassveld regions specifically.  Evidence was heard at 29 public meetings, held in magisterial districts of the Nama-karoo and southern parts of the grassland and arid savanna biomes.  The report states that “…several days were spent in visits to the Transkei and to the Aliwal North-Herschel area, including a short excursion into Basutoland”.  No meetings appear to have been held in the communal areas, however, and very little is written about them.  To facilitate the process of collecting information at the public meetings, a questionnaire was circulated before each event.  It contained questions relating to farm size, rainfall, droughts and wind, water supply and irrigation and carrying capacity and vegetation change.  


As other investigations had concluded before it, the Committee’s report (Anonymous 1951) blamed the significant vegetation changes in the Karoo on historical land use practices, especially incorrect veld management and not on changing rainfall patterns.  It concluded with the all too familiar statement that “…there has been no significant change in rainfall as regards total amount, intensity or seasonal distribution”.  A minority report by Acocks and Tidmarsh, however, emphasized that the rainfall record was not extensive enough to be definitive.  The Committee’s summary of vegetation changes relied heavily on John Acocks’ work and reproduced three of the four maps that were later published in the Veld Types of South Africa in 1953.  The expanding Karoo hypothesis became part of the Desert Encroachment Committee’s conclusion, which was, in essence, very similar to that of the Drought Investigation Commission.  


The veracity of the expanding Karoo hypothesis has been debated extensively elsewhere and will not be elaborated upon here (see Hoffman & Cowling 1990, Bond et al. 1994, Dean & Macdonald 1994, Dean et al. 1995, Hoffman 1995, 1997, Hoffman et al. 1995).  Both hypotheses relating to the pre-colonial conditions in the Karoo as well as the extent and rate of change in the vegetation are contested and for both, “the jury is still out”.  The debates are fascinating and reflect the varied and multidisciplinary approaches that have been used to address the problem of desertification in the Karoo.  What is perhaps more interesting is to see how these ideas have influenced perceptions of land degradation in South Africa.  And they have had a profound influence.  


Figure 1.1 shows four maps depicting the status of land degradation in South Africa.  The first is a simplified version of Acocks’ (1953) expanding Karoo hypothesis.  It shows the north eastwards expanding Karoo and the desert invading into the vacuum created by a desertified interior.  The second is derived from a global synthesis of desertification, developed by the United Nations Conference on Desertification (1977).  It differs from Acocks’ map in a few relatively minor details only.  Harold Dregne authored an influential book on desertification in 1983.  His map for Africa also presents the Karoo as the most degraded area in South Africa.  However, his description of the status of desertification as “light” and “moderate” is not perhaps what John Acocks suggests from his writings.  Finally, the last map presents the most recent perception of desertification in South Africa.  It also forms part of a global synthesis (UNEP 1993) and is remarkable in that desertification has now become synonymous with soil degradation.  The soil resources in both the succulent karoo and Nama-karoo biomes are presented as severely or extremely degraded (see also Figure 6.1 in Chapter 6).


While these four maps differ in detail they all show the same perspective; namely that it is in the Karoo where South Africa’s land degradation problems lie.  Even today, when degradation is presented as a unified theme, the numerous maps derived from several more recent studies appear not to make any impression.  There is nothing in Figure 1.1, which suggests that the sediment yield maps (Rooseboom 1978, see Figure 6.9) or rainfall erosivity maps (Smithen & Schulze 1981, see Figure 6.5) developed by soil scientists over the last few decades, have had anything like the influence that John Acocks’ (1953) maps of the vegetation changes in South Africa have had.  In addition, the higher rainfall, eastern part of the country (including the communal areas) is excluded.  While this is undoubtedly partly explained by the various definitions of “drylands” that have been used in the past, it is also influenced by the extensive Karoo desertification debate.  As discussed later, numerous government schemes and interventions have, over the years, also used this issue to justify major intervention schemes or policy shifts (e.g. the Stock Reduction Scheme from 1969-1978 and the National Grazing Strategy initiated in 1985).


We now conclude the chronological account of land degradation in South Africa, started earlier.  Following the publication of the Desert Encroachment Committee’s report in 1951 and John Acocks’ Veld Types in 1953, very little original research occurred.  Acocks’ (1953) message remained the most authoritative guide to land degradation in South Africa

for more than thirty-five years after its publication.  Jarman & Bosch (1974) assessed the value of using satellite imagery in measuring vegetation change in the arid parts of South Africa and concluded that the Karoo had moved a further 70 km north eastward.  Several popular accounts used this work to paint an equally apocalyptic vision for the future (see Hoffman & Cowling 1990).
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Figure 1.1.  Perceptions of land degradation in South Africa from 1953-1993 showing the influence of (a) Acocks’ 1953 expanding Karoo hypothesis on subsequent international syntheses such as those of (b) UNCOD (1977), (c) Dregne 1983 and (d) UNEP (1993) (see also Figure 6.1).


It was not until the 1980’s, however, that the problem has been looked at afresh.  Numerous publications, from a wide variety of disciplines have recently investigated the issue.  Their findings are detailed elsewhere (e.g. Dean et al. 1995, Hoffman 1995, 1997).


From the synthesis, which follows in this report, we emphasize that that land degradation in South Africa is not synonymous with the theory of an expanding Karoo.  It is a far more extensive issue than previously depicted and also incorporates several other issues that have seldom been highlighted in the debate.  While water, soil and vegetation resources form the three key elements, which are susceptible to land degradation, within each one of these broad subjects, there are several, more focused concerns.  For example, veld degradation is characterized by deforestation, bush encroachment, loss of cover and change in species composition, amongst other degradation types.  Each one of these is an area of concern with its own literature and debate.  The desertification of the Karoo, therefore, is simply one of many land degradation issues of relevance for South Africa.  This review attempts to assign it a new status, and one, which is perhaps far less influential than previously stated.

1.3 The UNCCD and South Africa

The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) arose out of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), held in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992.  However, coordinated international efforts to address the global problem of desertification first emerged some 15 years earlier, when the United Nations Conference on Desertification (UNCOD) was held in Nairobi in 1977.  This conference, UNCOD, has been described as the “birth of the modern age for desertification” (Thomas & Middleton 1994) and emanated from, amongst other dryland concerns, the severe Sahelian drought (1968-1974) and subsequent food crisis of the early 1970’s.  Ninety-five countries attended UNCOD together with many NGO’s and UN officials.  Because of its political isolation at the time, South Africa was not officially represented at UNCOD, although the Pan African Congress were afforded observer status, and proposed a resolution highlighting the negative impacts of the Bantustan (homeland) policy of the apartheid government on the environment and its people.


The history, successes and failures of UNCOD comprises a fascinating study in its own right.  Because South Africa contributed almost nothing more to UNCOD from 1977-1992 and was, in turn, surprisingly little affected by the science and politics of this international initiative, it will not be discussed further here.  A critical review of the successes and failures of UNCOD, and the important lessons for the UNCCD may be found in Nelson (1988) and Thomas & Middleton (1994).  Generally it is not considered to have achieved its overly ambitious initial objectives.  The reasons most cited for its failure are mostly to do with poor international coordination, lack of political commitment from both developed and underdeveloped or affected countries, poor definition of the problem and objectives, and a lack of involvement of local communities in the process of restoring degraded areas.


The full name of the UNCCD is “United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in those countries experiencing serious drought and/or desertification, particularly in Africa”.  The emphasis on Africa is testimony to both the severity of the problem in Africa as well as to the nuances and complexity of international environmental politics.  Conventional wisdom, which provides the rationale for the emphasis on Africa, states that “…two thirds of the continent is desert or drylands and 73 per cent of its agricultural drylands are already severely or moderately degraded” (Anonymous 1995).  The frequent droughts, extreme poverty, high debt and political instability of the continent all serve to make Africa stand out as a particularly deserving candidate for inclusion in the Convention brief.


The UNCCD document itself is comprised of 40 Articles and four Annexes (one for Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean and for the Northern Mediterranean).  The Articles are grouped into six parts.  Part I details the use of terms (including the terms “desertification”, “land degradation” “affected areas” and “arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid” (see Chapter 2)), the objectives and the principles of the Convention.  The main objective of the Convention is to: 

“…combat desertification and mitigate the effects of drought in countries experiencing serious drought and/or desertification, particularly in Africa, through the effective action at all levels, supported by international cooperation and partnership arrangements, in the framework of an integrated approach which is consistent with Agenda 21, with a view to contributing to the achievement of sustainable development in affected areas."

Part II of the Convention outlines the general obligations of the Parties to the Convention including those of affected country parties as well as those of developed country parties.  It also encourages the coordination of the UNCCD with other UN Conventions such as the UN Convention on Biodiversity and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.  Part III of the Convention, containing Articles 9-21 specifies the details of the National Action Programmes (NAP) as well as the Sub-regional (SRAP) and Regional Action Programmes (RAP).  It also details the technical and scientific cooperation that is expected as well as the supporting measures (including the financial resources and financial mechanisms) that will underpin the Convention.  Parts IV-VI of the Convention deal with institutions, procedures and final provisions of the document.  A very useful “simplified guide to the Convention” has been prepared to assist participants in interpreting the formal document (Anonymous 1995).  


The most important difference between UNCOD and the UNCCD is that the UNCCD is a legally binding document which, once signed, commits participating countries to practical action at the local level.  While the lessons from UNCOD suggest that we should be wary of viewing National Action Programmes as the panacea for all our desertification woes (Thomas & Middleton 1994), they do form an important strategic tool for addressing land degradation at multiple levels of scale.  This is particularly true for South Africa, which has never before developed such a strategic policy document.


The Convention states that the purpose of National Action Programmes is to:

“…identify the factors contributing to desertification and practical measures necessary to combat desertification and mitigate the effects of drought.”

The role of government, local communities and land users are to be specified in NAPs with a particular focus on long-term strategies to combat desertification and mitigate the effects of drought.  Local participation in the development of the NAP is stressed throughout the document, as are gender-related issues concerning land degradation.  The improvement of early warning systems and drought contingency plans are emphasized as being important principles of a NAP, as is the strengthening of food security systems, alternative livelihood projects and the development of sustainable irrigation programmes.


The Convention was prepared between 1992 and 1994 by an Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee and was adopted on 17 June 1994 in Paris.  South Africa signed the convention in January 1995 and ratified it on 30 September 1997.  South Africa is now a full party member of the Convention and has an international obligation to prepare a National Action Programme.


The development of South Africa’s NAP has three main components (Lutsch 1998).  The first is the national audit of land degradation in South Africa to assess the status of land degradation in the country.  The assessment, which is provided by this report, will thus serve to inform those involved in the process of developing South Africa’s NAP.  The second component is an awareness-raising campaign coordinated by an NGO, the Environmental Monitoring Group (EMG), which aims to advertise both the extent of the problem in South Africa and to advertise the process of drawing up a NAP.  Finally, a policy document, the formally-written NAP, will outline South Africa’s strategic approach to combating desertification.  The NAP will only arise following a lengthy and broadly consultative process.  This process is currently underway, and is being coordinated by the Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT).  Lutsch (1998) outlines the roles of the various role players in South Africa in developing the NAP.  “The DEAT has been designated in terms of a cabinet decision to act as the coordinator of the CCD.  A National Secretariat consisting of officials of the DEAT, and a national coordinator, who has been appointed to steer the development of the NAP, take responsibility for the day to day actions.  A Steering Committee consisting of officials from DEAT, the National Department of Agriculture (NDA), and the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) and the Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA), the national coordinator, as well as an official from the EMG, is responsible for decisions in a broader context, while a Reference Group, which is much more representative of society, acts as a main decision body and oversees the process”.  South Africa’s sub-regional involvement is coordinated through the Southern African Development Community (SADC) (Botha 1996).


The role of this assessment, therefore is to provide the scientific basis for the NAP, which will emerge in due course.  What follows is an account of the extent and main causes of land degradation in South Africa as determined from the literature and from this project’s own fairly broad, consultative process, which occurred between 1997 and 1998.
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