Chapter 8: A combined index of degradation 

Timm Hoffman & Simon Todd

8.8 General discussion

The soil degradation index (SDI) and vegetation degradation index (VDI) can be added to form a combined degradation index (CDI) of land degradation in South Africa.  Although SDI and VDI values are shown in Chapters 6 and 7 respectively, for the sake of completeness, they are included with CDI values for each province, and for commercial and communal areas in Table 8.1.  Their distribution, within each of the magisterial districts in South Africa, is shown in Figure 8.1.


Several key areas of degradation in the country are evident.  The steeply sloping environments along the eastern escarpment incorporating the communal areas of the former Ciskei, Transkei and KwaZulu emerged as some of the most degraded areas in South Africa, when soil and veld degradation indices are combined into a single value.  Magisterial districts along the eastern coastal regions, however, do not appear as severely degraded.  Many of the communal areas in the Northern Province and the North West Province and several commercial districts in the Northern Cape and Western Cape are also perceived as being severely degraded, often for very different reasons.  In many instances some of the most degraded districts in the country are located adjacent to magisterial districts which are perceived to be relatively undegraded.  Usually, but not always, district pairs, which possessed such vastly different degradation indices, were often managed under different land tenure systems.  Although there are many exceptions to the general rule, it appears that communal areas in South Africa are perceived to be significantly more degraded than commercial areas if soil and veld degradation are the assessment criteria.


When analysed on a provincial basis, the Northern Province and KwaZulu-Natal emerged as the two provinces with the highest mean CDI values, followed by the Eastern Cape and the North West Province (Table 8.1).  When soil and vegetation degradation were considered together, Gauteng and the Free State were perceived as being least degraded by people who participated in the degradation survey.
Table 8.1.  The mean values for each province and for commercial and communal areas for the soil degradation index (SDI), veld degradation index (VDI) and combined index of degradation (SDI+VDI) (N=367).  The information is based on the perceptions of Agricultural Extension Officers and Resource Conservation Technicians gathered during a series of 34 consultative workshops held during 1997 and 1998.

Province
Number of magisterial districts
Mean values for degradation index



SDI
VDI
SDI+VDI

Eastern Cape
78
200
116
316

Free State
51
48
86
134

Gauteng
22
113
31
143

KwaZulu-Natal
51
253
187
440

Mpumalanga
30
143
81
223

Northern Cape
26
92
140
232

Northern Province
39
255
189
444

North West
28
149
122
270

Western Cape
42
77
93
170







Commercial districts1
262
102
96
198

Communal districts
105
292
183
475

1 For this analysis, a district is considered commercial if more than 50 % of its area is managed under a commercial land tenure system and communal if more than 50 % of its area is managed under a communal land tenure system.
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Figure 8.1. A combined index of land degradation in the 367 magisterial districts of South Africa representing a summation of the soil degradation index and the veld degradation index.  The combined index ranges from –97 to 1 111 and up to two standard deviations above and below the mean are shown. The mean value is 277 and the median 229.  The information is based on the perceptions of Agricultural Extension Offices and Resource Conservation Technicians gathered during a series of 34 consultative workshops held during 1997 and 1998.
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