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4.1
An integrated study 


The national review of land degradation

Under the conditions of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD), South Africa is obliged to develop a National Action Programme (NAP) indicating how it is going to tackle the problem of land degradation in the country.  But this is only possible if the problem is known and agreed upon.  As mentioned in Chapter 1, the Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism contracted the National Botanical Institute (NBI) and the Programme for Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) to report on the status of land degradation in South Africa.  The purpose of the report was to provide a scientific basis for decision making about land degradation in South Africa.  In this chapter we report on the conceptual framework that guided the study and the methods used to gather information.

The objectives of the project:
· To conduct a literature review of the scientific and socio-economic debates around desertification in South Africa;

· To develop an annotated bibliography of the desertification debate;

· To create a series of consensus maps of the status of desertification in South Africa;

· To contribute to the development of South Africa’s NAP.

An integrated approach
The project report is unique in South Africa because it brings together in one publication:

· current information on the status of water, soil and vegetation resources in South Africa;

· perspectives on both environmental and socio-economic aspects of the problem of land degradation;

· information about land degradation in both commercial and communal areas.

4.2
A conceptual framework


Figure 4.1  A conceptual framework showing how climatic and human impacts influence land degradation
The conceptual framework that guided the study has already been introduced (Chapter 1).  It shows that both climatic and human influences can have an effect on land degradation, but that the extent of land degradation is influenced by the environmental characteristics of the area, such as soil type or vegetation cover.  The model reminds us that land degradation is a broad term encompassing the degradation of water, soil and vegetation resources.

4.3
Sources of information 


Information about the various aspects of land degradation mentioned above came from a variety of sources, including:

· the South African literature on resource degradation;

· a series of 34 consultative workshops with agricultural extension officers and resource conservation technicians held between June 1997 and February 1998;

· case studies carried out in seven magisterial districts during 1998;

· statistical records for each magisterial district.

4.4
Magisterial districts: Sites of study


The national review of land degradation chose magisterial districts as the unit of assessment and comparison.  These districts were defined as either commercial or communal areas, depending on the dominant form of land tenure.  In this definition, commercial areas correspond largely to the farming regions and urban centres within the former Republic of South Africa where property can be bought and sold by individuals.  The communal areas are largely synonymous with the former homelands and self-governing territories where individuals have few rights to own and sell land.  Each of the 367 magisterial districts in South Africa was further described according to 31 characteristics or variables that included both environmental and socio-economic features.

There were a number of reasons why the review team chose magisterial districts rather than provinces as the unit of study:

· The boundaries of the magisterial districts have been fairly stable since the declaration of the Union of South Africa in 1910.  Therefore it is easy to compare historical data with present day conditions.  On the other hand, provincial boundaries were completely redrawn in 1994;

· The National Department of Agriculture and Central Statistical Services have over the years both carried out a number of censuses in magisterial districts.  Agricultural, demographic and socio-economic statistics are thus available for comparison;

· Because magisterial districts are relatively small, they usually represent fairly homogenous environments;

· While environmental conditions may be very similar in adjacent magisterial districts, land use history and socio-economic indicators may differ substantially.  This often results in great contrasts in the extent and severity of degradation between adjacent communal and commercial lands;

· Agricultural extension officers generally serve one or a few magisterial districts.  Although this system has recently changed, many officers are very knowledgeable about the agricultural history of the districts under their care.

4.5
Collecting data

Did you know?

You can access the literature database on the Internet at the following address:

http://www.nbi.ac.za

The literature review

Before 1997, the literature on land degradation in South Africa was scattered and poorly synthesised.  Much of the information existed in unpublished reports or obscure journals, and the first research task was to source copies of available literature and collate them into a single collection which is housed at the National Botanical Institute in Cape Town.

To make it easier to access the information, a database of articles has been compiled, and keywords for each article have been assigned.  Summaries exist for 70% of the more than 2 000 references.  This collection of mainly South African literature was used as the primary source of information for the land degradation review.

Furthermore, to facilitate networking, the researchers also compiled a directory of more than 100 organisations involved in research into the degradation of South African drylands.  This information is available on the web-site (above) and a brief list of organisations is provided in Appendix A.



The workshops
The UNCCD encourages popular participation in the process of developing a NAP, and the methods chosen to gather information for the land degradation review reflect this principle.  34 workshops were held during 1997 and 1998 to develop a series of consensus maps reflecting the status of land degradation in South Africa (Fig. 4.2).  Each workshop lasted between 5-7 hours and a total of 453 people attended, representing mainly agricultural extension officers and resource conservation technicians.  On occasion, nature conservation officers and members of soil conservation committees also participated.  In some cases it was the first time agricultural personnel from commercial areas had had an opportunity to share ideas about land degradation with their counterparts working in communal districts.

Fig. 4.2 The location of 34 consultative workshops on land degradation held between May 1997 and March 1998.


For the workshops the research team adapted a method developed by a consortium of international institutions for one of their programmes called the World Overview of Conservation Approaches and Technologies (WOCAT).  This formal workshop protocol was used in all workshops.

The purpose of each workshop was to gather information about three aspects of land degradation in each of the 367 magisterial districts:

· Land use practices:
Participants estimated the proportion of each magisterial district used for each of six land use types (Chapter 5) and determined whether the type of land tenure in each district was predominantly commercial or communal.  They commented on changes in the area of each land use type and changes in the intensity of use over a ten-year period.

· Soil degradation:
Participants determined the main types of erosive and non-erosive forms of soil degradation in each magisterial district (Chapter 7).  For each type, they estimated the degree, extent, severity and rate of soil degradation.  They also discussed the main reasons for soil degradation and calculated a soil degradation index for each district.  If no degradation was evident, participants were able to indicate this as well (see later).


· Veld degradation:
The review listed six main types of veld degradation (Chapter 8).  If veld degradation occurred, participants determined the two or three most important types of veld degradation in grazing lands in each magisterial district.  They estimated the degree, extent, severity and rate of veld degradation over a ten-year period.  They discussed reasons for veld degradation and calculated a veld degradation index (see later).


In order to obtain an overall impression of land degradation in each magisterial district, the soil and veld degradation indices were added to form a single combined index of land degradation.

After discussing and completing the questionnaire schedule mentioned above, there was time at each workshop for general discussion that helped the researchers to understand the broader context of the magisterial districts represented and verify the workshop results.


Discussing the issue of land degradation with village members in the Herschel district of the Eastern Cape
Case studies
Although the consultative workshops provided a useful national overview of land degradation, the time available for meetings limited the amount of detailed information that could be gathered.  In general, only agricultural extension officers and resource conservation technicians were involved in the workshops, so other land users could not raise their points of view.

In order to address these problems, more detailed case studies were carried out in seven magisterial districts: Herschel, Kuruman, Moutse, Nongoma, Peddie, Reitz and Weenen.  These districts represented both commercial and communal districts, and a range of levels of severity of land degradation.

During the case study investigations, which lasted up to a week at a time, the researchers met with different groups of people from several villages in the district.

The case studies provided an opportunity to:

· Describe the environmental resources of the district in more detail and check the validity of the workshop results;

· Ask people how the status of land degradation had changed during their lifetimes;

· Find out how local people use the land, what the main reasons for degradation are, how land degradation affects local livelihoods, and what is being done to conserve agricultural resources in the district.




Magisterial district statistics
Information from a variety of sources was collated at a magisterial district level so that it could be correlated with land degradation information from the consultative workshops.

Sources included:

· Department of Agriculture census records (1911-1991): primarily livestock numbers and crop production estimates;

· Central Statistical Services 1991 census: population data;

· Development Bank of South Africa: demographic, employment and economic data for all magisterial districts since 1995;

· Global Information System (GIS) data: environmental statistics.



4.6
Conclusion


Although the workshop method employed in this study could be criticised for lacking scientific rigour, in the absence of recent or complete statistical data about the status of land degradation or agricultural production, it was both rapid and effective.

Comparison with independent studies shows significant correlation.  In-depth case studies were also carried out as a means of checking some of the data in more detail.  Agricultural extension officers and resource conservation technicians were chosen as the main participants in the workshops because of their experience and because, according to an independent study on veld condition, they tend to have a reasonably accurate and balanced perception of the status of resources in a region.

At a time when official statistical services are declining, participatory methods that draw on the experience and expertise of local people may be a valuable method for monitoring the status of the land.  An advantage of these approaches is an increased involvement in, and understanding of, the need to conserve the land and its resources.
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In the absence of adequate statistics about the status of soil and vegetation resources in South Africa, the researchers investigating land degradation in South Africa relied on the knowledge and experience of agricultural extension officers and resource conservation technicians. Information was gathered during a series of 34 workshops and verified by comparing with the literature and with seven in-depth case studies. Advantages of this approach were that it was rapid and provided an opportunity for a large number of people to participate in the study and in discussions about land degradation.
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