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This case study reflects insights about the beautiful and unique people of the Suid Bokkeveld, their lives
and their evolving strategies to remain at the centre of their own universe in the wild places of the
Bokkeveld plateau.

Photo 1: Katriena Fortuin sharing a climate calendar

‘Go to the people
Live with them
Learn from them
Love them
Start with what they know
Build with what they have
But with the best leaders, when the work is done,
the task accomplished, the people will say
“We have done this ourselves”’
Lao Zi, 6th century BCE
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1.

Executive Summary

The case-study explores the dynamics of an on-going process of adaptation to climatic variability and change undertaken
by a community of small-scale farmers in the arid west of South Africa. The perspectives of individual producers and nongovernmental organisations form the basis of an analysis of the dynamics of this process, and explore the role of local
institutions in enhancing the sustainability of farming systems. The question of how the adaptive capacity of producers
has changed, and what factors have contributed to (and detracted from) the development of such capacity are explored,
including aspects of provision of information, funds and other resources by government, donors, trading partners and NGOs,
and specifically the intervention methodologies that have been used. The study identifies key aspects that should receive
attention in the design and implementation of adaptation interventions with vulnerable communities.

Photo 2: Alonsoa unilabiata flowering in the Suid Bokkeveld

2.

Introduction

In a rugged and seldom-visited part of the arid west of South Africa known as the Suid Bokkeveld lives a community of smallscale rooibos tea farmers. Whilst situated within or adjoining landscapes of more typical extensive South African commercial
farms, this case study focuses on the circumstances, lives and strategies of people who have long lived at the margins of the
larger society, and who have come to value their independence despite the hardships they endure.

Photo 3: Donkey power at Dobbelaarskop

We live in a warming world. The 4th Report of the IPCC notes that ‘There is very high confidence, based on more evidence
from a wider range of species, that recent warming is strongly affecting terrestrial biological systems …’ . At the time that
the report was published, average temperatures for South Africa had risen by between 0.2 and 1.0 degrees, and this trend is
continuing. The 2007 report of IPCC Working Group 1 noted that ‘continued GHG emissions at or above current rates would
cause further warming and induce many changes in the global climate system during the 21st century that would very
likely be larger than those observed during the 20th century’ . The 4th IPCC report noted that more than 90% of the global
climate models predict that the western part of South Africa is likely to experience a reduction in rainfall of more than 20% by
2090 – 2099, relative to 1980 – 1999. The likely impact on ecosystems is dire: ‘the resilience of many ecosystems is likely to be
exceeded this century by an unprecedented combination of climate change, associated disturbances (e.g. flooding, drought,
wildfire, insects, ocean acidification) and other global change drivers (e.g. land-use change, pollution, fragmentation of natural
systems, overexploitation of resources)’ .

Photo 4: The rugged landscapes of the Suid Bokkeveld come alive after the gentle winter rains

The IPCC notes that ‘additional adaptation measures will be required at regional and local levels to reduce the adverse impacts
of projected climate change and variability, regardless of the scale of mitigation undertaken over the next two to three
decades’. In keeping with the view of the authors of the report that ‘adaptive capacity is intimately connected to social and
economic development, but it is not evenly distributed across and within societies’ (ibid), the efforts of South African civil
society in general, and of EMG and Indigo in particular, have been focused on communities of vulnerable resource users with
more limited access to the resources needed for social and economic development.
The climate projections for the Western part of South Africa forecast a possible later onset of the rainy season, earlier cessation
and an overall reduction in the winter rains upon which the local ecology is primarily dependant. This reduction may be
mitigated to some extent by an increase in summer rainfall. ‘In their analysis of recent historical change and future projected
changes for the Namaqualand area (bordered to the south by this study area), MacKellar et al. (2007) similarly observe a
projected pole-ward retreat of rain-bearing mid-latitude cyclones (with reasonable agreement across the models) by the late
twenty-first century. In particular, this retreat of mid-latitude cyclones and reduction in rainfall is most consistently projected
during early winter, with indications of reduced rainfall later in the winter season. Together, these projected changes suggest
a shift in the timing of seasonal rainfall, with late summer rainfall heavier than present and extending to later months, and
reduced winter rainfall arriving later’. (Archer et al. 2008).

Photo 5: Drought adapted crassulas growing on shallow soils in the SuidBokkelveld

The IPCC predicts that climatic change and variability will result in critical negative yield impacts in areas where food security
is already challenged and the natural resource base is already poor. Under these circumstances, adaptation to changing
climatic circumstances will be essential for human well-being. In this context we understand adaptation in the context
defined by Adger et al. (2005 ): ‘adaptation is understood to be an adjustment in the ecological, social or economic systems
in response to observed or expected changes and their effects and impacts in order to alleviate adverse impacts or take
advantage of new opportunities’.
Adaptation can be seen as a process of deliberate change in anticipation of, or in reaction to, external stimuli and stress
(Nelson et al. 2007). As adaptation involves responding to external stimuli it can be either reactive (i.e. take place after an
impact has been felt) or anticipatory (i.e. take place before the impacts caused by the stressor) (Tschakert and Dietrich
2010). Effective anticipatory capacity can be seen as a desirable attribute for people and institutions that depend on natural
resources that are affected by climatic change and variability.

Figure 1: The Suid Bokkeveld is situated on the western margins of the largest of South Africa’s 9 provinces, the Northern Cape, [Map: B Koelle]

This case study reflects the endeavours of small-scale rooibos farmers to enhance their anticipatory capacity in response to
anticipated climatic variability and change. It also describes the circumstances that have led farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld
area in the arid west of South Africa to adapt their farming practices, the processes that they have followed and reflects on
some of their achievements and how these reflect increased adaptive capacity.
The people of the Suid Bokkeveld live and work in multi-stressor environments, and climatic stress is only one of the many
factors that shape livelihoods. Adaptation therefore has to factor in the need to respond to multiple stressors, including
climatic, social, political and economic stress. This explains why adaptation is so complex, and why it has to be considered
within a broader context.
The anticipated yield impacts are likely to most severely affect the more vulnerable groups in the Suid Bokkeveld, which
depend on agricultural incomes. The small-scale farmers of the area have experienced climatic extremes that have had
catastrophic impacts on their enterprises, which has stimulated their on-going efforts to ‘adjust’ their farming systems
to anticipated climatic extremes. Of particular significance have been enhanced in-situ conservation and promotion of
agricultural biodiversity, as well as soil and water conservation using existing (and often long-used) practices. In this context
local knowledge has evolved from traditional practices, with stimulus from local innovation and experimentation, and from
knowledge holders and sources outside the community (Archer et al. 2008).
Being aware of risk or even impending catastrophic events is usually insufficient to spur individuals or groups of people to
timeous and effective action. The creation of platforms for information sharing and reflection has served to establish a basis
for Community Based Adaptation, in the context of which information and practices have been shared, and local institutional

responses have been developed and implemented via the Heiveld Co-operative and in collaboration with local NGOs. The
value of a local, farmer owned institution like the Heiveld Co-operative to the farmers is that it not only has resources and
capacities that can be used to support the local community, but it is likely to remain engaged in the long term, is legitimate in
the eyes of farmers and external agencies alike, and is able to be responsive to opportunities and challenges.

Photo 6: Shallow rock pools support livestock and wildlife in the rainy season

This case study explores how farmers have been able to achieve greater resilience in the face of climatic variably and improve
their livelihoods in the face of natural disasters and market fluctuations. Despite their physical isolation, farmers have evinced
real enthusiasm to gain more understanding of global climatic patterns, and how these affect their livelihoods and their
lifestyles. A learning process that has supported the sharing of information and experiences at both global and local scales has
helped to diminish people’s sense of isolation and helplessness, and has created new capacities for positive action to mitigate
the effects of climate change. Adaptations have been developed on a base of existing knowledge and have proven effective.
At the same time, formal and informal institutions at a range of scales have been critical in supporting effective adaptation.
Perhaps most significant in the global context, positive synergies have been found between rural livelihoods, conservation of
biodiversity and successful adaptation to climate change.

Photo 7: Young men of the Suid Bokkeveld community compiling a climate calendar, Suid Bokkeveld, South Africa

The learning approach adopted has enhanced local knowledge and broadened farmers’ capacities to respond in a proactive
manner. Indigenous adaptive capacity has been the starting point, and farmers have been able to combine their knowledge
and perspectives with relevant external knowledge and other resources. This allowed the development of adaptation
strategies for current and future climate change in a more participatory and sustainable manner. Within a learning approach,
these aspects have been combined to enhance what may be described as the adaptive capacity of the farming community,
including its anticipatory capacity .

Photo 8: ‘The Mayor’s Visit’: an interactive energiser at a Climate Change Preparedness Workshop held in the Suid Bokkeveld, South Africa

Inequities of power and wealth are stark in South Africa, especially in the western parts of the country, where early colonialists
usurped nearly all of the valuable land-based resources centuries ago, and imposed virtual slavery on the indigenous peoples
and their descendants (Penn 2005). Apartheid subsequently further deepened these inequities, and since the advent of
democracy there has been little change in ownership of the means of production.

Photo 9: Homestead of a small-scale rooibos farmer in the Suid Bokkeveld

The Suid-Bokkeveld community of small-scale rooibos tea farmers in the Northern Cape Province exemplifies not only
these inequalities, but also the efforts of the marginalised to restore greater equity in their society. In 2001, members of the
community established the Heiveld Co-operative to cut production costs and collectively access markets, and thereby to
improve their livelihoods. This initiative was underpinned by clear values and principles that were translated into the mission
and objectives of the co-operative, and into policies and actions. Starting small, and with very limited capital, the Co-operative
made steady gains in production and profits in its early years. The Co-operative currently has over 60 members. Organic
certification and engagement in the fair trade system provided access to more lucrative markets, and also exposed the
farmers to a global networks of other farmers, traders, service NGOs and consumers.
In 2003 the Suid-Bokkeveld region was hit by a particularly severe drought which devastated production, but also stimulated
the interest of the small-scale farmers in the dynamics of climatic variability. Since then community members have met
regularly to share their experiences of the weather and its impacts, to discuss the quarterly weather forecast and to plan
individual and collective actions to respond appropriately to extreme climatic events. In the course of the past decade, a
number of interwoven processes have contributed to the farmers and others in the community being able to improve the
resilience of their community, livelihoods and farming systems. The successes and disappointments of this process have
arguably been equally significant in consolidating knowledge and developing capacities.

3.

The Suid Bokkeveld – introduction to the area

3.1

Geology, soils, vegetation and climate

The Suid Bokkeveld is a remote rural area situated on an incised plateau to the north of the Cederberg Mountains, in the
Northern Cape Province of South Africa. The area lies south of the village Nieuwoudtville (31° 23’S, 19° 07’E) covering an
area of approximately 1,600 km2. Bordering the Suid Bokkeveld to the west are the magnificent sandstone cliff faces of the
western edge of the Great Karoo Plateau, and the immediately adjacent highlands are covered in Fynbos vegetation. To the
east overlying strata of shales and dolerites support the notably different vegetation of the Succulent Karoo. The area thus lies
within the transition zone of the ecologically significant Fynbos and Succulent Karroo biomes (Cowling et al. 1997).

Figure 2: The area known as the Suid Bokkeveld is sutated on the Bokkeveld Plateau, approx 360 km north of Cape Town. [Map: B Koelle]

The Fynbos Biome, comprising 71 337 km2 of the extreme south-western and southern parts of Southern Africa coincides
spatially with the Cape Floristic Region, which is recognised as one of the world’s major floristic kingdoms (Cowling,
Richardson et al. 1997). The biome comprises approximately 7 300 plant species, of which more than 80% are endemic. The
Succulent Karoo biome, occupying western arid South Africa and Namibia, comprises more than 5 000 species, of which more
than 50 % are endemic (Milton, Yeaton et al. 1997).

Photo 9: Many plant species in the Bokkeveld have specialised pollinators, like these Diascia whiteheadii, pollinated by solitary Redivia longimanus bees

Amongst the Fynbos plant species that occur on the coarse-grained, nutrient poor soils derived from Table Mountain
Sandstone is the internationally renowned Aspalathus linearis or rooibos. The locally occurring sub-species of Aspalathus
linearis is particularly drought-resistant and has been utilised since pre-history for the production of rooibos tea (Louw 2006).
Since the 1960ies, the Nortier variety of Aspalathus linearis has been cultivated on these soils to produce tonnages of rooibos
tea far in excess of the production of the wild populations. Apart from rooibos, most other plants in this biome are of little
value to the farmer, as they are of low nutritional value to livestock and produce no other commercially viable products. On
the other hand, the fine-grained Karroo shales sustain drought-resilient plants of the Succulent Karroo vegetation type which,
despite appearing sparse, scant and unappetising, nevertheless provide high quality grazing for farmers able to utilise the vast
areas needed to support commercially viable flocks. In the higher rainfall areas of the district, crops of winter grains (primarily
wheat) are also produced.

Photo 10: Winter rains create a carpet of flowers in the spring

Biodiversity richness (approximately 1,350 plant species in the Nieuwoudtville area) and the occurrence of rare and
endangered plant species have earned the Bokkeveld Plateau recognition as a global biodiversity hotspot with high levels of
endemism of geophytes in particular (Manning and Goldblatt 2007).
The Suid Bokkeveld lies within the semi-arid winter rainfall region of the western interior of South Africa. The area receives
most of its rainfall between April and September, with a peak in rainfall usually occurring during May -August. In the
southernmost parts of the Suid Bokkeveld, where the small-scale farms that are the focus of this case study are situated, a
steep north-south and west-east rainfall gradient of 350 - 150 mm per annum reflects the altitude and rain shadow impacts
of the landscape on precipitation from cold fronts arriving from the South Atlantic in the winter season. These rains are
supplemented by less predictable summer rains from tropical air masses that circulate over the sub-continent, usually
reaching the arid west only late in the summer. The summer rains contribute an average of 10% of the annual precipitation.
Periodic droughts impact most severely on the farmers in the lower rainfall areas. Direct impacts of prolonged drought
conditions from 2003 to 2006 resulted in dramatic declines in agricultural production, mortality of crops and livestock and the
drying up of most water sources (Louw 2006).

Photo 11: The people of the Suid Bokkeveld depend on streams, springs and boreholes for their water supply

3.2

History

As its name hints, the Bokkeveld plateau was named by early colonial settlers of Dutch origin for the vast herds of antelope
(or ‘wildsbokke’) that seasonally visited in the spring to graze on the lush vegetation growing on the more fertile soils of this
area of winter rainfall. The plateau lies north of the Doring River and east of the sandstone outcrops that mark the western
edge of the great Karoo plateau. Suid (or ‘south’) Bokkeveld describes that part of the Bokkeveld that lies south of the village
of Nieuwoudtville.
The Bokkeveld was home to San hunter gatherers for millennia before the advent of pastoralism, which was introduced
by Khoikhoi herders who migrated into the area, probably around the beginning of the first millennium AD. Following
settlement of the Cape by the Dutch in 1652, the abrogation of the rights of indigenous peoples led to conflict with the newly
arrived settlers. The Suid Bokkeveld was settled following the frontier war of 1739, leading to the eventual extermination or
enslavement of the San hunter gatherers and the virtual enslavement of the Khoikhoi pastoralists (Penn 2005).

Photo 12 & 13: The San ancestors of the community left a rich heritage of rock art

South Africa’s history of colonisation between the 17th and 19th centuries by the Dutch and the British had profound a far
reaching impacts on the indigenous peoples of the west of South Africa, and their descendants. However, these events occupy
a marginal place in the mainstream national historical narratives, as they are overshadowed by the more recent colonisation
of the inhabitants of the east and north of the country. Nevertheless, it is important to note that the KhoiSan peoples of the
Bokkeveld were entirely dispossessed on their land, indigenous culture, own language and autonomy by a succession of
events that resulted in their being vassals of a non-democratic state in which they had no political voice whatsoever, and were
regarded by those in power as of value only as labour. The infamous ‘dop ’ system ensured that farm labourers were addicted
to alcohol, which was controlled by white farmers and the colonial state (London 1999).
Over the succeeding generations the identity of the settlers came to be defined as ‘white’ (or ‘Afrikaner’), and that of all other
inhabitants gradually coalesced into ‘Coloured ’. Generally speaking, property ownership was the privilege of the whites.
In response to the oppressive conditions on farms, many ‘Coloured’ people sought refuge on mission stations. The Rhenish
Mission Station established at Wupperthal in the Cederberg Mountains in 1830 provided access to land, education and skills
training for those embracing the Christian faith.
Following the abolition of slavery in the Cape Colony in 1834, and the granting of self-governance to the Colony in 1853, a
constitution was adopted in 1854 that prohibited discrimination on the basis of race. ‘Coloured’ persons were able to gain
access to Crown Land that was available for settlement. In the second half of the 19th Century some ‘Coloured’ farmers
(including the Koopman family from Wupperthal, where the accessible land was proving limiting for the more ambitious
members of the growing community) were able to gain a foothold on land in the lower-altitude parts of the Suid Bokkeveld
that was not desired by white farmers because of its low economic value and inaccessibility. This land is generally infertile and
drought prone.
By the time the quitrent system was abolished early in the 20th century, a number of ‘Coloured’ families held land under
freehold title in the Suid Bokkeveld. Typically these farms were home to extended families, and were used to produce largely
subsistence crops of wheat and vegetables, and to graze flocks of sheep and goats. Donkeys provided transport and traction
for ploughing. Honey, rooibos and other products of the veld were harvested to supplement other sources.
Following the granting of self-government to the remaining former colonies and the formation of the Union of South Africa
in 1910, ‘Coloured’ men in the former Cape Province meeting the requirements regarding education or property did have
access to limited democratic rights. However, following the election of the Nationalist Party Government in 1948 and the
implementation of its policies of Apartheid, these rights were removed. The role of the rural ‘Coloured’ person in the vision
of the ideologues of Apartheid was that of a provider of cheap labour to white farmers and associated local agricultural

industries. The “dop” system was modernised and entrenched. Blatant political oppression by the Apartheid state and its
security apparatus aligned with the economic interests of white farmers to enforce impoverished conditions of virtual slavery
on ‘Coloured’ farm labourers.
Although the Suid Bokkeveld was not declared a ‘white’ Group Area, the agreement of the neighbours and permission from
the state were nevertheless required before land could legally be sold to another person who was, in terms of the Apartheid
laws, classified as being a member of another ‘race group’. As a result, there was not a great deal of change in terms of land
ownership in the Apartheid era.
The 1983 constitution, designed to create a platform for a new alliance of whites with previously disenfranchised ‘Coloured’
and Indian minorities, had the effect of stripping the ‘Coloured’ farmers of the Suid Bokkeveld of the last remaining services
(to which they at least potentially had access) from the Land Bank and the Department of Agriculture. Between 1984 and 1994
they lacked access to any sort of agricultural support services whatsoever.
As is revealed by this historical narrative, the ‘Coloured’ members of the Suid Bokkeveld community have lived for centuries
in the economic, social and political shadow of the dominant political forces of the Cape Colony, and subsequently those of
the united, ‘white’-dominated South Africa. The result of the grinding oppression of the colonial and Apartheid eras was the
erosion of freedom and land tenure, and the creation of a labouring class that could serve the economic interests of white
land owners. Over time the native cultures and languages of the area were lost, and addiction of farm workers to alcohol was
encouraged by white farmers (with the active collusion of the State) (London 1999). Although these practices were officially
outlawed in the transition to democracy following the 1994 elections, alcohol abuse remains a powerful socially destructive
force, and arguably one of the most prominent social pathologies of the community.
The advent of democracy in 1994 found the small-scale farmers of the Suid Bokkeveld community lacking any formal
institutions to represent their interests, and a concomitant lack of collective experience in participation in democratic
organisations. This was in marked contrast to the neighbouring ‘white’ community of large-scale farmers, whose participation
in a number of different representative structures and indeed in the governance of the country had been legitimised and
supported for more than a century.
In the Suid Bokkeveld small-scale farms were poorly serviced by government, and infrastructure was never developed to the
same extent as in white-owned farming areas. In the 21st century roads in this area remain poor, grid electricity is unavailable,
telephone services are inadequate and people must travel up to 75 km to access basic services such as schools, clinics and
shops. Farms are large and widely dispersed, and physical contact between neighbours requires considerable effort.
The arid and resource-poor environment is one in which isolation and exclusion arguably gave rise to a relatively self-sufficient
community of people who were forced by circumstance to depend on their own resources. Low rainfall, intermittent drought
and very low nutrient soils limited the development of the local economy. However, physical and political marginalisation
also meant that the community was able to develop in a relatively undisturbed way, and to find ways of meeting their human
needs that were relatively successful. In this context the church has played a significant role, creating a safe haven in which all
of the congregants human needs could, to some extent, be satisfied.

3.3

Livelihoods

The primary sources of livelihoods in the Suid Bokkeveld are rooibos and livestock production, with additional cash incomes
derived from part-time employment by other members of the community and large-scale farmers in the district and further
afield. Social grants such as old age pensions (R1 200 per month), disability grants and child grants (R260 child per month) are
also significant income sources for some households. (Personal communication: Shannon Parring).
The level of formal education amongst adults in the Suid Bokkeveld is on average 4 years for adults 55 years and older and 8
to 12 years for those aged 30 years and younger (Malgas, Koelle et al. 2007). Employment opportunities for unskilled persons
are limited to farm and domestic labour, and employment with government poverty relief programmes. For a few recent
school leavers with grade 12 qualifications, administrative and sales positions are available with white-owned businesses in
Nieuwoudtville or surrounding towns and with the Hantam Municipality. Incomes of many households are supplemented by
monthly government child welfare grants and old-age pensions. Beyond these meagre off-farm employment opportunities,
the distant larger towns and cities beckon for the more ambitious, better educated and more confident. However, urban
unemployment and high crime levels in urban areas are powerful deterrents to many, who choose to make their life in the place
where their social networks are strongest and their knowledge of the local environment and livelihood strategies enables them
to anticipate a reasonably secure life, despite its known hardships.
‘Coloured’ farm workers and their families work seasonally (men and women) or permanently as labourers (men) and domestic
workers (women) on mostly white-owned farms. Black migrant labourers only rarely enter the area as contract workers (e.g. road
construction), or less commonly, as seasonal farm workers (Louw 2006).
Land tenure amongst small-scale farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld remains highly variable (Oettlé 2005), despite government land
redistribution policies. A system of social arrangements between land owners, managers and harvesters governs access and
control of wild rooibos harvesting, fuel wood and thatch collection, and farm land for rooibos cultivation and livestock grazing.
Many livelihood transactions are cashless, and are negotiated by bartering within social networks amongst family members and
neighbours.
‘Coloured’-owned farms are concentrated in the southern and eastern parts of the Suid Bokkeveld, where the landscape is
particularly arid. The area has limited arable land and small-scale farmers have very few alternatives to low-input subsistence
and crop farming. Over the course of the 20th century, livelihood strategies of small-scale farmers shifted from agriculturalbased subsistence to more market-linked, cash-based economies. Malgas et al (Malgas et al. 2007) observe that ‘most small-

scale farmers work for between one and six months tending their own crops and livestock on land that they own… The rest of
their time is spent as seasonal labourers on neighbouring farms or further afield.’ Heiveld members are typical of such varied
livelihood bundles per family and farm. As rooibos is collectively their most important income source (either from production
or labour on the farmers of others) this case study has a focus rooibos, but will also refer to climate impacts on stock and other
livelihood strategies.

3.4

Climate change perceptions

Perceptions of climatic change are uneven and probably more strongly influenced by people’s own more recent experiences
of the weather than by historical record or other scientific data. The catastrophic drought of 2003 – 2006 is probably the
most significant event in the memory of adults. The violent storms that resulted in the destruction of houses and other
infrastructure at Dobbelaarskop and Kortkloof in 2011 and 2012 were also without equal in living memory. In the summer of
2010 - 2011 all-time high maximum temperatures were recorded in the Suid Bokkeveld (although the record is of relatively
short duration). It is significant that events of this nature are consistent with the predictions of climate models.
Since 2004 farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld have had access to the quarterly weather forecasts of the South Africa Weather
Service, and have had the opportunity to reflect upon actual recorded temperatures and rainfall and their experiences of
weather events. These reflections have taken place in the course of quarterly climate change preparedness workshops held at
different locations in the Suid Bokkeveld.

4.

Theoretical framework: Participatory Action Research and Human Scale Development

4.1

Why PAR?

From our first meetings with members of the Suid Bokkeveld community, the small team of ‘outsider’ development
professionals drawn from the staff of EMG and Indigo was struck by people’s curiosity to learn more about the wider world
and what it could potentially offer to help them meet their aspirations, and by their impatience to ‘get on with the job’. We
thus agreed to use Participatory Action Research (PAR) as our fundamental methodology and approach, and have since had
the privilege of being co-learners and co-researchers with the farmers and their families.
Kemmis and McTaggart (2000) explore the ‘field of participatory action research’ and observe that there is no unitary
approach to PAR. The evolution of PAR owes most to the ‘press of contexts’ in which it practiced. The PAR approach allows the
practitioner to be a researcher, and argues that research conducted within, and not just on practice can yield evidence and
insights that assist in the critical transformation of practice.
According to Kemmis and McTaggart (ibid), PAR is:
• An ethical approach that acknowledges co-responsibility for the outcomes of actions.
• A social process that explores the relationship between the realms of the individual and the social.
• Emancipatory, in that it aims to release people from the constraints of irrational, unproductive, unjust and unsatisfying
social structures that limit their self-development and self-determination.
• Critical, in that ‘it is a process in which people deliberately set out to contest and to reconstitute irrational, unproductive,
unjust and/or unsatisfying ways of interpreting the world, ways of working and ways of relating to others’.
• Recursive or reflexive, in that it aims to help people investigate reality in order to change it.
• An approach that aims to transform both theory and practice
They note that although ‘the process of participatory action research is only poorly described as a mechanical sequence of
steps, it is generally thought to involve a spiral of self-reflective cycles of:
planning a change
acting and observing the process and consequences of the change,
reflecting on these processes and consequences, and then
replanning,
acting and observing,
reflecting, and so on….’
In our practice we assume that one should observe and reflect, and learn something about the situation and alternative
options for improving it prior to planning the first action. Our experience supports the claim that this is a necessary starting
point for processes of profound and sustainable change.

In our work in the Suid Bokkeveld, our interpretation of the ethical aspect of co-responsibility for outcomes has been that the
PAR approach to co-learning and change should be:
Participatory: it actively involves all relevant and willing players (especially those who are usually disregarded) as active
researchers and change agents, does not relegate some parties to the role of objects of the research of others and does not
impose external views of what change is desirable or not.
Action- oriented: it is about acting to improve the situation (and not just observing it)
Research: it is research process in which knowledge is developed, abilities to solve problems are enhanced and theory is
critically reviewed in an on-going process of action and reflection.

Photo 14: Sharing the reflections of a group that drew up an evaluative timeline of developmental and other significant events in the Suid Bokkeveld

In our experience, joint reflection and learning distinguish successful and sustainable processes of collective decision making
and implementation from those that fail. Decisions and plans made collectively on the basis of opportunity (or opportunism)
and enthusiasm may lack mechanisms for adjustment to the inevitable divergences between the anticipated and the
actual that appear in the implementation phase, and without processes that facilitate reflection and learning, groups or
organisations are likely to make poor decisions that lead to conflict, disappointment and loss of social capital.
PAR research agendas are open and are developed collaboratively. Values of participants are made explicit, and not just
assumed. The process of data gathering is transparent and not extractive, and the ways in which data is gathered and
analysed are as inclusive of all parties as possible. Responsibility for the research process and its outcomes is shared by all
participants, and as such the research process is open to influence and (if necessary) re-design by all participants. If all of these
requirements are met the process fosters mutual respect and creates situations in which elements of risk are shared by all
parties.

4.2

Human Scale Development

Within the overall framework of the Suid Bokkeveld PAR process, the human scale development framework developed by
Manfred Max Neef and colleagues has been applied in practice by EMG and Indigo in supporting the development and
adaptation efforts of the local community. Human scale development (Max-Neef 1991) provides a robust and empirically
sound alternative framework for understanding human society and behaviour by identifying and analysing universal human
needs, and the successful (and less successful) ways in which people seek to satisfy these needs.
In our analysis and practice we have embraced the notion that human needs should be understood as a system, and that
all human needs are interrelated and interactive. In this understanding the need for subsistence is unique in that if it is not
satisfied, the human being will not be able to remain alive, but beyond this exception no hierarchies are understood to exist
within the system. What Max Neef describes as “simultaneities, complementarities and trade-offs” characterise the ways
in which people satisfy their needs. The most elementary human acts and interactions invariably reflect the simultaneous
satisfaction of multiple needs.

4.3

Needs, satisfiers, poverties and pathologies

Max Neff (1991) argues that the needs for Subsistence, Protection, Affection, Understanding, Participation, Idleness, Creation,
Identity and Freedom have existed since the appearance of homo sapiens. Whereas these needs remain constant through
time and in different social, economic, religious, gender, historical and other contexts, the ways in which humans have sought
to satisfy them have always been individually, culturally, historically and socially unique.

Our conceptualisation of poverty is broader than material poverty, and embraces the multiple poverties experienced by
people when they find themselves unable to satisfy any of their basic needs. This reinterpretation of the concept of poverty
goes beyond the strictly economistic.
The crux of human scale development theory is that individual poverties are likely to generate pathologies, which create
dynamics which result in dysfunctional humans and societies.
The range of satisfiers that people embrace or employ can be classified from most to least useful, as follows:
Synergic Satisfiers fully satisfy a given need, while also simultaneously contributing to the satisfaction of other needs.
Singular Satisfiers satisfy one particular need, and are neutral in regard to the satisfaction of other needs. They are typical of
programs of assistance, cooperation and development, and are frequently promoted by institutions of the state, the private
sector and/ or NGOs.
Inhibiting Satisfiers tend to over-satisfy a given need, therefore seriously curtailing the possibility of satisfying other needs.
They frequently originate in deep-rooted customs, habits and rituals.
Pseudo-satisfiers are elements that give rise to a false sense of satisfaction of a given need. They tend to undermine
the possibility of satisfying the need they were originally aimed at fulfilling. They are frequently promoted by means of
propaganda, advertising or other means of persuasion.
Destroyers are paradoxical elements which not only annihilate the possibility of truly satisfying the need to which they are
the response, but which also impair the satisfaction of other needs.
In our practice we have designed and promoted processes and interactions that contribute to the synergic satisfaction of
needs.

5.

Social and economic development frameworks and networks in the Suid Bokkeveld

5.1

Sustainable Development

Integral to our understanding of adaptation is the notion that, in the face of unprecedented change, we can nevertheless
respond in ways that will enable our families, communities, enterprises and the natural resources upon which all depend to be
sustained in the long term.
Despite many divergent views on what constitutes ‘development’, there is general agreement that it is a process aimed at
meeting human needs. In 1987 the Brundtland Commission (1987) defined sustainable development as ‘development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.’ This seminal
definition implies that stewardship of natural resources is essential if these future needs are to be met.
The dominant political forces in South Africa are understandably impatient for fundamental transformation of the society and
its economy. One of the lead statements from the June 2012 fourth African National Congress ‘National Policy Conference’
states that ‘the new phase in our transition from Apartheid colonialism to a National Democratic Society will be characterised
by more radical policies and decisive action to effect thorough-going socio-economic and continued democratic
transformation’. It is in the nature of rapid change driven by governing political parties that actions frequently fail to achieve
their desired ends, and sometimes undermine sustainable development through inappropriate spending or policies. Positive
initiatives from government that support, or at least do not undermine sustainable development are to be welcomed, and
seeks to link people with sources of support provided by government at all levels. Nevertheless, we have also sought to
provide critical analysis of likely benefits and possible negative impacts of such largesse.

5.2

Empowerment

Empowerment is a state of mind and reflects the ability to take action to change physical, economic and social realities. As
such, it is an essential precondition for effective and sustainable adaptation, including adaptation to climate variability and
change.
The World Bank Empowerment and Poverty Reduction Source Book (World Bank 2002) notes that “empowerment refers
broadly to the expansion of freedom of choice and action.” It further notes that “for poor people, that freedom is severely
curtailed by their voicelessness and powerlessness”, and argues “powerlessness is embedded in the nature of institutional
relations.”
Norbert Herriger (2006) proposes that empowering processes encourage people to discover their own strengths and to
enhance self-determination and autonomy. He emphasises that it is important to strengthen people’s abilities to organize
and direct their own lives, and to provide resources for self-determination and independence.
In a country and local context in which systematic disempowerment and concomitant racism were prime mechanisms
that enabled the colonialists to control resources and exploit the labour of the disinherited, it is understandable that
empowerment was greatly desired by the Suid Bokkeveld community.
Our understanding has been that whereas it is entirely possible for one person to disempower another (be this physically or
psychologically), it is not conversely possible for one person to empower another. At best a process that may lead towards a
person becoming more empowered may be facilitated by removing obvious obstacles, providing opportunities for education

and other forms of learning, and creating the ‘space’ within which people are able to grow, change and stretch their wings.
The end of South Africa’s civil war and the advent of democracy and adoption of a constitution that enshrines human rights
and dignity all contributed greatly to the creation of the necessary frame conditions for individual empowerment. However,
many of the external constraints to empowerment remain (such as economic hardship, poor access to education and racism)
and greater efforts are needed to create these conditions.

5.3

Fair trade and its impacts

Fair trade is a global movement aimed at promoting social and economic justice for producers of agricultural and other
products, primarily those in less developed countries. FINE , which reflects the shared views and values of the umbrella
organisations of fair trade, defines fair trade as follows:
“Fair Trade is a trade partnership, based on dialogue, transparency and respect. It aims for more equality in the international trade
market. Fair Trade stands for sustainable development through better trade conditions and social justice for marginalized groupsespecially in countries of the south.”
(FINE 1998)
This theme is also reflected in the Vision of the Fairtrade Labelling Organisations International (FLO), which is: ‘A world in which
all producers can enjoy secure and sustainable livelihoods, fulfil their potential and decide on their future.’
In the outcomes of a major Strategic Review concluded in 2008 (International 2008) expresses the ‘Raison d’être’ of Fair Trade
Labelling as follows:
‘Fair Trade Labelling uses trade to strengthen development and empowerment.
Its focus is on producers who are disadvantaged by unpredictable trade conditions and economic injustice, primarily
in the Global South.
Its purpose is to secure trade conditions that preserve and enhance producers’ position and autonomy, so that they
can take more control over their future.
Its core objectives are to improve producers’ livelihoods, to build the capacity of their organizations and to put in
practice sustainable production in order to drive and strengthen wider changes towards sustainable development.’
This explicit focus on empowerment and a development model that intends to enable people to take more control over
their future and advance sustainability is consistent with the conditions needed for successful adaptation to climate change.
Transparency of prices and margins is also promoted by fair trade, although in many cases this remains an ideal that is not
achieved in reality.
The engagement of the Heiveld and its members with traders and other members of the fair trade movement has generally
been a very positive one. It has been the means by which the Co-operative has been able to provide better returns to its
members, and by which the Heiveld has also been able to strengthen its financial position, capitalisation and capacities.
Negotiations between the Heiveld and its trading partners have not always been straightforward, and some less scrupulous
traders and service providers have been dishonest and even perpetrated fraud despite their professed adherence to fair trade
principles. Nevertheless, all of these experiences have provided learning opportunities that have been used positively in the
process.

Photo 15: Gerrie Koopman and René Marinus of the Heiveld Co-operative (centre) visiting trading partners in Germany

6. Applying the Participatory Action Research and Human Scale Development framework in the
community based adaptation process
6.1

The roots of modern poverties in the Suid Bokkeveld

As previously described, in the colonial and apartheid eras externally imposed conditions prevented ‘Coloured’ people living
and working on white owned farms from adequately meeting any of their basic needs. In our interactions with members of
the Suid Bokkeveld community and further analysis of the situation, a picture of ‘multiple poverties’ emerged. The poverties
imposed and experienced included:
Subsistence: Inadequate housing, clothing and nutrition; inadequate wages; inadequate social benefits for the
disabled and elderly.
Protection: Lack of personal security associated with evictions and personal violence by those in power; limited
legal and human rights; police brutality; inadequate public health services, and unaffordable private health
services.
Affection: Deep seated and largely unresolvable conflicts; alienation from ‘whites’; alcohol-induced violence and
alienation.
Understanding: Lack of access to formal education (especially high school and beyond), no access to adult
education, illiteracy, limited access to other media or other information.
Participation: Physical isolation on farms, lack of access to affordable transport, past illegality of participation by
farm workers in trades unions, exclusion from political processes, lack of meaningful social interaction with
‘whites’.
Idleness: Excessively long working hours, lack of recreational activities on farms, lack of access to public
recreational facilities
Creation: Limited resources, opportunities or recognition for creativity.
Identity: Alienation from ancestral roots and cultures; a ‘negative’, racist identity imposed by the dominant
culture, wide-spread exclusion on the basis of skin colour, common use of derogatory racist labels.
Freedom: Limited physical freedoms, censorship, racist policing, discriminatory justice, limitations of freedoms of
association.

6.2

Setting the stage: establishing and reaffirming common principles and values

At the time of the end of Apartheid and the advent of democratic government in 1994, the small-scale farming community
of the Suid Bokkeveld was languishing in governmental neglect. In order to access support from the newly-elected ANC
government, Mr C. ‘Fonnie’ Koopman organised the Suid Bokkeveld Small Farmers’ Association in 1994. This body was
successful in persuading the Northern Cape Department of Agriculture to provide financial and technical support to enable
‘Coloured’ landowners to improve the infrastructure on their farms, but excluded those who farmed but did not own the land
they farmed on. By 1998 the Association had all but collapsed as a result of disputes over perceptions of the equity (or lack
thereof ) of the distribution of resources provided by the Northern Cape Department of Agriculture via the Association. In
the perception of the smaller-scale members, the benefits had been disproportionately captured by two of the largest-scale
farmers.
Officials of the Department of Agriculture were tasked with rectifying the situation and mediating between the factions,
but due to changes to policy and budgetary allocations they found themselves unable to either recompense the aggrieved
parties or reconcile their differences. It was at this time that EMG was invited to work with the Department to assist in
developing its capacity to work with farmers in a more participatory and ‘bottom-up’ manner, as prescribed by the United
Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, which South Africa is a signatory to. Noel Oettle of EMG and Bettina Koelle of
Indigo accompanied officials of the Department of Agriculture to meetings with each of the two factions, and subsequently
met the leadership figures to ascertain whether they would welcome a developmental intervention by the NGOs. Their
positive response created a tentative legitimacy for taking further steps.
At this time our intention was to support a community-based development process. Our point of departure was to work
collaboratively with local people who were eager to engage in planning and taking action towards a positive outcome
(and not only in response to some undesirable current condition or circumstance). The first community-wide meeting
was held in Melkkraal on 7 March 1999, and participants collectively agreed upon a set of common principles to guide
our future interactions. We anticipated that this would establish the foundations for a healthy reciprocal relationship, and
provide a starting point for more complex interactions and agreements, as well as for future reflection. These principles and
the underlying values have guided the relationships ever since, even though the process has evolved from one envisaged
‘project’ into a long term, interwoven set of processes and relationships. Adey (2007) notes that these principles illustrate the
participatory and transparent nature of the process. The agreed principles were:


Involvement in any project activity should include contribution and benefit.



People’s vision, enthusiasm and contribution should be mobilised before benefits are achieved.



The least advantaged should benefit the most.



The project should benefit the local community, and the wider community.



Everybody undertakes to work together in the spirit of mutual respect.



There should be transparency regarding all project documentation.

In a number of ways and on various occasions the values have been reaffirmed and expressed and reinterpreted in other ways.
Some of these expressions are reflected in a range of media (reports, documents, websites, etc.). Illuminating examples are
provided by documents of the Heiveld Co-operative (see http://www.heiveld.co.za).
From the first two day community workshop on 27th and 28th March 1999, a Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach
was taken by the facilitation team, which sought to enhance people’s ability to learn together in the course of taking action
to improve their situation’ (Report of the Suid Bokkeveld Community Workshop, 27th & 28th March 1999). The report further
notes that ‘PAR is underpinned by a strong belief that change for the better must be driven by those whose lives are to be
improved and not by “outsiders”’.

6.3

Participatory Action Research in the Suid Bokkeveld

By mutual agreement, the interaction between development facilitators, academics and members of the local community has
taken place in a framework of participatory action research. The foundations for this were initially laid in the course of the first
community meeting held on 7th March 1999. Community members and representatives of EMG and Indigo agreed to work
together in a spirit of mutual respect in a transparent process that would enable people’s vision, enthusiasm and contribution
to lead to collective action to benefit the local community. This broad agreement was subsequently elaborated in the course
of discussions and interactions, and it was agreed that processes of learning and more formal research would respect all
participants as knowledge owners and knowledge generators.
This approach proved at times to be at odds with the paradigms of formal research applied by academic institutions, and
against which students were typically assessed for graduation. Following some interactions that were perceived by locals
as being inappropriate or even abusive, a joint research protocol was established by the Heiveld-Co-operative, Indigo
development & change and the Environmental Monitoring Group. The protocol and the decision making processes associated
with it ensure that research and development initiatives supported by the three partner institutions are organised in a manner
that will create maximum opportunities for synergic learning and knowledge sharing and that local people are treated with
respect and appreciation for their contributions. These processes also create settings in which researchers are able to work
productively in the field. The research protocol also prevents inappropriate or repetitive research, and has been effective at
avoiding feelings on the part of farm families that they are being exploited as research objects .
Moving from a state of discomfort or distress to a more desired state requires more than physical resources and a desire to
avoid the unpleasant. Vision and enthusiasm are somewhat elusive but essential elements of positive change processes.
At the first participatory workshop in the Suid Bokkeveld in late March 1999, participants were able to share their visions of a
better future using visualisation via pictures collectively drawn on large sheets of paper. This process surfaced complex and
precise wishes, created a lively medium that enabled effective sharing with others, and enabled illiterate members of the
community to contribute on an equal footing with the usually-dominant literate. The collective vision articulated in 1999 has
been revisited on a number of occasions by various actors, all of whom have confirmed that it is still valid and relevant to them
today. Indeed, many of the dreams that constitute the vision have been partially or fully achieved in the interim.
Enthusiasm is a more elusive quality and energy. Recent findings from neuroscience (Linden 2008) posit that the human brain
is uniquely “hard-wired” to function so that we interpret the reality that we live in through narrative. This means that people
are pre-disposed to story-telling and indeed mythology and religion. Drama is a powerful way of bringing stories to life, and
allows the imagination to engage and not only relate to points of connection in our own experience, but also even move
beyond this into exploring new realms. In this sense drama is a medium in that does not spoon-feed the audience, but draws
them in to imagining what is not explicit.
Experience in the Suid Bokkeveld has confirmed that direct participation in telling and creating stories through interviews,
drama, Participatory Video (PV) and role plays has contributed to engendering enthusiasm and deepening people’s sense
of their own identity. Armson and Ison (Armson and Ison 2001) of the Open University in the UK argue that when we tell
our own narratives our enthusiasm is released. In media there is an element of portraying our realities, our stories, emotions
and perspectives in creative ways. In the Suid Bokkeveld Indigo has used Participatory Video techniques and methodology
to complement other aspects of the PAR process with notable success both in terms of process (engendering enthusiasm
through participation in storytelling and production of material) and outputs, producing a number of videos that have been
shown extensively within the community and around the globe to share these stories and perspectives. PV enables people
to share their experiences with their peers, and the enthusiasm generated is palpable. The material relates on a personal level
to who we are, how we understand things and what we want to achieve. In terms of Human Scale Development, this relates
to meeting the needs for understanding, identity, participation, affection, freedom, creation, protection and idleness in a
synergic process that also either reflects or contributes to meeting the need for subsistence.
People tend to vividly remember drama that they have participated in as either an actor or a member of the audience. It will
also tend to feed their dreams, in other words stimulate the subconscious work that the mind does when we are asleep by
posing questions and presenting the rich and nuanced contradictions of reality (as opposed to a documentary film based on
“getting the message across”).
The PAR approach has had a number of tangible and attitudinal outcomes. The work on sustainable production of wild
rooibos undertaken by Rhoda Malgas (né Louw (2006)) with local farmers resulted in the scientific verification of local “best
practice” for the sustainable harvesting and management of populations of wild rooibos (Aspalathus linearis). These findings
not only provide the basis for the Heiveld Co-operative’s policy for the management and use of wild rooibos, but have
also contributed to the industry-wide “Right Rooibos” code of conduct for sustainable production of rooibos (http://www.
sarooibos.co.za/right-rooibos). These findings have strengthened the Heiveld’s market-facing claims to sustainability, and
enabled the Co-operative to provide its producers of wild rooibos with the highest returns per kilogram in the industry for
rooibos tea (www.heiveld.co.za).

However, it should be borne in mind that these are sub-processes within a larger and more complex on-going process that
requires constant negotiation between all of the actors, and frequent moments or processes of reflection to surface meaning,
critique, affirmation and enthusiasm.

Photo 16: A workshop participants reports back from his group on causes of stress in livestock

The concept of farmers as co-researchers and co-owners of data and knowledge is widely accepted as the norm in the Suid
Bokkeveld community. The processes of co-generation and verification of knowledge has been well documented in print and
on film, and is reflected in practice at quarterly Climate Change Preparedness Workshops, where farmer-data gatherers share
their knowledge with one another and with other researchers from outside the community.

6.4

Empowerment for enhanced management of the environment and sustainable livelihoods

The participatory workshop that took place on 27th & 28th March 1999 was attended by 69 members of the Suid Bokkeveld
community. Following an extensive and highly participatory process that established a common vision, analysed challenges
and desired future outcomes, assessed local resources and inspired people to collective action, the workshop participants
established the following overall objective for the community: ‘The people of Suid Bokkeveld are empowered to manage their
natural environment productively and sustainably and to establish sustainable livelihoods which satisfy the needs of all.’
Although the question of climatic change had not been raised as a crucial issue by members of the community at this stage,
the larger question of sustainability was of great concern to people, and as can be seen by the above statement, there was
clear recognition that livelihoods and the environment are inextricably linked. As a goal, the concept of sustainability offers a
positive outcome that suits the human predisposition to optimism, while not denying the key insight that change is constant
and inevitable.
The primary discourse of climate change and development tends to focus on problems and negative situations that must
somehow be remedied. This is a language universally understood by governments, aid agencies, donors, etc. Much as it is
comfortably situated within the dominant discourse, we will argue that it is of limited utility, and might indeed be a great
hindrance when applied in a community development setting.
Labelling people and their communities as ‘impoverished’ and ‘underdeveloped’ promotes a relationship of (well intentioned,
but superior) provider and recipient (passive, deserving, and otherwise helpless). Neediness and helplessness thus emerge as
defining characteristics of individuals and communities that are worthy of receiving assistance. Many development agencies
define exit strategies as the means of severing their commitments to needy communities once a predetermined objective
has been achieved, or as a strategy to mitigate failure. Intelligent people who appreciate the assistance made available by
development agencies quickly learn the language and behaviour of poverty and need so as to prolong the provision of help.
However, such behaviour does not generally contribute to enhanced resilience, and instead embeds unhealthy dependencies.
The ‘exit strategy’ may well become a means of escape from a failed developmental intervention.
At the start of our work with the Suid Bokkeveld community some members of the community expressed profound
neediness, and claimed a status of profound lack of resources. However, most proudly recognised and named their extensive
local resources, including their own skills, knowledge and abilities. The pride evident in these claims motivated people
to undertake a process of learning and development, and has since equated to a profound and oft-expressed sense of
achievement. Indeed, one of the Heiveld Co-operative’s marketing slogans is “Produced with Pride”. The Heiveld has been
built upon the knowledge, skills and heritage of the Suid Bokkeveld community.
Despite the crushing pressures described earlier in this case study, the community has retained and evolved a vibrant culture
and a remarkable resilience in the face of all of the hardships that its members have to face. Many gains have been achieved
by community members and their institutions, and relationships have evolved and matured. Nevertheless, the Suid Bokkeveld

remains a harsh environment in which most small-scale farmers still lack adequate access to land and subsist on as little as one
hectare of rooibos tea land.
Even when in full production in a year of good rainfall, one hectare is unlikely to produce more than one dry ton of organic
rooibos tea. At fair trade prices (R17.50/kg was paid to Heiveld members in 2012) this provides a gross income of only R17,500,
which is inadequate for household subsistence, let alone investment and accumulation of reserves. The government has
undertaken to transform land ownership in rural South Africa, and the small-scale farmers aspire to have adequate land access
so as to be able to earn sufficient in the good seasons to carry them through the inevitable droughts. However, these goals
will not be achieved without far greater resources and efforts to reform land ownership and land access.

Photo 17: The Heiveld actively markets its products in other countries, oin the case at an organic trade fair in Germany

6.5

Human Scale Development in practice in the Suid Bokkeveld

In our practice the key elements of the Human Scale Development framework that we have sought to integrate into the
conceptualisation of processes that we facilitate are the typology of needs, the interrelated notions of multiple poverties and
pathologies and an understanding of the five different types of satisfiers.
When EMG and Indigo first engaged with members of the Suid Bokkeveld community in a formal workshop in 1999, members
of the community identified ‘poverty’ as the central challenge that they sought to address, one which derived from a number
of different root causes, and which gave rise to a number of other challenges. At this point poverty was implicitly understood
to be of a material nature, associated with inadequate access to the resources needed for subsistence.
As development practitioners, we reflected upon the nature of the poverty (or poverties) that the workshop participants
had expressed, and which subsequently became more apparent and understandable to us in the course of interactions,
conversations, observation and shared reflection over the succeeding years. We came to understand that a number of
poverties were experienced by people in the Suid Bokkeveld, relating to each of the basic human needs defined by Max-Neef
(1991).
A crucial element of adaptation to climate change in the Suid Bokkeveld has been that people have found ways of
overcoming some of the pathologies that have previously prevented them from taking the sorts of action that can be
expected to result in greater resilience in the face of climatic variability and change, as well as other environmental, social and
economic challenges.

6.6

Monitoring the local weather and its impacts

In the past, small-scale farmers of the Suid Bokkeveld lacked the means to keep detailed records of the weather. Because the
nearest fully equipped weather station was at Calvinia (over 100 kms distant) no comprehensive records of weather events
were available. In addition, the Suid Bokkeveld is climatically quite different from Calvinia, and within the area many different
micro-climates are found. Farmers evinced an interest in recording the weather on their farms and comparing these records to
those kept by others in adjacent areas.
Indigo initiated provision of maximum and minimum thermometers and rain gauges to farmers, and assisting them in
collating this data so as to build up a more comprehensive picture of the local climate. For each year since 2009 Indigo has
provided participating farmers with ‘climate diaries’ designed to facilitate not only the recording of measured data, but also
other observations, including the impacts of extreme events. The keepers of the climate diaries take great pride in their role,
and this is expressed in the care that they take in recording data and observations in their books. In recognition of these
contributions to building up a record of the local weather, in 2012 Indigo organised a competition for the ‘best climate diary’.
The winners and runners-up were suitably proud of their achievements.

Photo 18: The climate diaries are used by farmers to record maximum and minimum temperatures, rainfall and farming activities

In order to triangulate the recording of farmers, and also to gather a more detailed data set that would also reflect intensity of
rainfall events and temperature variations between the manually recorded extremes, Indigo and EMG raised funding to install
four semi-automated weather stations at locations in different parts of the Suid Bokkeveld known to experience significantly
different weather (Dobbelaarskop, Kortkloof, Blomfontein and Melkkraal). One of these, at Dobbelaarskop, is a full weather
station that also measures wind direction and velocity and humidity. The weather stations have been in operation since 2010,
providing a more detailed picture of local weather events.

Photo 19: Ragel Hesselman adjusts the fully automated Dobbelaarskop weather station

6.7

The golden thread of interaction: Quarterly Climate Change Preparedness workshops

Each quarter members of the small-scale farming community of the Suid Bokkeveld gather at a pre-arranged venue in the
district to attend a Quarterly Climate Change Preparedness workshop. These workshops were first initiated by the local NGOs
in 2004, in partnership with the Climate Systems Analysis Group (CSAG) of the University of Cape Town. The process got
underway at a time when farmers were experiencing the first year of the most severe drought in living memory (or indeed
in local recorded history), which no doubt added a sense of urgency to their desire to understand the weather better, and to
have access to long-term forecasts that would enable them to plan their farming operations better.
The methodology used for the workshops was adapted from methodology developed in Zimbabwe by Anthony Patt et al.
(Patt, Suarez et al. 2005) and centres on providing farmers with the opportunity to share their experiences of the weather
events of the previous quarter, and to reflect on what took place in their farming enterprises. The quarterly forecast is also
presented and debated, and time is taken to discuss what implications the forecast might have for farming operations.
Provision of transport for participants and food and refreshments make it more possible for all members of the community to
attend.

Photo 20:: Participants in a quarterly climate change preparedness workshop use a climate diary to compile a quarterly climate calendar

Over time the workshop process has evolved, and the NGOs have introduced innovations to deepen the experience, enhance
the content and make participation more enjoyable. Important influences in this on-going process of innovation and
redesign have been the evaluative feedback given by participants at the close of every workshop, and the attention given by
the facilitation team members to ensuring that the workshops serve to meet as many basic needs as possible in a synergic
manner. Significant innovations have included the introduction of parallel workshops for children (thus enabling mothers to
engage fully), the use of drama and participatory video, and interactive learning processes such as simulation of the erosive
power of water under different land management scenarios.

Photo 21: Participants learning about forecast weather probabilities by playing the climate forecast game (developed by Bettina Koelle)

Members of the community have come to appreciate the workshops as ‘safe spaces’ where they can engage in creative
learning processes with all members of the community (on-going disagreements of conflicts notwithstanding). The
workshops are the only place of regular contact for community members from the further-flung corners of the community,
especially those who do not have easy access to transport. They also serve as a forum for discussion of other issues, often
leading to the planning of actions that do not necessarily have any direct link to the topics under debate at the workshop.
For example, in the course of one of the 2010 workshops members of the Melkkraal and Kortkloof communities shared
information that the solar powered water pumps that supplied each of the communities with water were out of order, and
that they faced financial and technical challenges in getting them fixed. This resulted in an approach to the Heiveld Co-

operative to request financial support from the Heiveld’s Fairtrade Premium fund, and for technical support from EMG.
Members of each community agreed to contribute a portion of the cost, and to assist with the work involved. As a result, not
only were the pumps repaired, but the sense of pride and competence of community members was enhanced.

Photo 21: In a light-hearted moment the younger participants in a quarterly climate change preparedness workshop use the tea court for a ball game

6.8

Farmers’ views on effective adaptation to climate change

In the course of a quarterly climate change preparedness workshop held at the Heiveld Co-operative’s tea court at
Blomfontein on 20 February 2012, participants were asked what strategies they thought would make a farmer more resilient
in the face of climate change, floods and natural disasters. From group work and plenary discussion, the following ideas were
shared:
Working together:
Team work and learning from one another
Working together between different farms and to bring ideas forward that can be tested
Information, learning and advice:
Learn from one another
Learn to work with nature, and not against it
To learn be at peace with nature and adjust to be a successful farmer
Information is very important to support your farming enterprise.
Information and workshops where this can be shared
You must use the knowledge practically that you are gathering
Following sound advice from the Mentor Farmers
Attitude:
Optimism rooted in the thought that the good times will return
In the good years the farmers can smile again because there is water for good crops and tea plants
If it is a good year you can look forward to your profits and harvests
In times of hardship we must remember the times when things were looking up!
Saving in the good years to be prepared for the bad ones
You must work yourself up from the bottom to the top.
Get your own life in order if you would like to farm successfully
You must have a strong character to survive in farming
Adapting natural resource use practises:
Installing gutters on all buildings to maximise capture of rain water.
In order to prevent frost from destroying your vegetable crops, irrigate them before sunrise
Ensuring that the soil is loose and absorbent so that the water drains into the soil (and does not run off and cause
erosion)
Prevent wind erosion by making shelter belts in the rooibos tea lands

Contours, ground cover and mulches to prevent floods doing damage
Rotational grazing; prevention of overgrazing
In preparation for floods, make contour lines to prevent soil erosion
Alternative energy and infrastructure:
Boreholes and solar pumps on the farms, and fences (to control livestock)
Having solar power and wind generators
Camps for livestock are also important: it allows better veld management and saves people from having to walk very
long distances
Enhancing the role of women:
We have progressed a long way because women are also involved in many activities and much is still possible
Women are also part of the farming enterprise and can have their own livestock
Transport:
Servicing vehicles regularly
Transport is challenging – so having reliable transport is important
Money management and financial security:
A bank account is helpful for purchasing supplementary feed for livestock
With more funds in the bank I would be able to do more (in times of climatic extreme)
Planning for sound financial management and money in the bank as a result of mixed farming practices
Global good citizenship:
Reduce greenhouse gas emissions on the farms and recycle glass, plastic etc.
Plant more trees and build shelters to provide shade
Do not burn plastic on the farm to avoid environmental contamination
Organisation:
You need organisations that support your interests/ needs
If you go to the right places then there is always money (support)

Photo 22: The team celebrates after erecting the Blomfontein weather station in May 2010. Pictured on the right is Koos Paulse, ‘foster father’ of the weather station.

7.

The role of institutions in the adaptation process

7.1

Heiveld Co-operative

The Heiveld Co-operative was established with the intention that it should be a democratically-managed profit-making
business that would provide benefit to the wider community (Adey 2007). The latter impulse has informed the ways in
which the Co-operative has made its resources and facilities available to members and non-members alike in exploring and
addressing the challenges associated with climatic extremes.
As is the case with all other agricultural businesses, the Heiveld and its membership are familiar with the need to respond to
ever-changing challenges and new situations, both internal and external. The ability to do so successfully has proven crucial in
enabling the business to adapt – this implies that the organisation must keep learning and innovating while solving problems
as they arise, or are anticipated. As such we understood support for problem solving capacity as a key factor in the social and
organisational development process of the Heiveld Co-operative over the past 10 years (Oettle et al. 2009)
From its initiation, the Heiveld has been guided by a positive vision articulated by its membership. The organisation thus
always had a clear statement of its purpose and intent, which served to remind and focus members in a positive manner.
Growth of the Co-operative has been incremental and members have participated in it in a number of ways. The founding
members took the lead on initiating construction of the tea court, and the development of this facility has been a clear
manifestation of the organisation’s increasing capacities and assets.
The Mission of Heiveld includes the intention to establish “long-term trading relationships with fair trading organisations”.
Interaction with fair trade partners has opened new vistas, created networks of knowledge and solidarity and encouraged
independence. The Heiveld has been able to send representatives to trade shows and clients in many countries, an experience
that has broadened the horizons of many members and staff, and contributed to boosting their self-confidence.
The initial marketing slogan of the Heiveld “Produced with Pride” reflected the feelings of members, and the organisation and
the benefits that it has provided to members have further enhanced this sentiment. Adey (2007) notes that the fine quality
of the tea produced and the high prices obtained by marketing via the Co-operative allowed it to distribute a small profit
to all members, thus engendering a sense of pride amongst both producers and community members and ensured that
a sense of ownership prevailed within the Co-operative. These factors have combined to create an environment in which
members feel encouraged to look forward more positively to the future, and have developed a more positive attitude towards
tackling daunting challenges. Because fair trade is premised on advancing the empowerment of producers, this aspect
has also received specific attention. In terms of its certification by the Fairtrade Labelling Organisations (FLO) the Heiveld is
obliged to demonstrate that “an organizational structure is in place which enables control by the members.” The standards
are also specific in terms of the sorts of participatory decision making that must take place, and are designed to promote
empowerment of producers.
According to the World Bank’s definition, “empowerment is the expansion of assets and capabilities of poor people to
participate in, negotiate with, influence, control, and hold accountable the institutions that affect their lives” (World Bank,
2001). The World Bank has identified four key elements to this: Access to information; Inclusion/participation; Accountability;
and Local organizational capacity. The last point refers to “the ability of people to work together, organize themselves, and
mobilize resources to solve problems of common interest.”
The Heiveld membership, its NGO advisors and its fair trade trading partners all identify with these aspirational statements,
and have worked towards ensuring that the four elements of access to information, participation, accountability and
organisational capacity are realised in their way of working and interactions. However, in the world of commerce information
is frequently not shared and traders tend to want information and products to be provided as fast and efficiently as possible.
As a result, there is a tendency amongst some traders to prefer to communicate via NGO advisors who are fluent in English
and highly accessible. This might be good for trade, but does not necessarily serve the empowerment objective.
It has proven challenging to find the appropriate balance between self-sufficiency and independence on the one hand, and
support and dependency on the other. Progress towards self-sufficiency has not been linear, and is indeed a highly dynamic
process. However, not only has the membership gained capacities and matured in its contributions to, and demands from
the organisation, but the Board and staff have steadily increased their capacities to manage all aspects of the business in a
sustainable manner.
Enhanced problem solving capacity is essential in this process, and emerges from interaction between self-confidence, skills,
knowledge, stimulus and necessity. In processes intended to support the development of problem solving capacity, resource
persons inside and outside the organisation must play a delicate role that creates a “safe space” for individuals to learn by trial
and error without endangering the business or their livelihoods. Equally important is the necessity to hold all accountable for
delivery of the services and products that they have undertaken to provide. Effective recruitment processes, formal contracts
with producers and with staff, as well as evaluations and performance assessments have made important contributions in this
regard.
As a locally owned business, the Heiveld has been able to respond to the ‘sustainability’ aspirations and needs of its members
whilst also ensuring the continued existence of the business. Pricing has been calculated to provide maximum returns to the
producers, while 50% of any profit is retained in a ‘Members’ Bonus Fund’ to capitalise the business. The Heiveld maintains an
internal control system and provides certification services to enable complying members to continue supplying their rooibos
to the market. The Co-operative has provided drought relief to members in the form of seed and seedlings, which was crucial
in enabling members to recover from the devastating drought of 2003-2006, during which all of the older cultivated rooibos
plants died.

Photo 23: Koos Koopman’s organic rooibos seedling nursery in 2007

The Co-operative also provides incentives to its members to enhance the resilience of their farming systems. By mobilising
funds from donors such as the GEF Small Grants Programme, from fair trade partner Equal Exchange USA and from Fairtrade
premium funds managed by the Co-operative, the Heiveld is able to provide targeted incentives for actions such as the
establishment of wind breaks and construction of contour bunds.
Fairtrade premiums have also been applied to a range of other needs of the Co-operative itself, amongst the members and
their families and in the wider community. Each year the membership approves a Fairtrade Premium Plan at the Annual
General Meeting, which guides decision making by the Board of the Co-operative. In the past funds have been used for such
diverse purposes as construction of the Heiveld’s tea court, provision of bursaries for young members of the community
to undertake tertiary studies, and for local schools to provide improved services to scholars. Investment in repair and
replacement of solar-powered water pumping equipment at Kortkloof and Melkkraal contributed to providing safe domestic
water supply to over 30 households, and also contributed to enhancing local capacities.

7.2

Local NGOs

Indigo development & change (www.indigo-dc.org) and EMG (www.emg.org.za) have played a supporting role to the farmers
of the Heiveld Co-operative since 1998. Both are values-based organisations and are registered as not-for-profit service
providers, and their active collaboration extends beyond their work in the Suid Bokkeveld.
EMG is based in Cape Town, where ten members of staff work from its Observatory office. EMG has a rural office in
Nieuwoudtville, which is staffed by Noel Oettlé.
Indigo is based in Nieuwoudtville, and has a satellite office in Woodstock, Cape Town. Director Bettina Koelle and colleagues
Estholene Moses, Shannon Parring, Donna Kotze and Marlene Witbooi are all actively involved in work with the Suid
Bokkeveld community.

Photo 24: Indigo, EMG and Heiveld staff after a joint meeting

The work of EMG and Indigo in the Suid Bokkeveld has taken place in the context of the guiding principles agreed to with
community representatives in 1999, and a shared Participatory Action Research approach. Both organisations collaborate with
a range of external institutions, whilst sharing responsibility for ensuring that, as far as possible, researchers, service providers
and other ‘outsiders’ that they introduce to the community Research would respond to the questions of farmers, and would
engage them at each stage of the process, including the analysis and interpretation of findings. This common approach
formed a foundation for a transparent, ethically sound and responsive approach that has contributed to the establishment
and strengthening of trusting relationships between all local institutions and their members.
This work was focused on enhancing the sustainability of resource use and livelihoods, and following the onset of the 2003
– 2006 drought ‘adaptation’ became a focal area for the learning process. Since 2004 EMG and Indigo have jointly hosted
quarterly Climate Change workshops (see 6.4, above) in collaboration with the Heiveld Co-operative, which has on numerous
occasions provided its tea court as a venue, and supports the engagement of the Mentor Farmers in the workshops and
follow-up work.
As more information produced by Indigo and EMG was published, innumerable requests were submitted by potential
researchers for access to the community and the Heiveld Co-operative. This posed something of an ethical dilemma: the NGOs
had created a portal through which others could access the community, but did not see this role as being free of obligations
to mediate who entered it, and on what basis. Discussions with the Heiveld Co-operative ensued, and it was mutually agreed
that it was inappropriate to grant access to extractive researchers who would demand that local people spend time with
them without any recompense. It was anticipated that this would lead to ‘research fatigue’ of the sort that is all too common in
accessible communities in South Africa.
The joint response of the three organisations was to develop a research protocol, with the aim of ensuring that research would
only be conducted with prior agreement of stakeholders (see 6.3, above). In addition the protocol aims to enable researchers
to be able to work productively in the field, to ensure that research and development initiatives create maximum opportunity
for learning by all, and to ensure that farmers and others in the Suid Bokkeveld are treated with respect. Aspirant researchers
must submit a CV and a proposal for their research projects, and only after all three organisations have reviewed the proposal
is support of any sort extended to the researcher. This approach has succeeded in retaining a positive collective attitude
towards researchers, and also in deepening ownership and understanding of the purpose, methods and findings of research
conducted by outsiders.
In the context of their participation in PAR with the Suid Bokkeveld community, Indigo and EMG provide a range of support
services to its members. These include facilitating a range of research processes, linking with external knowledge holders such
as scientists who are able to contribute to research or service delivery and providing advice on request to organisations such
as the Heiveld Co-operative and the Rietjieshuis Eco-Lodge. The approach of the NGOs is to regard their engagement as part
of an on-going process for which they bear a greater responsibility for raising external funding and other resources.

7.3

Scientific institutions

Through the mediation of the NGOs a rich association has developed between a range of scientific institutions and the local
farming community. For the first time in the history of the community, scientists are regarded as accessible partners and cogenerators of new knowledge. Not only has the knowledge so generated had important practical and livelihoods application,
but the associated processes have been experienced by the farmers as empowering and enabling. Four practical examples of
these collaborations are provided in this case study to illustrate their nature and impacts.
When members of the community asked for assistance in determining what constituted ‘sustainable practice’ in the
management and harvesting of wild rooibos, EMG approached the University of Cape Town for assistance. Professor Timm
Hoffman subsequently supervised the research on the topic undertaken by Rhoda Louw (later Malgas), which was undertaken
in close partnership with Suid Bokkeveld farmers, including Koos Koopman, whose dedication to data gathering and
interpretation is recognised in Ms Louw’s thesis. The findings validated the practices of some wild rooibos harvesters, and form
the basis of the Heiveld Co-operative’s policy on wild harvesting. It also underpins the organic certification of Heiveld Wild
rooibos, and forms the basis for market-facing claims by the Heiveld that their wild product is truly sustainable.
Post-graduate research on pollination of Aspalathus linearis (rooibos) undertaken with Heiveld members by a student from
the University of Münster revealed the previously unknown fact that rooibos is visited by honey bees, but not pollinated
by them. Instead, pollination services are provided by at least 9 species of solitary bees and 3 species of wasps that are
uniquely adapted to the miniscule size of the rooibos flower. This information was welcomed by the farmers, who gained an
appreciation for the importance of maintaining the habitats necessary for these species in order to be able to harvest the seed
of their own rooibos plants.
Academics from the University of Cape Town’s Botany Department investigated the root systems of wild and cultivated
populations of rooibos, and were able to describe the unique cluster root mechanism employed by the plant to obtain scarce
nutrients from dry topsoil in midsummer, when they was unavailable to other plants. This knowledge has been of practical use
to farmers, who now limit actions that will damage these shallow root systems.
Because so little past research has focused on wild rooibos or sustainable production, and much of what was available was
not published in mainstream journals or books, EMG and Indigo accumulated a great deal of ‘grey’ literature relating to these
topics. However, accessing this and other data remained a challenge for the members of the Heiveld and other potential users.
As a result EMG and Indigo entered into a partnership with Alterra of the University of Wageningen to develop the SynBioSys
Fynbos information system (www.synbiosysfynbos.org), which provides users with access at no cost to a dynamic information
database that either contains or links to a phenomenal amount of data of different sorts, from ‘soft’ material like films about
the Heiveld Co-operative to highly sophisticated plant and vegetation data.

7.4

Northern Cape Department of Agriculture

The Northern Cape Department of Agriculture provides a range of support services to the farmers of the Suid Bokkeveld,
primarily focused on infrastructural and economic development and linked to the land reform programme of the national
government. Since 1994, the Department has provided farmers with fencing, water provision infrastructure, secure storage
facilities on farms, as well as access to tractors and implements to work the land.
In 1998 the then Head of the Northern Cape Department of Agriculture, Mr Marthinus Saunderson, invited EMG to support
the Department in applying the sorts of ‘bottom-up’ and participatory approaches to agricultural development that are
promoted by the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD). This led to an initial visit by EMG and Indigo,
and the subsequent development of a collaborative approach between the three organisations. Under the leadership of
Assistant Director Jan Zandberg, Extension Officer Isak ‘Sakkie’ van der Poll played a key role in the initial stages of establishing
the Heiveld Co-operative, including co-facilitating the exchange visits that led directly to this (Oettle 2006)..
Due to budgetary shortfalls and resultant staffing shortages, the Department was not able to post an Extension Officer to the
area for some years, and lacked any expertise in rooibos production . In the interim the leadership of the Department changed
at all levels. In the absence of support from the Department, the NGOs were left to provide rooibos-related support services.
In 2003 a sustainable land use project for the Suid Bokkeveld was funded by the LandCare Programme of the national
Department of Agriculture and supported in other ways by EMG via the Desert Margins Programme. The project was
developed in a participatory way with the farmers, and a committee of 5 farmers were responsible for developing procedures
for project implementation, managing and monitoring project implementation, evaluating project impact and liaising with
project partners, service providers and the broader community. The project enabled farmers to undertake soil and water
conservation activities on their land that would not have been possible without additional resources. Their involvement in the
planning of interventions and contribution of 25% of the labour and other resources required strengthened their ownership
of the initiatives. Local people were employed to provide the necessary labour, thus providing them with a supplementary
income while also enabling them to gain further skills and knowledge relating to sustainable land use. Procedures and
formulas developed in the course of the project are still in use (albeit in ways adapted to current circumstances) at the time of
publication of this case study.
The project got underway in April 2003. Adey (2007) notes that the LandCare project had a positive influence on the
sustainable production of tea because farmers addressed issues of wind and water erosion through the LandCare project,
enabling better tea production practices. Both local and scientific knowledge underpinned activities, and led to the
development of the innovative practice of clearing strips of land within a field as opposed to clearing the entire field for
rooibos cultivation assisted in the control of erosion and the retention of critical levels of biodiversity, essential for sustainable
land use practices.

Photo 25: Pieter Koopman’s cultivated rooibos, directly seeded into lands sheltered by strips of native vegetation

According to a June 2005 press release by Tumelo Modisane of BuaNews, “one of the [Northern Cape] Province’s related
projects Suid-Bokkeveld - earned the Department unending kudos by scooping the coveted and majestic Gold honour in
the Premier’s Excellence Awards this year. It was also voted one of the world’s best projects at the International LandCare
Conference held in Cape Town last year.”
These accolades obscure the reality that officials of the Northern Cape Department of Agriculture tried to impose their views
and priorities on the project, leading to conflicts with the implementing committee. Unilateral intervention by officials to
reallocate a significant amount of the budget for the provision of infrastructure caused deep unhappiness. Despite a spirited
intervention by the National LandCare Programme officer responsible for the project, Mr Lehman Lindique, trust was broken

and collaboration between the provincial Department and the farmers reached low ebb. Imposition of top-down planning
and decision making was not compatible with the desires and values of the farmers.
More recently, the Department has invested in the development of industrial capacity to process rooibos tea with the
establishment of Nieuwoudtville Rooibos, a rooibos tea processing company owned by the government. Simultaneously, the
Department has stimulated local rooibos production by providing small-scale farmers in the area with tractors, diesel fuel,
ploughs and barns as well as rooibos tea seedlings for planting on their farms and on Municipal commonage near the village
of Nieuwoudtville where a number of village residents have been granted access to land. Unsurprisingly, the farmers have
been quite willing to accept these ‘free’ gifts provided by the government.
The expectation that all of these inputs will be used to produce rooibos tea for delivery to Nieuwoudtville Rooibos has been
clearly communicated to the farmers by officials of the Department on many occasions. There is political pressure on the
officials of the Department to demonstrate that the vast investment of state resources in the factory is reflected in increased
production of small-scale farmers (the great majority of the rooibos processed by the factory is produced by large-scale ‘white’
farmers in the district). Initial perceptions of competition between the two enterprises have been reviewed in the light of their
very different target markets, and collaboration has been promoted by the leadership of both organisations. In 2012 an MoU
was drawn up between the two organisations to facilitate effective co-operation in the provision of local processing services
for the Heiveld Co-operative, in terms of which the Heiveld will no longer have to transport its products to the Western Cape
for secondary processing.
The Department’s services in the Hantam District have not been focused on developing the capacities of farmers to adapt
successfully to climatic variability and change. Extension services in the Nieuwoudtville area have tended to be focused on
the delivery of inputs and organisational matters relating to Nieuwoudtville Rooibos.
The inadequacies of extension services to farmers have been recognised as a national shortcoming, and the National
Department of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries is currently engaged in developing a new integrated national policy on
extension and advisory services in partnership with the Agricultural Research Council. The development of a nationwide,
unified and all-inclusive National Extension and Advisory Services Policy ‘seeks to shape and align research and extension
across the three sectors (agriculture, forestry and fisheries) ’, and ‘will inform the management, coordination and
implementation of Extension and Advisory Services in South Africa’. The envisaged Extension Policy for national, provincial
and local government will promote and facilitate a harmonised extension and advisory services approach for South Africa;
give extension and advisory services a sector-wide dimension and representation. The policy’s purpose is to guide and
regulate the provision of extension and advisory services in the country, thus providing an opportunity to address current
shortcomings.

8.

Farmer experimentation: an action research approach to adaptation

8.1

Wild rooibos trials

One of the first research questions identified by farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld was how to manage wild rooibos populations
in a sustainable way. This led to the research undertaken by Rhoda Malgas (né Louw) (Louw 2006) of the University of Cape
Town to ascertain the optimal harvest height and volume of wild rooibos, as well as the optimal frequency and season of
harvest. This work was undertaken on two farms in the Suid Bokkeveld, in close collaboration with co-researcher and local
farmer Koos Koopman.
Wild rooibos occupies a special place in the hearts and minds of the people of the Suid Bokkeveld. Like them, its forebears
have long lived in the landscape and have adapted to its extremes. It is lean and humble in its growth form, and co-exists
with its neighbours in a symbiotic fashion. Countless generations of people in the area have harvested it and used it as a
valued local resource. The main-stream industry was built upon wild harvesting, but turned to cultivation when demand grew
and came to look upon wild rooibos as a “poor cousin” that lacked uniformity. This did not stop the industry from using wild
harvested rooibos to enhance the flavour and quality of poor grade cultivated rooibos. No doubt this main-stream view of a
resource that is exploited without adequately valuing it has led people to identify more strongly with “their” wild rooibos.
In some areas wild rooibos populations appear to have been reduced by overgrazing or overharvesting. In response,
Indigo development and change, the Heiveld and EMG initiated a research project to assess the viability of approaches
to propagation of wild rooibos. Seed was collected on a number of farms in the Suid Bokkeveld. This was an arduous task,
because the wild populations produce only small amounts of seed each season and rely on their ability to re-sprout after
fire to ensure survival. Seed predation by birds and insects is far greater than in cultivated rooibos plantations, and only very
few seeds can be found under each plant. Nevertheless, sufficient seed was collected for seedling trials to be successfully
conducted by Dr Heidi Hawkins of the University of Cape Town (Hawkins 2008). However, subsequent transplanting of the
seedlings in the wild was unsuccessful. Equally unsuccessful were attempts undertaken in collaboration with Eugene Marinus
of the South African National Biodiversity Institute to propagate plants from cuttings.

Photo 26: Wild rooibos seedlings emerge after fire has cracked the seed husks

Photo 27: Drieka Kotze planting out some newly estalished wild rooibos seedlings.

The most successful attempts at establishing wild rooibos in the wild were undertaken by Drieka Kotze of Melkkraal, who
stimulated germination of the seeds by simulating a natural fire event (she made a small fire on top of a few seeds at different
sites at the end of the summer, before the onset of the rains. This method has been emulated by others. As Drieka explains,
“wild rooibos is a shy and natural plant. It does not like to grow where it can be seen” (Personal communication: D Kotze).

8.2

Farmer experimentation on establishment of cultivated rooibos

The Heiveld farmers have a long history of innovation and experimentation regarding propagation of rooibos plants and
establishment of healthy stands of cultivated rooibos in their fields.

Photo 28: Jan Fryer’s organic rooibos seedling nursery at Melkkraal

In 2005 farmer the Heiveld Co-operative concluded that its members were not able to purchase organic rooibos seedlings
of acceptable quality in the market, and appointed Jacobus “Koos” Koopman to produce seedlings for members at a nursery

established on hired land at Welgemoed. He was supported by Dr Marianna Smith of Natural Botanicals, and their successful
trials resulted not only in a good crop of healthy rooibos seedlings, but also the production of the first manual on production
of organic rooibos seedlings .(Koopman and Smith 2005) Subsequently these methods were also applied successfully by Jan
Fryer at Melkkraal.
After the initial success at Welgemoed, the death of the land owner made use of this site and its water resources unviable.
Unreliable water supply in the drought-prone and arid Suid Bokkeveld forced the Heiveld and Jan Fryer to curtail their
seedling production activities. Faced with water shortages, Koos Koopman has only been able to produce seedlings on a
limited scale.
Seedling establishment from plants raised in nurseries is not without problems. Plants are very vulnerable to drought after
planting, and the damage caused to the tap root during transplanting tends to result in root diseases and a shorter life span of
the plants. This reality, and the other limitations described above, caused the Heiveld to reconsider seedling production as the
most appropriate strategy for propagating cultivated rooibos. The successes that some members had achieved by seeding
direct persuaded the Heiveld to provide members with scarified organic rooibos seed for direct seeding in their lands.
Many of the Heiveld members have achieved notable success with direct seeding. Pieter Koopman of the farm Matarachope
has applied “best practice” in terms of shelter belts and has actively experimented with direct seeding.

Photo 29: Rooibos seedlings in Pieter Koopman’s lands, directly seeded into lands sheltered by strips of native vegetation

The experiments have been photographically documented, and the results are very impressive, particularly as Matarachope
is one of the most arid farms in the Suid Bokkeveld, with an annual average of 150 mm of rainfall. On an exposed plateau, it
is also very vulnerable to the desiccating winds that sweep over the area. As Pieter describes it, when one sows the seed into
prepared land ‘the seed knows when it should germinate’. Germination is triggered by optimal growing conditions, and the
resultant seedlings have a high survival rate. Furthermore, some of the seed is able to remain viable for a year or more, and
germinate in a subsequent rainy season, thus filling any gaps in the fields.

8.3

Mentor farmers

In keeping with their desire to provide appropriate and affordable advice and support to all members, the Heiveld has
supported the initiatives of its own members to access and share knowledge about organic and sustainable rooibos
production with others.
With initial support from the PAETA (Primary Agriculture Education and Training Authority) two Mentor Farmers were
appointed in 2004 with the intention that they would contribute to efforts to ‘increase the income of formerly disadvantaged
population groups through skills and experience with emphasis on opportunity creation, which leads to securing
employment and/or to generate an income for sustainable livelihoods.’ The role of the two Mentor Farmers was initially
focussed on helping farmers to address general production challenges and to enhance the sustainability of their farms.
Over time the role evolved in response to farmer feedback. From November 2005 the funding for these positions was
provided by the GEF Small Grants Programme, which supported a Heiveld-administered project that aimed to address the
impacts of climate change. The goal of the project was that ‘farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld manage their soil, water and other
natural resources in a manner that is sustainable despite the negative impacts of climate change, and achieve sustainable
livelihoods’. The project also provided resources for undertaking on-farm activities such as those previously funded by the
LandCare project, and the approach was further refine in the light of experience.

Photo 30: Hartwig Oktober explain the function of a contour bund that he designed and constructed in his lands with the support of Mentor Farmers and a small grant from the
Heiveld Co-operative.

8.4

Pollination observations

Access to organic rooibos seed is an important factor in the production cycle of Heiveld members, and is also an important
income source for some, who collect and sell excess seed to the Heiveld and to others. Farmers expressed interest in gaining
more insight into the dynamics of pollination and seed production, as a result of which Jenny Schmidt, a student of Professor
Michael Kuhlmann of the University of Münster spent 3 months undertaking pollination observations of rooibos flowers in the
Suid Bokkeveld, frequently accompanied and otherwise supported by members of the Heiveld Co-operative.
Having observed honey bees visiting rooibos flowers, many farmers reasonably assumed that they were pollinating them.
However, by capturing and examining specimens of the many species of insects that visited the flowers, Ms Schmidt was
able to demonstrate that the honey bees were indeed visiting the flowers to obtain nectar, but because their body size does
not match the construction of the small rooibos flower, their pollen-catching leg hairs were not coming into contact with
the pollen. However, Ms Schmidt identified nine species of solitary bees and three species of wasps that did indeed provide
pollination services. These findings were shared at a farmers’ workshop where they provoked lively discussion and reflection
on the importance of maintaining the various habitats required by the bees for breeding.

Photo 31: A selection of the solitary bees and wasps that visit rooibos flowers, collected by Jenny Schmidt

Schmidt (2012) notes that research outcomes and methods should be improved to adapt to changing environmental
conditions, as well as local livelihoods. She argues that effective knowledge sharing between scientists and farmers is of
value in the process. The scientist is able to gain further information about the researched object, and to build trust and
understanding of the research objectives with local stakeholders while broadening his own knowledge about the effect of
the interaction between the research and its natural and social environment. On the other hand, the farmer is able to gain
additional knowledge about his environment, as well as insight into the scientist’s intentions and methods. The farmer’s
input influences the direction of the research, and appreciates being a valued research partner. Furthermore, because the
research is more appropriate to local conditions and needs in its focus and methods, the global community is able to utilize
scientific findings more effectively to improve practices which enable humanity to deal more effectively with the changing
environment.

8.5

Long term fire trials

The fynbos in which rooibos naturally occurs is a fire-driven eco-system, and all of its plant species are adapted to fire. Most
species are unable to propagate and regenerate if fires do not occur. In the Suid Bokkeveld lighting from late-summer thunder
storms causes bush fires, which perfume this essential service to the eco-system. However, modern farming and fire control
to prevent damage to crops and property has disrupted the natural fire cycle. Farmers of the Heiveld were aware that fire is
needed to regenerate the veld, and in particular wild rooibos populations, but were uncertain of how fire should be controlled
or induced to achieve optimal regeneration. In response, the Heiveld, EMG and Indigo initiated long-term fire trials on two
farms in the Suid Bokkeveld in 2009: one in a higher rainfall area, the other xeric. Four 10m X 10m plots were marked out on
each of the farms, and the vegetation composition and cover was scientifically measured. In May 2009 (before the onset of the
winter rainy season) two plots on each farm were burned. In the spring of 2009, 2010 and 2011 the vegetation composition
and cover was again measured.

Photo 32: Controlled burning of research plots to assess impact of fire on vegetation and regeneration of wild rooibos

Farmer observation of the sites has given rise to much discussion and reflection. Germination of the wild rooibos seed bank
in the soil resulted in hundreds of seedlings emerging, evidence of both the longevity of the seeds and the stimulating effect
of the fire. Many of the seedlings have since died as a result of completion, but those that have survived are now well established. Recovery of adult plants after the fires was also excellent. On-going observation and assessment of the species composition as well as the reproductive state of plants will enable sound judgements to be made about optimal fire frequency in
these environments.

Photo 33: Wild rooibos resprouts from the roots after a fire
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Important lessons learnt

From the rich experiences of interaction with the Suid Bokkeveld farming community, a number of valuable lessons may be
drawn.
Our experience has been that sound methodology is able to provide sound guidance to the practitioner at all stages of
planning, implementing and evaluating an adaptation intervention. However, regular reflection on the applicability and
interpretation of the methodology (or methodologies) in the course of the process is important. A sound methodological
framework can support any number of add-ons that may be called for in response to challenges or new insights. Equally
importantly, the methodology should provide guidance for creating regular opportunities for individual and collective
reflection on practice, so that the rich learnings and insights shared by all those involved in a process may be drawn on, and so
that difficulties and failures may inform learning to the same extent as successes do.
It has been important to celebrate successes and what may be called ‘positive moments’ both formally and in lighter hearted
ways. In the hard-working life of a farmer occasions for celebration all too often slip past without recognition.

Photo 34: Heiveld members celebrate the opening of their tea court in October 2005

Recognition is important for developing a more appreciative sense of self. In our practice we have also come to recognise
the value of giving target-specific praise that recognises the individual achievements and contributions of people. Many
members of our society are inured to not receiving appreciation, and are used to only being singled out for attention when
they have not performed to someone else’s expectations. These behaviours are often formed in the home, reinforced in school
and further imbued in the work place. Ingrained though these attitudes and behaviours may be, focusing on specific actions,
gestures or results can open the way to a more positive and empowered way of interacting and being.
Another aspect of recognition that has been important in our practice in the Suid Bokkeveld is appreciation of the uniqueness
of each person and the knowledge that they hold, coupled with appreciation for their identity. Enabling our need for identity
to be fulfilled by valuing the history and uniqueness of each individual and family engenders a sense of pride that can sustain
people and their communities through the vagaries of time.
The elusive quality of enthusiasm is linked to these. And we have witnessed the power of well-facilitated and empowering
Participatory Video processes to engender enthusiasm through the sharing of personal narratives in a context where the
narrator feels that their history and perceptions are valued and appreciated.
In the many interactions between different people in the Suid Bokkeveld over the past years, it has become clear that
commitment is a quality that is crucial to the success of interventions to support adaptation. Tangible commitment on the
part of development agents and by members of the community to people and their institutions helps to strengthen the
societal web, and encourages people to persevere despite hardships. Supporting adaption in rural communities requires
commitment that goes beyond the normal call of duty, beyond normal working hours, and beyond the timespan of the
typical project.
Processes to support adaption by farmers often require a great deal of planning and logistical arrangements. Inevitably,
people have to cope with circumstances that are not aligned with expectations, and this can lead to frustration, tensions and
even failure. We have observed that every situation presents new opportunities for learning and for taking action, and that
often the serendipitous is ushered in by the inconvenient. In these situations, flexibility of practice is invaluable. This is not
to imply that one should merely go where the wind is blowing: flexibility implies character and resilience, enhanced by the
ability to avoid rigidity and embrace the unexpected.
We have learned the vital importance of promoting an ethical approach that is aligned with the values of the community and
is understood and supported by its members. Initiatives to support adaption will usually involve provision of resources from
sources outside the community. The act of introducing resources into a resource-constrained environment can be expected
to create competition to capture them, and without an ethical approach that is embraced and supported by most people
the stronger will succeed and the weaker will lose out, and probably quietly complain about it. Of the many examples from
the Suid Bokkeveld, the solar power roll-out by Indigo in 2011 – 2012 was most instructive. Subsidised domestic solar power
systems were provided on the understanding that there were a limited number available (linked to the budget allocated by
the donor) and that the neediest members of the community should have first priority in gaining access to the systems.
Empathy has proven an invaluable quality in engendering mutual appreciation and support without descending into charity.
The charitable approach to providing support for adaption may have impacts that are not empowering and indeed promote
dependency. Avoiding this ‘development trap’ has been essential to contributing to greater self-sufficiency, and has been
appreciated by members of the community.
Adaption to climatic impacts is a complex task requiring a wide range of skills and capacities, and of perception and analysis.
These skills and capacities, and the potential to exercise them, are not evenly distributed amongst all members of any
community. Communities at risk from climate change are no exception. Mutual appreciation of the insights to be gained
from different people on the basis of their different perspectives and experiences opened the doors of learning and enabled
mutual learning to take place amongst members of the community.
Innovation has played a key role in discovering technologies and strategies that have supported the adaption initiatives of
the Suid Bokkeveld community. This has been balanced by a fine sense that tried and trusted technologies also make a vital
contribution, and that the new is not always the better, particularly as its side-effects and externalities have not yet been
experienced. Wind management strategies developed by farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld to reduce desiccation and wind
erosion and damage to plants drew on older technologies, but proved to be effective and appropriate. Farmers also showed
that innovation need not be expensive or exotic: farmers have successfully used posts for owls in their rooibos tea lands to
control rodents.
To achieve collective goals, people need to create and sustain institutions that can support them. The Heiveld Co-operative
has provided market access and improved incomes for its members, and has also been the vehicle for providing a range of
other services and linkages that have been of value in the adaptation processes of the Suid Bokkeveld community.
Facing and overcoming challenges has generated important learnings for similar initiatives. Finding balance between the
independence of the Co-operative and the support provided through the PAR process and other sources has emphasised
the importance of regularly clarifying responsibilities. The members’ lack of experience in collective organization and the
management systems that are needed for the consistent and profitable production of a quality product requires on-going
capacity building and learning from experience. Inclusion of younger people who have benefitted from improved educational
opportunities and women in the management and governance structures has provided new skills and perspectives to
business.

10.

Conclusions

The circumstances faced by every human community are as unique as our fingerprints, whereas all share some common
aspects. Any understanding of the responses of land users to the climate challenge must take this into consideration. This
case study explores some elements of approaches that could be followed in climate-impacted farming communities, but
does not seek to present a recipe for success. The chemistry of each situation will differ, as will the tastes of the ‘chefs’ who are
responsible for putting the specific ingredients together and the temperature at which the ‘cooking’ takes place.
Tschakert and Dietrich (Tschakert and Dietrich 2010) point out that a key question arising from current research is ‘how to
facilitate learning, information exchange, reflection, innovation, and anticipation, all of which are key elements in the practical
reality of the adaptation process.’
This case study reflects the application of a learning methodology (PAR) and some successes achieved by farmers in learning
and adapting to anticipated change, and in contributing to global good governance and stewardship regarding the
management of biodiversity. The Heiveld experience of stewardship of wild rooibos provides insight into how integrated
strategies for the conservation of agro-biodiversity can be developed. Learning processes of producers and scientists led to
enhanced awareness of the importance of the conservation of wild rooibos populations and habitats for long-term livelihood
strategies in an uncertain world of rapid environmental and market changes (Arendse 2010b).
Our experience points to the vital importance of applying methodology that embraces the complexity of people, their
societies, cultures and livelihood strategies, and the change processes that they engage in. Equally important is application
of an analytical framework for understanding human need and its satisfaction. The Human Scale Development framework
enabled us to design interventions and processes to enhance adaptive and anticipatory capacity that have been embraced by
people, and have had a number of positive outcomes.
Our experience of facilitation of mutual learning processes of farmers, co-researchers and other service providers underlines
the crucial importance of creating and building trust over a period of time. Elements underpinning trust include explicit
values, common goals and open channels of communication in the context of an empathetic, human relationship that
recognises, but does not judge, differences and comparative strengths.
Access to assets and power relations play a key role in determining the ability of individuals and households to respond to
risks, opportunities and disasters. In the normal course of events, interventions by the state or development agencies are
unlikely to fundamentally change either the asset base or power relations. However, in our experience incremental changes
relating to risk sharing, gender relations and institution building can have a significant impact, and help people to avoid ‘traps’
that would otherwise prevent them from successfully adapting to climate risk.
The experience of the Heiveld Co-operative points to ‘the crucial role that iterative reflection and learning plays in nurturing
a learning, flexible and adaptive organisation that is so much needed to withstand the shocks and stresses that exposure to
markets, environmental stress, and a host of others’ (Arendse 2010a). Effective local institutions that are owned and governed
by people at risk from climatic variability have a vital role to play in enhancing anticipatory capacity, mediating with other
role-players on behalf of the affected community, mobilising resources, accessing markets, providing services and creating
platforms for reflection and learning.
Our entire experience points to the essential role of agency on the part of persons and communities affected by climatic
variability and change. All too often good intentions undermine the ability and the will of affected parties to take action to
address the situation. Politicians like to give largesse, even if, or because this creates dependencies. Officials are comfortable in
the role of providers of goods services, despite the complaints that their interventions frequently give rise to. Donors provide
much-needed resources, but are on occasion not sufficiently aware that the most important things cannot be bought. As
the impact of global warming is felt more widely, resources will flow more freely to support poor and affected communities.
It will be a tragedy if the impact of these resources is to create dependencies and undermine the agency of individuals and
communities to adapt effectively.
We live in a global community, in which global agreements tie together an ever more homogenous economic system that
predates on the earth’s resources. Global environmental governance must be grounded in local realities such as those
experienced in the Suid Bokkeveld. By the same token, the actions taken by affected farmers in local communities should be
informed by our emerging understanding of the global environment and its vulnerabilities. The small-scale farmers of the Suid
Bokkeveld have shown their willingness and ability to be good global citizens and custodians of their natural heritage, and
have provided the opportunity to others to learn from their experiences. Learning our way into a better future implies that
we should find ways to satisfy our needs pro-actively and in ways that do not cost the earth. We must urgently acquire the
necessary wisdom to do so.
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