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[1] This publication is compiled from extractions from the “Adaptation with a human face” case study.      

http://indigo-dc.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Adaptation-and-Beyond-00-Adaptation-with-a-human-face-Case-study.pdf

INTRODUCTION

This case study reflects the experiences of a community 
of small-scale rooibos tea farmers in the arid Suid 
Bokkeveld region of western South Africa[1] as they have 
adapted to warmer and drier conditions and enhanced 
their capacities to anticipate and respond to climate 
variability and change. 

This study includes some of the strategies developed 
and undertaken by the farmers of this community, the 
events and processes that led them to adapt their 
farming practices, and some of their achievements. 

The rocky sandstone plateau of Suid Bokkeveld is 
characterised by marginal soils in an arid and drought 
prone area (300 - 150 mmp.a.). The community farms in 
an area between 30 km and 75 km south of the village of 
Nieuwoudtville. The people of this community live and 
work in multi-stressor environments, of which climatic 
stress is only one of the many factors, and adaptation 
efforts therefore need to factor in the need to respond 
to various stressors. 

The farmers’ experience with catastrophic impacts on 
their farming enterprises due to climatic extremes has 
stimulated them to seek ways to adjust their farming 
systems to cope with climate change. Some of the most 
significant changes have included enhancing in-situ 

conservation and promoting agricultural biodiversity, 
as well as soil and water conservation. This process has 
stimulated an evolution of traditional practices based 
on local innovation and experimentation combined with 
input from outside of the community.

Map of Suid Bokkeveld
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What are they farming with?

The small-scale farmers featured in this case 
study primarily make their livelihoods from 
farming rooibos (Aspalathus linearis), a legume 
that occurs only in the Cape Floristic Kingdom. 
Rooibos has the following characteristics:

• Rooibos is an ancient, health-giving herbal 
infusion, discovered by the KhoiSan people.

• It was first commercialised early in the 20th 
century.

• At least 36,000 ha of rooibos is currently 
under cultivation.

• The conversion of land from natural 
vegetation to agricultural production is a 
major biodiversity threat and exposes soils to 
erosion.

More than 98% of rooibos tea is produced by 
large-scale white farmers.

Harvesting wild rooibos. (Source: Heiveld Cooperative) 



CLIMATE CHANGE PROJECTIONS
FOR THE SUID BOKKEVELD

The Bokkeveld plateau is at the margin of the winter 
rainfall area, and the winter rains are usually gentle and 
penetrating. However, periodic droughts and summer 
thunderstorms can be very destructive. This community 
has survived a number of severe droughts in the past 
and extreme heat is something they are all too familiar 
with. Climate change projections for this area are even 
more worrying. 

Likely impacts for the region include:

• Higher temperatures;

• Projected pole-ward retreat of rain-bearing mid-
latitude cyclones (with reasonable agreement across 
the models) by the late 21st century[2];

• Later onset of the rainy season;

• Earlier cessation of the rainy season[3];

• Overall reduction in the winter rains, upon which the 
local ecology is primarily dependent.

THE SUID BOKKEVELD TIMELINE

The ongoing process of adapting to climate variability 
and change and building community resilience in this 
remote community on the margin of the fynbos biome 
in the arid Northern Cape has taken place over several 
decades. The following is a brief review of key dates in 
this process:

[2]  MacKellar et al., 2007
[3]  Archer et al., 2008
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Farmland on Dobbelaarskop eroded in the course of an extreme 
weather event. (Source: Noel Oettlé)

1998  The Environmental Monitoring Group 
(EMG) is asked to provide development 
facilitation.

1999  Participatory planning workshop; 
participatory action research adopted as 
the core methodology.

2000  Exchange visits to other producers and 
exporters.

2001  Heiveld Cooperative founded.

2002  Heiveld initiates sustainable land 
management.

2003  Participatory research on wild rooibos 
initiated.

2003 - 2006  Severe drought causes 100% 
losses; market share loss.

2004  Quarterly Climate Change Adaptation 
Workshops initiated.

2004  Heiveld obtains its own organic and Fair 
Trade certification. A range of research 
projects are initiated.

2007 - 2010  Production outstrips demand; 
reserves are built up, markets expand 
with new trading partners.

2004 - 2015  A range of learning-oriented 
adaptation initiatives are implemented by 
the Co-op.

2014  Heiveld exports rooibos worth 4,5 million 
Rand and pays the highest price for 
rooibos tea to farmers in the industry.

2015 - 2020  Drought sets in once more.

2016 - 2018  An Adaptation Fund project  
enables the Heiveld to secure water 
supply to the tea court and explore new 
approaches to producing rooibos under 
changing climatic conditions.



PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH
(PAR) IN THE SUID BOKKEVELD

From the onset it was evident that people in the Suid 
Bokkeveld were keen to generate new insights and to 
learn from each other and with knowledge holders from 
elsewhere to help them achieve their goals. As a result, 
it was decided to use Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) as the fundamental methodology and approach 
which paved the way for development practitioners 
to become co-learners and co-researchers with the 
community of the Suid Bokkeveld.

While there is no unitary approach to PAR, this approach 
recognises that the practitioner is a co-researcher, and 
argues that research conducted within practice can 
yield evidence and insights that assist in the critical 
transformation of that practice[4]. This involves an 
iterative cycle of self-reflection followed by teams of 
‘co-researchers’ involving planning change, acting and 
observing the process and consequences, reflecting on 
these processes and consequences within an ongoing 
iterative process.

As illustrated in the Suid Bokkeveld timeline, this iterative
process of development and adaptation has been 
underway for several decades and continues to unfold. 
Since the first participatory workshop in 1999 where 
farmers shared their visions of a better future, work has 
ranged from scientific verification of local best practice 
for sustainable wild rooibos harvesting techniques to 
gaining a better understanding of local weather and 
working to adapt to climate variability and change.

SUPPORTING COMMUNITY-LED
ADAPTATION

Although the issue of climate change was not initially 
raised as an area of concern by community members, 
the larger theme of sustainability was of great concern 
to people, with a recognition that livelihoods and the 
environment are inextricably linked.

In the past, small-scale farmers lacked the means to 
keep detailed records of local weather events, while 
the nearest fully equipped weather station in Calvinia 
was over 100 km away and collected data on an area 
climatically quite different to the Suid Bokkeveld. Indigo 
initiated a process of community-level monitoring of 
local weather and its impacts by providing maximum 
and minimum thermometers and rain gauges to farmers. 

In addition, the use of specifically designed “climate 
diaries” facilitated not only the recording of measured 
data each year since 2009, but also other observations, 
including the impacts of extreme events. This data 
was complemented by the installation of four semi-
automated weather stations at locations in different parts 
of the Suid Bokkeveld known to experience significantly 
different weather.

An important thread of ongoing community interaction 
since 2004 has been the quarterly gathering of members 
of the Suid Bokkeveld community at a pre-arranged 
venue in the district to attend a Quarterly Climate 
Change Preparedness workshop. At these events, 
farmers shared their experiences of weather events in 

Farmers use traditional knowledge to improve ways they produce 
rooibos and conserve soils and biodiversity. (Source: Noel Oettlé)
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4]  Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000

Farmers preparing a climate calendar at a climate change workshop. 
(Source: Noel Oettlé)



the previous quarter and reflect on what has taken place 
in their farming enterprises. A quarterly forecast is also 
presented and debated, including the implications of the 
forecast for farming operations. The structure of these 
workshops has evolved over time based on participant 
feedback. Innovations have included the introduction of 
parallel workshops for children, enabling mothers to fully 
engage, the use of drama and participatory video and 
interactive learning processes.

THE HEIVELD CO-OPERATIVE: FAIR 
TRADE, EMPOWERMENT AND AGENCY

Local institutions have played an important role in 
supporting the local adaptation process, with support 
from local NGOs, scientific institutions, regional 
government and the establishment of a local cooperative 
to improve local livelihoods. 

Rooibos production has proven to be a vital source of 
income for small-scale farmers in the Suid Bokkeveld.
Members of the community established the Heiveld 
Cooperative in 2001. It is a democratically-managed 
profit-making business that aims to improve the 
livelihoods of its members by cutting production costs 
and providing collective access to markets. The Heiveld’s 
mission is to produce and market the finest organic 
rooibos tea at fair prices on behalf of their members and 
thereby create a better life for small-scale farmers and 
other members of their community.

Fair Trade has played an important role in the success 
of the Heiveld Co-operative. This global movement is 
aimed at promoting social and economic justice for 
producers of agricultural and other products, supporting 
better trade conditions for producers primarily from less 
developed countries[5].

The relationships within, and the formal standards of Fair 
Trade organisations promote empowerment and the 
development of greater agency of farmers’ organisations. 
The Heiveld Cooperative has generally had a positive 
relationship with the Fair Trade movement, enabling it 
to provide better returns to its members. Because the 
universal standards of fair trade are generally developed 
elsewhere so as to apply in diverse contexts, compliance 
has not been without its challenges.

PROJECT FUNDING TO SUPPORT
THE ADAPTATION PROCESS

A number of action research projects have supported 
the approaches adopted by small-scale rooibos farmers 
in the Suid Bokkeveld to adapt their farming practices 
and make them more resilient. 

One of the first research questions that were 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 a University of Cape Town 
researcher, in close cooperation with a local farmer, on 
optimal cultivation methods and the harvesting of wild 
rooibos. 

The Heiveld farmers also undertook experimentation 
on different techniques for producing cultivated rooibos 
and also best practice techniques for producing organic 
rooibos. 

Other important studies conducted in partnership with 
the Heiveld Cooperative have included researcher-led 
pollination observations of rooibos flowers, identifying 
several species of solitary bees and wasps as primary 
pollinators, and long-term fire trials in partnership with 
local NGOs to understand the impact of different fire 
regimes on rooibos germination. 

The provision of mentorship to farmers has also proven 
an important support mechanism.
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5]  FINE, 1998

In 2021 the Heiveld Co-operative was exporting rooibos 
to the value of R8 million to countries in the global North. 

(Source: Heiveld Cooperative)



Experimenting with climate-smart approaches to rooibos production. (Source: Noel Oettlé)

More recently, the Heiveld Cooperative implemented a 
project for experimentation and action to address the 
impacts of climate change, funded by the Adaptation 
Fund via a small-granting programme implemented by 
SANBI. The project ran in parallel with a scientific project 
“Ecological Intensification of Rooibos Production” that
assessed ways of increasing interactions between micro-
organisms and rooibos to promote production, plant 
health and drought resistance. 

The project increased farmers’ knowledge and capacity 
as climate-smart rooibos production approaches were 
tested to assess the impact of composting and mulching 
on soil moisture, the abundance of beneficial soil micro-
organisms and the growth, productivity, and health of 
rooibos plants.

By means of farmer trials, this project demonstrated 
the links between plant fitness and plant-symbiont 
feedbacks. The impact of a concurrent local drought 
limited the ability of farmers to water their compost 
heaps and meant that little rain penetrated the mulch 
layers in test plots and fields. This the likely reason why, 

in the short term, light mulching has proved to be the 
most beneficial technique. This project has resulted 
in farmers adopting the practice of incorporation of 
organic material into topsoil.

CONCLUSION

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. Work with this community has illustrated 
that adaptation is a life-long, ongoing process, and 
having strong local institutions can provide the means 
to support effective adaptation and enable vulnerable 
people to survive and thrive. 

The experiences of the farmers of the Heiveld 
Cooperative illustrates the importance of ongoing 
processes of learning about all the complex elements 
and interactions of the natural world and the human 
world in order to enable people to keep their heads 
above the waters of climate change.
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This introductory series on the impact of climate 
change on small-scale farmers is published 

by the Innovative Partnerships for Change: 
Raising New Climate Change Initiatives 

and Champions project.

This project is being implemented by the 
Association for Rural Advancement (AFRA), 

Indigo Development and Change, the Institute of 
Natural Resources (INR), the Farmer Support Group 

(FSG) of the University KwaZulu-Natal and 
Heifer Project South Africa (HPSA).

The Innovative Partnerships for Change Project 
seeks to support small-scale farmers to effectively 

adapt to climate change.

The overall objective of the project is to develop 
a united and cohesive national civil society strategy 

to address climate change impacts on the land tenure
 and farming systems of small-scale farmers

 in South Africa. A key element in achieving this 
objective is to ensure that land and agriculture 
sector Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) are 

capacitated to understand the causes and 
impacts of climate change.

This series of 12 publications is a resource 
that seeks to develop and deepen 

this understanding on the part of CSO’s. 

This project is co-funded by the
European Union.


