THE PEOPLE AND THEIR CATTLE COMMUNAL GRAZING IN THE NORTHERN DRAKENSBERG

M. Salomon

ABSTRACT

This paper describes a participatory livestock initiative in the Northern Drakensberg aimed at improving communal grazing. It highlights the central role of livestock in the daily lives of rural people. The multiple functions of livestock, and particularly cattle are presented, peoples preferences for particular breeds, and their daily routines in managing cattle. The cultural and spiritual significance of cattle emerge as a key feature in contemporary life of Zulu people. Challenges in communal grazing are brought in relation to the extent to which development practitioners not only consider the economic and ecological vale of livestock, but also appreciate the socio-cultural dimension of cattle in people’s livelihoods. Concepts of adaptive management and endogenous development are introduced to underpin sustainable interventions in community-based natural resources management. 
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“Owning cattle is an obligation here. Each household must have cattle because we use them for ploughing. People must buy cattle. My brothers and I have a special relationship with our cattle. They play an important role in our lives. We keep a lot of cattle because they give us status in society, and people respect us knowing that we are rich”.


Cattle owners in Okhombe
1.
INTRODUCTION
Globally, livestock is the largest user of agricultural land for grazing, forage crops and other feed, while it contributes about 40% of the gross value of world agricultural production. The International Institute for Food and Policy Research (IFPRI) has predicted a massive increase in demand for animal products in countries in the South, triggered by population growth, increased urbanisation, higher incomes, and increased consumption of meat and milk. This ‘Livestock Revolution’ may open up opportunities for resource-poor farmers to improve their livelihoods. However, challenges and threats are looming as well (Owen, 2005). 

For decades, rangeland scientists and practitioners have been concerned that high stocking rates exacerbate land degradation in rural areas. Conventional range science uses guidelines for economic and ecological carrying capacity 
 to determine the number of livestock that a particular area can hold to retain a healthy herd and ensure plant regeneration. Destocking is advised where livestock numbers exceed the recommended carrying capacity. 
In South Africa, destocking programmes initiated in communal rangelands in the seventies did not result in significant improvements in veld condition nor livestock production. Recent research in Namaqualand also contradicts the assumed causal link between stocking rates, veld condition and livestock coefficients (Benjaminsen 2005). Opponents of the equilibrium theory argue that not overgrazing but rather high climatic and agro-ecological variability determine veld condition. Furthermore, degradation is as much a social as a bio-physical issue. Many of the degraded lands seem to occur in the small communal ‘reserves’ and homelands - marginal lands with little agricultural potential – to which the indigenous populations of South Africa were confined to by colonial and apartheid policies (Ferguson 1994; Tau 2006 unpublished; Vetter 2005). Anthropologists emphasize social, cultural and spiritual aspects of keeping cattle such as bride price, prestige and investment. For the Zulu and their neighbours the Basotho, cattle are not mere assets to be managed, they are an intrinsic part of their identity and a way of life (Kirsch et al, 2004; Peters 2002 and Poland 2003).  
But the question arises whether we aren’t just trying to maintain the status quo of resource poor farmers by idealizing rural life and justifying land degradation and overgrazing? Is there an alternative pathway that we don’t see? Are we too blinkered and too caught up in the polarized debate to recognize a way out? In this paper, experiences are presented with a participatory cattle grazing initiative in KwaZulu-Natal. Challenges are highlighted and possible explanations explored that can shed light on how to break through the apparent stand off between rural cattle keeping and resources conservation.
2.
THE CASE OF OKHOMBE: A PARTICIPATORY CATLLE GRAZING INITIATIVE 

Between 1999 and 2004, staff from Grassland Science of the University of KwaZulu-Natal, CSIR and Farmer Support Group, initiated a participatory grazing management process in Okhombe, a community situated in the Okhahlamba mountains (figure 1). The intervention was part of a Landcare project, and aimed to facilitate the development of a community grazing plan and governance structure for range management. 
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Figure 1:
 Geographical location of Okhombe
2.1
Context and grazing practices
The Okhombe Ward is situated in the Amazizi Tribal Area of the Upper uThukela. The area is surrounded by a horseshoe of ridges in the foothills of the Northern Drakensberg mountains. It comprises six sub-wards, namely Ngubhela, Mpameni, Mahlabhatini, Enhlanokhombe, Oqolweni and Sgodiphola. The area is approximately 6 km long and 2 to 3 kms wide. The over four thousand inhabitants rely on income from informal employment, off-farm work, farming for food and cash, livestock, teaching, small business and traditional medicine, pensions, and some income from relatives working elsewhere.  The community depends heavily on the surrounding natural resources for their daily living (Farmer Support Group 1998 unpublished; Chellan 2001 unpublished).
Grazing practices in Okhombe are strongly influenced by the topographic divison of the area into lowlands, hill slopes and the Little Berg Plateau. In winter following harvest, the cattle graze in the cropping fields. The rangeland (3402 hectare) is communally managed but with individual ownership of stock. 800 ha of land is in use for cropping. The vegetation is classified as Highland Sourveld, with low nutritive value during winter, and a recommended carrying capacity of 20 hectare per Animal Unit (ha AU) while the actual stocking rate is 0.5 ha AU. A total of 204 stock owners is said to own approximately 1545 head of cattle and an estimated 1000 small stock (Table 1).
Table 1:
Livestock numbers in the Okhombe ward, KwaZulu-Natal, provided by the Okhombe Livestock committee, 2001 (Tau 2006 unpublished)
	Sub-ward
	Bulls and Oxen
	Cows
	Total

	Ngubhela
	25
	83
	108

	Mahlabathini
	50
	118
	168

	Mpameni
	54
	72
	126

	Enhlanokhombe
	249
	354
	603

	Oqolweni
	153
	237
	390

	Sgodiphola
	68
	82
	150

	TOTAL
	599
	946
	1545


In the early 1960’s, the Okhombe catchment was subjected to the Apartheid Government’s ‘Betterment Scheme’ which was aimed at area development for improved  agricultural production. The people who lived scattered around hill slopes and mountains were forcibly removed to six closer settlements, called sub-wards, in the valley. Lower areas adjacent to rivers were designated as cropping fields. Mountain slopes and plateaus were designated as communal grazing land with grazing camps and fences. Each sub-ward had their own grazing lands. Different types of cattle were allocated to different parts of the camps. The hill slopes close to the homesteads were intended for dairy cows, and cattle belonging to woman-headed homesteads. This would save women from long walks to retrieve their cattle. The hilltops were reserved for the main livestock herds (Sonneveld, 2004). In 1999, these grazing camps were no longer functional. Most fences had been removed, destroyed or had collapsed. There was no communal control of movement of cattle and grazing, nor a restriction on stocking densities. Lack of security and stock theft had led to a situation where most cattle were kept near the homestead and moved daily up and down the slopes. Crop damage by cattle had increased. 

2.2
The grazing intervention
The grazing initiative started with a series of visioning workshops to better understand community resources use patterns, needs, constraints and opportunities. Community members identified the following issues: the need for fencing grazing camps, animal health improvement, subdivision of rangeland and crop fields and the development of a rotational grazing system.  A livestock committee was formed, comprising representatives from each of the six sub-wards, and included both stock owners and non-stock owners. This was to ensure that interests and concerns of both groups would be taken into account.  

A vegetation survey was conducted to assess rangeland condition, basal cover and current grazing capacity. The study was carried out in six proposed camps. The veld condition of the sites ranged from poor (31.9%) in the bottom land to reasonable (59.7%) in the upland, with an average of 43.1%. The degraded sites were characterised by a large percentage of Increaser II species (for example, E. curvula and Paspalum dilatatum) an indication of overgrazing. However, the grass cover formed by the stoloniferous species was generally denser, making it more resistant to physical degradation. 

Through a series of community workshops held between 1999 to 2003, the Okhombe Livestock committee developed plans for grazing management. Crush pens were built in each sub-ward to reduce pressure on the land from cattle movement to the community’s only diptank down in the valley. A boundary fence was built throughout the Okhombe ward to separate the cropping fields from the rangeland. This became the most successful part of the intervention as it significantly reduced the incidence of crop damage by cattle.  It was further agreed to develop a rotational grazing plan for three sub-wards only (Sgodiphola, Oqolweni and Enhlanokhombe). The other three sub-wards agreed not to engage because of boundary disputes with neighbouring wards (two sub-wards), or because they shared water points with the neighbouring ward (one sub-ward). 
The grazing plan proposed that Sgodiphola and Oqolweni would share one grazing area, while Enhlanokhombe was assigned a separate area. Both areas would be fenced off and separated into three camps, to be rotated for grazing, resting and kept in reserve (Figure 2). A herding system was proposed, as herders could maintain and protect the fences, control veld fires, and ensure compliance with the grazing rules. Three day-herders and three night-herders were appointed. Cell phones were provided for emergencies while up in the mountains. It was agreed that all households would contribute to the herding fund by paying an amount of R5 per month, since everyone was said to benefit from cattle and its products. The herders were initially paid on a cost sharing basis from project funds and community contributions, with the project contribution reducing monthly, and the community contribution increasing to 100% within three months. 
2.3
Challenges

Several challenges were met in implementing the grazing system in Okhombe, which raised questions about the viability of the plan. 

Fence theft was a major constraint in implementing the grazing plan. Over one kilometer of fencing materials was reported missing from the fences erected to demarcate the grazing areas allocated to the three sub-wards. The induna (headman) called a meeting in each sub-ward to address the issue. Several solutions were found: some individuals contributed old fencing materials, others collected money to purchase fencing, and the Inkosi issued a warning that individuals would be brought to justice. The accomplishment of the Tribal Authority to resolve the matter demonstrated the importance of engaging and strengthening local institutional structures. 
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Figure 2:
Okhombe communal grazing plan

Community members, including some members of the Livestock committee, had conflicting understandings about the purpose and functioning of the new grazing system. Several people suggested that the fences were there to prevent stock theft. They referred to the herders as ‘guards’ and emphasized the need for fire arms to protect themselves against thieves.  The cell phones provided where not considered sufficient since the police was ‘in’ with this organized crime. Although no cattle had been stolen since the erection of the fences, some people were concerned that the camps would make it easier for thieves to round up cattle, particularly since there were only one or two herdsmen. The Livestock committee expressed concern about people’s lack of understanding of the grazing system, and requested that an outsider expert should come and explain (Gengiah et al unpublished). 
The payment of herders by all people in the sub-wards never took off. Through a series of community workshops, agreement was reached that all households would contribute to the herding fund. The project did phase out its contribution, but the community never made the 100% as agreed. Several months after it started, the community herding system had folded, with only two out of six herders still active. It appeared that the problem of non-payment came from both cattle owners and non-owners. People claimed that they didn’t have a job so they didn’t have money, while others argued that herding is a child or family task that is not paid for (Psychology Research Masters, unpublished). 
3.
CONTESTATION OVER RESOURCES
Non-compliance to rules for communal resources management can be a sign that the protection of the resource is contested. Fences are physical boundaries that monopolize a particular resource use and deny other uses. Breaking down a fence can thus be a sign of internal disagreement in a community (Sithole, 2003). Such conflicts can not easily be resolved through community meetings. The livestock committee, with intervention from the Tribal Authorities, succeeded in re-placing the stolen fences that demarcated the grazing areas in the upper slopes. However, the underlying conflict was never addressed.  As suggested earlier, cattle theft is big business run by syndicates from elsewhere who are using local people as accomplices (Altbeker, 2005). It is a known secret that many of the mountain passes in the Okhahlamba are used as trade routes for dagga (marihuana), grown extensively in the area. During a recent crossvisit to Lesotho by some members of the Livestock committee, Basotho farmers were  complaining that South Africans were bringing illegal fire arms into Lesotho that were traded for dagga. The fences erected by the project, may well have cut off some of these trade routes. Interestingly, the fences that were erected throughout the ward to protect the cropping fields remained unscathed. This suggests that the people in Okhombe unanimously agreed that an optimum crop harvest was preferred over free wandering cattle browsing in the fields. 
Cornwall (2003), while talking about gender and participation, warns that voice doesn’t automatically translate into influence. Tuning into and building on people’s own experiences does allow for context-specific development interventions. However, participatory practices can also result in maintaining status quo, rather than challenging dynamics of power and exclusion. Allocating places in committees can still silence and even mask dissident voices. 
The effectiveness of the Okhombe Livestock committee is under scrutiny. Some committee members did not fully understand the functioning of the grazing management system. The call for an outside expert to explain the grazing plan to the community suggests that either the Livestock committee didn’t feel recognized as a legitimate entity for regulating cattle grazing, or they didn’t feel much ownership over the plan, or - worst scenario - both. One member of the Livestock committee complained that others had questioned his membership since he didn’t own livestock. The comment suggests that the coming together of different interest groups in one committee was contested.

Project team members were frustrated that the community did not fulfill their promise of contributing to the herding fund. But who is ‘the community’, the eighty out of fourthousand people that happened to attend a meeting at one point in time? Who were they and which voices did they represent? At a recent livestock meeting over sixty participants indicated that they herd their own cattle, while only two people had employed herders. Either people are indeed to poor to dish out cash, or they feel that “herding is a household task which is not paid for” as stated earlier, or both. A multi-facetted approach in facilitation, working with individuals, groups and the larger community could have allowed space to different ideas and conflicting views on how grazing in Okhombe should be managed. Instead, the project team leaned almost entirely on information gathered during community meetings.
It is ironic, that the Livestock committee’s proposed system is almost identical to the failed grazing plan implemented under the Betterment Scheme. The willingness of the Landcare project to spend a total of R100,000 on fencing may have led community members on the path ‘back to the past’. Some project team members admitted that, looking back, they should not have opted for fencing. During a recent visit to a Livestock programme in Lesotho members of the Livestock committee admired the way in which the Basotho cared for their cattle. They use stones - not fences – to demarcate grazing areas, and herders stay with their cattle day and night, with night shelters being built for this purpose. During the design of the Okhombe grazing plan, this option was however never considered by any of the stakeholders involved. 

From 2005, the three subwards started to use the grazing camps indicated as ‘graze’ and ‘reserve’. People are urged to stay out of the area to be rested. However, all cattle is grazed in the lower camps that were designated for dairy cattle. Livestock owners feel that the risk of cattle theft is greater when moving further up the mountain, especially since most of the boundary areas are not fenced off. The map supplied by the project team only indicates the dairy grazing camps, and not the upper camps intended for all other cattle. A lay person reading the map will assume that the dairy camps are the grazing system. Complaints have also been raised that not all households participate and continue to graze their cattle around the homesteads.  If the Betterment Scheme in the sixties collapsed, why would this plan - which is very similar - succeed? 
4.
THE SOCIO-CULTURAL DIMENSION OF CATTLE
As the grazing management plan was about to be implemented, a field study was commissioned to explore community members’ perspectives on cattle and assess the viability of the grazing plan. The study confirmed the central role of cattle in contemporary Zulu life, highlighting number of cattle and breeds owned, the multiple functions of cattle, and its cultural and spiritual significance. 
Table 2:
Data collected by 2nd year students of the University of KwaZulu-Natal in 2004
	Number of cattle
	Households interviewed
	
	Cattle breeds
	Households

	0
	 7
	
	Nguni
	 7

	2 – 5
	 2
	
	Brahman
	 4

	6 – 10
	 4
	
	Crossbreed
	 4

	11 – 15
	 1
	
	Jersey
	 1

	16 – 20
	 3
	
	Friesland
	 2

	Unknown
	 9
	
	Total
	18

	Total
	26
	
	
	


	Cattle products
	House​holds
	
	Cultural uses
	House​holds

	Traditional items and hide
	36
	
	Ceremonies and communi​cation with ancestors
	13

	Cash income
	 9
	
	Training of sangoma
	 1

	Milk, maas and meat
	32
	
	Girl coming of age (umemulo)
	 5

	Manure
	11
	
	Pregnancy fine
	15

	Fuel and polish
	 7
	
	Marriage and bridewealth (lobola)
	28

	Draught power and transport
	 0
	
	Child birth
	4

	Total
	95
	
	Funerals
	 0

	
	
	
	Total
	66


Traditional items include:
· Men’s attire comprising loin- and buttock coverings, sandals, and ornaments for arms and legs (isinene ibeshu, imbadada, amashoba)

· Heavy leather skirt worn by married women (izidwaba)

· Footwear

· Drums

· Shields (ihawu)

· Mats

· Ropes and whips
Ferguson (1994) distinguishes two categories of explanation why farmers are unwilling to sell stock. The theory of the dual economy states that livestock is kept because they are highly valued for religious, social and economic reasons, and are in a way overvalued. These traditional values are slowly dying out as the modern economy penetrates the tribal world. Cattle keeping is the last stronghold of a traditional way of living. The utilitarian view, on the other hand, denies the notion of a dual economy. Apparent ‘traditional’ livestock practices are pure rational economic choices of individuals. Willingness to sell cattle is either due to the absence of other opportunities for investment, or a poor family’s priority to maintain herd size as buffer for adversity, or a rational appraisal of use values of animals against cash. The second argument emphasizes the ‘economic rationality of the African’. Ferguson (1994) rejects both arguments and offers an alternative based on research in Lesotho. Cattle, he argues, is a special form of property that is embedded in social relations and as such cannot be converted into cash at will.

Buying and selling are basic activities of daily life in a rural village, with items being subject to market mechanisms of pricing, supply and demand. However, some types of property such as land and cattle are structured differently from others. A person can buy a cow whenever he wants, but a social rule restricts him from selling it. Cattle are, in a way, considered common property: “A man with animals is greatly respected, he is a man who can help people. Cash and cash goods are a selfish, household centre form of wealth”. Cattle are used for social transactions (e.g. bridewealth), it helps others with farming activities and rituals, it serves as retirement fund, and helps establish strong (patron-client) relationships between owners and users. The latter is particularly important for a migrant labourer who can exercise his authority through his cattle while absent. Cattle can only be sold in case of emergency and acute poverty, and the price of an animal depends on the social situation (what it is used for, and who is buying it from whom) and not on the market. An increase in cattle sales in a rural village is thus an indicator for deteriorating livelihood security, not a sign of a healthy economy. Women have an interest in undermining the social rule, since they prefer cash over cattle to meet the immediate needs of the household. Young men who want to invest in a retirement fund are faced with (future) in-laws who will claim his newly purchased cattle to pay off his bridewealth (lobola). In this scenario, older women support the claim for lobola because it provides their household with capital, while young people are more often hostile to the cultural rules governing cattle.  The inter-generational struggle is not necessarily an indicator of change, but rather a contentious dynamic process, rooted in real economic interests, and in which tradition is re-created (Ferguson 1994:166).

5.
ALTERNATIVE PATHWAYS

The Okhombe grazing project was not the first intervention that failed to meet its goals.  Cousins (quoted by Sithole 2003) identified a host of problems with grazing schemes in Zimbabwe: the high cost of fencing, boundary disputes, shortages in grazing areas, internal disputes and factional struggles, fears of destocking, unwillingness by households to move out of grazing areas, and the unwillingness by non-livestock owners to contribute to the scheme. According to Vetter (2005) even interventions that are appropriate and desired by at least part of the rural population still fail due to high population densities, lack of coordination and cooperation among livestock owners, weak institutional capacity, crime and a general lack of interest in improving resource management. A ‘one-size-fits-all approach’ will not do the trick. Practitioners need to differentiate between communal areas according to agro-ecological, social, politico-institutional and economic criteria, and develop livelihood strategies that are context-bound and tailor-made.

5.1
Endogenous livestock development
Haverkort et al (2002) state that most indigenous knowledge systems distinguish three domains: the human world, the natural world, and the spiritual world. The human world refers to all aspect of social life. The natural (material) world includes agriculture and all natural phenomena. The spiritual world is composed of ancestral spirits or gods, often with different functions and tasks. In reality, these worlds are interrelated: certain natural spaces are considered sacred sites where spiritual forces can communicate with humans through animals and habitats. Together they form people’s worldview or cosmovision. People’s world views form the entry point for endogenous development: growing from within. 
Endogenous livestock development (ELD), a people-centred approach that includes both owners and caretakers of animals, is proposed here as an alternative pathway for grazing management interventions. The ELD approach supports husbandry systems based on livestock keepers’ own innovative strategies, knowledge and resources, without romanticising their views and practices. The development process includes both local and external resources and can imply producing for local, national or international markets (Van ‘t Hooft et al, 2005). 
A holistic approach is promoted that incorporates social, economic, cultural, agricultural and ecological aspects of livestock management (Figure 3). Innovative strategies can be developed through joint experimentation between livestock keepers, researchers and other development practitioners. The process is documented and monitored by livestock keepers using a focused set of indicators agreed upon (Scheuermeier et al, 2004). 
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Figure 3:
Endogenous livestock development (Compas, 2005)

5.2
Adaptive management
Adaptive management (AM) is a systematic process of modelling, experimentation and monitoring to compare the outcomes of alternative management actions. It describes an iterative process designed to improve the rate of learning about the management of complex systems. The process involves an explicit articulation of uncertainties and knowledge gaps about the response of the system to management actions. Reducing these uncertainties (i.e. learning) becomes one objective component (Farr 2000).  
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Figure 4:
Adaptive management

Key components of adaptive management are:

1. Involvement of internal and external stakeholders, thus combining local expertise and scientific knowledge to enhance understanding of the system that they manage
2. Self organization, collective action, decision making and conflict management

3. Identification of key uncertainties and knowledge gaps

4. Explicit predictions of outcomes of potential management actions, using simulation models or other project tools

5. Experiments implemented at an operational scale, designed to test hypotheses or qualitative relationships between actions and indicators

6. Ability for monitoring, detecting feedback from the environment

7. Evaluation of observed and predicted changes, diagnosis of reasons for difference, and assessment whether newly acquired knowledge justifies modification of the management plan (Farr 2000; Gerenstein 2005 unpublished). 

5.3
Endogenous adaptive management
The Okhombe Livestock committee has agreed to form a monitoring group that will oversee implementation of the grazing system and compliance with regulations guiding camp rotation. This group, with support from the project team, could design experiments to test different grazing practices currently used such as paid herders and family herding, with and without fencing. Such experiments should also include practices from other sub-wards currently not involved in the grazing system (Ngubhela, Mahlabathini and Mpameni). 
A systematic approach should be employed, starting with a holistic analysis of the different components that make up a household’s resources management strategy (Figure 3 ELD). A multi-facetted approach of in-depth interviews, discussions with smaller more homogeneous groups, a baseline survey and participatory observation can help surface dissident voices and reveal power dynamics that are currently counteracting against the new grazing plan. Such analysis would be followed by a stepwise experimental design with projected outcomes (Figure 4 AM). 
The role of external stakeholders is to help create spaces that allow for inclusiveness and difference of opinion. Where dissident voices have influence in the design of scenarios - informed by past and present – which are tested and selected to fit local context. The experimentation process will be documented and reflected upon to assess what grazing strategies will work in the diverse community of Okhombe. 

Farmer exchange visits can further play an important role in generating new ideas, and help think ‘beyond the fence’. Rather than one scenario-fits-all (e.g. ward level), different options may be selected and implemented on a smaller scale (e.g. subward level). Destocking may emerge as an option, to be negotiated by smaller, more homogeneous groups of people, as may herding with ‘stones instead of fences’.
6.
CONCLUSION
This paper has highlighted the central role cattle play in contemporary Zulu life. The social rules preventing cattle owners in Lesotho to sell their stock may well apply to Okhombe. Despite high stocking rates, parts of the range were found in reasonable condition and fairly resilient. The fences around the cropping fields were uncontested. But parts of the fence erected on the upper slopes were stolen. This can be interpreted as an attack against the imposed monopoly of grazing against other (illegal) uses of the resource. The early collapse of the herding fund, and non-compliance in using the grazing camps, raises questions about community ownership and appropriateness of the grazing plan. The Livestock committee representing different interests, appeared unable to resolve internal differences, and failed to bring leadership and vision to the implementation of the proposed grazing strategy.
A holistic, people-centred approach is proposed that facilitates development from within (endogenous livestock development), and that engages internal and external stakeholders in a process of action and reflection on possible scenarios for communal rangeland management (adaptive management). Such processes should open up alternative pathways beyond destocking and fencing.
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� 	Hocking and Mattick (undated) define carrying capacity (CC) as the maximum number of animals expressed as a standardised ‘Livestock Unit’ of 250 kg, that an area of land can support on a sustainable basis. This is expressed numerically in a stocking rate (SR). 
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