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PREFACE
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I speak on behalf of the next generation

My sons and daughters, their children to come
What will you leave them for their recreation -

[A dongal, an oil slick, a pile on an industrial slum?
Leave them the flowers, the grass and a hedgerow
a hill and a valley, a view to the sea.

These things are not yours to destroy

as you want to

... a gift, given once, for eternity.

Fish in the ocean - polluted and poisoned
Sand on the beaches - sticky and black

And you with your tankers, your banks and investments,
Say “never worry, the birds will come back”.

Leave them the [soil], flowers, grass and a hedgerow
a hill ...

... a gift, given once, for eternity.

Anon (1979)



vi

ABSTRACT

The overwhelming focus of documentary sources indicate that traditional approaches to
land degradation and soil erosion in South Africa have focussed on the physical
dimension of the problem and the development of practical solutions to its reduction.
This study was undertaken from the viewpoint that this emphasis has resulted in the
neglect of other (for example, socio-political) aspects of soil erosion and that such
neglect has exacerbated the soil erosion problem manifest in South Africa. An
examination of the 'human dimension' of soil erosion in South Africa was therefore
undertaken through an analysis of soil conservation policy and legislation promulgated
to effect policy objectives between 1910 and 1992. Acknowledging that the policy
environment is influenced by factors within the economic, political, historical and
perceptual (all human) environments, as well as the natural environment, this study
attempts to integrate information relating to each of these parameters within the overall
framework of South African soil conservation policy. Particular emphasis is placed on
the role of environmental perception in the decision-making process, together with the
critical influence of intervening variables found to be operative within the perceptual
environment as represented in the South African context.

In the absence of substantive empirical data, this study posits a number of a priori
assumptions regarding the extent and causes of soil erosion, support for which was
initially derived from the extensive literature sources reviewed for the study. The basic
premise of this study is that soil erosion persists in South Africa, and despite
considerable government and public inputs and participation, and the existence of a
legislative machinery created specifically to address the problem, progress in promoting
soil conservation through implementation of specific measures has been slow.
Following a review of soil conservation policy and legislation up to 1992, it is further
submitted that factors other than legislative inadequacies could account for this problem
and therefore warrant particular and thorough investigation.
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To this end, this work firstly describes the physical context within which South African
soil erosion occurs, followed by a brief appraisal of socio-economic and political
variables which together have shaped contemporary perceptions regarding the nature,
extent and causes of soil erosion in the country. A comprehensive review of relevant
policy and legislation in the period 1910-1992 was then undertaken by reference to
published and unpublished sources. The evolution of soil conservation policy in the
country was charted through reference to relevant legislation and parliamentary debate.
The temporal variation in the relative success of the policy and legislative enactments

was measured by reference to relevant indicators.

The adequacy of South African soil conservation (as indicated by four key legislative
enactments formulated to specifically address soil erosion) was evaluated using key
elements of the World Soils Policy as a baseline. Analysis of the Forest and Veld
Conservation Act of 1941, the Soil Conservation Act of 1946, the Soil Conservation
Act of 1969 and the Conservation of Agricultural Resources Act of 1983, revealed a
clear evolutionary progression in which successive acts sought to build upon successes
and minimise the weaknesses of previous efforts. This analysis reveals marked
temporal variability in the extent to which each element is addressed and explores the
multi-environmental (political, social, historical, economic and perceptual) constraints
on attainment of all goals. This assessment permitted the compilation of, what the
author has termed the South African Policy Environment Model, which takes the form
of a working hypothesis.

This hypothesis was subsequently tested utilising the 103 responses obtained from a
postal questionnaire survey directed at 242 scientists, policy developers and
extensionists (representing a 43 per cent return), that is, those persons who either
currently or during the study period, were actively involved in the development of soil
erosion research and/or the implementation of conservation policy objectives.

In spite of the apparent effort by the South African government to address soil
conservation, contemporary opinion (according to documentary evidence) suggests that
the policies formulated have failed to attain soil conservation goals and reduce the
manifest extent and rate of land degradation in the country. This study broadly
concludes that such inefficacy of policy may be ascribed to:
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lack of importance ascribed to soil

national level control

non-uniformity in application of law

inadequacies in the implementation of policy

paucity of information on real nature and extent of problem

N B W N -

perceptions in an uninformed environment.

The study furthermore submits that images concerning the realities of soil erosion are
shaped by perceptual filters and the value systems of individuals active in the soil
conservation arena, or more specifically, key players’ perceptions regarding the causes,
extent and nature of the soil erosion problem, are what underpin and ultimately give rise
to the relative effectiveness of soil conservation strategies.

This study identifies a multiplicity of factors which operate within five dynamically
interative environments (the political, economic, historical, perceptual and natural
environments) considered influential in shaping the temporal (and spatial) variation in
the policy environment represented in this study. This examination of the
multidimensionality of soil erosion has led to the conclusion that in addition to the
problems broadly outlined above, soil erosion is also a problem of:

accountability;

focus;

priorities and government commitment;
situational incompatibility;
misinformed perceptions; and

timing.

(o N I R I S e

It is submitted that lack of recognition of these inter- and intra-environment dynamics
could account for the relative inefficacy of soil conservation policy to promote the
sustained adoption of conservation practices. Such factors will in the past have been
overlooked due to the neglect of the ‘human dimension’ of the problem in South Africa
in the period under review.
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It is believed that the measure of consensus derived from the results of this study,
reflécts contemporary realities concerning the status of soil conservation in the country,
at least amongst those individuals most intimately involved in the development,
formulation and administration of soil conservation policy. As such it provides an
appropriate foundation upon which to base future policy decisions and more
importantly, to derive optimum compliance with conservation norms and standards of

practice amongst land users.

Only by recognising the multidimensionality of the soil conservation policy
environment and its components, can the past inefficacies be overcome. It is submitted
therefore that for South Africa to meet its challenges of the 21st century concerning the
conservation and sustainable utilisation of soil, the priority of policy developers must
be - the expedient adoption of a multi- and interdisciplinary approach to agricultural
resource management, with particular emphasis on its ‘human dimension’.
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CHAPTER ONE

THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Soil conservation has received considerable attention throughout the agricultural
nations of the world, in one form or another, for several centuries. Particular case
studies of erosion problems, such as the American ‘Dust Bowl’ of the 1930s, have
received worldwide attention and clearly illustrate the importance of attending to
resource degradation in the context of sustainable utilisation of soil. It has been
variously recognised that humans play an important role in soil erosion through their
interactions with and within the natural environment especially in regard to land-use
practices. Much less significance has, however, been attached to the less direct or
tangible ways in which humans can affect the erosion problem (positively and/or
negatively) through their relationship with soil conservation policy and its mandatory

provisions which are aimed at promoting the sustainable utilisation of the resource.

It is against this background that this thesis will examine the role of humans in
formulating, defining, implementing, administrating and enforcing soil conservation
policy in South Africa between 1910 and 1992. During this period South Africa
underwent significant social, economic and political changes and this forms the
backdrop against which soil conservation policy evolved. The thesis acknowledges
and briefly reviews the traditional parameters which influence soil conservation
practice, but focuses on the human dimension in an attempt to place all the interacting
variables in a single dynamically interactive framework.

1.2 TRADITIONAL APPROACH TO PROBLEM SOLVING

Traditional approaches to the problem of soil erosion and land degradation in South
Africa have, to date, reflected a predominantly technocratic bias, and have involved
examination of the physical dimension of the problem and the development of
practical solutions to its reduction. Such a narrowly constrained approach to soil

erosion has been ascribed to a "one-sided preoccupation with environmental



influences", which has ultimately resulted in the significance of man as an agent in
changing the environment being generally minimised, if not ignored (Sumner, 1973).
Elliott (1989) in a study of soil erosion and conservation in Zimbabwe, established
the existence of a similar emphasis there which prevailed throughout the colonial
period. Many authors concur with this contention with reference to the African
context in general, including Baker (1984); Blaikie (1985); Stocking (1985); and
Blaikie and Brookfield (1987). Such a conception of the problem denied both the
environmental viability which existed within communal areas and the sensitivities and
realities of indigenous African farming systems (Elliott, 1989). “Concern for the
environment was illusory in that underlying causal factors were not addressed, the
status quo and commitment to the modernist view (of technocratism) were preserved,
and political-economic and cultural hegemonic interests prioritised above those of the
environment or the African land user” (Elliott, 1989). It can be argued that a directly
comparable situation has prevailed in South Africa throughout and beyond the
colonialist era, under the governance of nationalist and political ideologies; a scenario
which generally has contributed little towards the amelioration of natural resource
degradation.

This technocratic bias has been reflected similarly in the context of scientific research
through the decades. To illustrate many authors (Jacks & Whyte, 1939; Ross, 1967;
Penzhorn, 1972; Clarke, 1974; Scotney, 1978a; Moon & Dardis, 1988; Dixon &
Heffernan, 1991 and Fuggle & Rabie, 1992), have expounded on South Africa's
vulnerability to soil erosion with an overwhelming emphasis on the physical
characteristics of the problem. Most commonly, factors identified as contributing to
the soil erosion problem have included: low reliability of rainfall over most of the
country; high rate of evaporation; drought; torrential thunderstorms giving rise to
high run-off; and the high elevation of the southern African continent which renders
conditions conducive to rapid rates of run-off. Preliminary investigations by the
author, have highlighted an apparent neglect of a comprehensive consideration, other
than possibly a cursory approach, of socio-political components of soil erosion
(Cooper, 1993). Elliott (1989) describes soil erosion as an “archetypal
interdisciplinary issue”, a view supported by Blaikie (1985) which demands the
recognition, comprehension and integration of two sets of ‘specificity’: a place-based
concern for the immediate causal variables of the physical system, and the non-

location specific concern of the social economic system (Blaikie, 1985). Omission of



a consideration of the physical system would result in a failure to identify the physical
processes of soil erosion, their spatial variability and interaction, and immediate
causal variables, inter alia, slope, vegetative cover, land use, soil structure, soil
fertility and rainfall intensity. Unquestionably therefore, these physiographical
variables are intrinsic to the system and as such are integral to an explanation of the

soil erosion problem. It is, however, the failure to provide an explanation for human

action within the social/leconomic system, that has led to a purely technocratic and
physical analysis of the soil erosion problem in South Africa.

1.3 MODELLING EROSION CONCERNS

The place-based concern (of the physical system) and the non-location specific
concern (of the socio-economic system), are embraced within the methodological
constructs of political economy (Blaikie, 1985; Elliott, 1989), from which the
political, economic and social forces influencing, both directly and indirectly, the
relationship between people and their environments, can be theorised. It is within
such a framework that soil erosion and conservation policy in the South African
environment will be addressed in this thesis.

Interest in the relationship b