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TABLE OF
CONTENTS

What practices are involved in managing
these natural resources and catchments?

What is natural resource management, and
what is the role of different practices in
sustainable NRM?

Why a focus on indigenous trees?

How is natural resource use linked to the 
livelihoods of people?

How does the use of wood link to other
natural resources?

What are the challenges faced by local
communities in sustainable wood use?

What are the challenges faced by social
learning facilitators?

Technical Information relevant to wood and
bark harvesting.

Tools & Processes for engaging
stakeholders.

Tips for facilitating engagements



1.CATCHMENT HEALTH AND NATURAL
RESOURCE USE

The Upper Sand and Klaserie River Catchments are found within the old forestry areas (Lowveld
Plantations) next to the communal areas in Bushbuckridge Local Municipality. These areas contain many
natural resources that are important for the people who live nearby and downstream. This includes the
water in the streams and rivers coming out of this area, grass providing grazing, trees providing wood and
medicine, specific sites supporting cultural and spiritual values, and many other resources. These natural
resources, and their health and sustainability, are strongly linked to each other. In other words, changes in
the condition of one natural resource will always affect the condition of one or several other natural
resources. Natural resources should be managed collectively in order to ensure they remain sustainable
and the overall catchments are healthy.

2.WHAT PRACTICES ARE INVOLVED IN MANAGING
THESE NATURAL RESOURCES AND CATCHMENTS?

There are many things being done to improve the health of the Sand and Klaserie Rivers and

their catchments. Some practices directly impact natural areas such as alien invasive plant

clearing or rehabil itation of eroded areas. Other activities help to guide the use of natural

resources such as forestry, eco-tourism, and a number of indigenous knowledge based

practices. Activities such as monitoring provide an understanding of the situation within

these catchments, such as how many natural resources there are, how they are used, how

they respond to this uti l ization, and what condition they are in. 

Given that many local people rely on the natural resources in these catchments, it is also

important to support and educate people how to use these resources sustainably. This way

they wil l  sti l l  be available for future generations. Community Monitors play an important role

in both monitoring natural resources in the area, as well as engaging with and educating

community members. 

NATURAL RESOURCES = MATERIALS OR SUBSTANCES OCCURRING IN NATURE WHICH

CAN BE USED BY PEOPLE. E.G. WOOD, WATER, SOIL, AIR, MEDICINAL SPECIES ETC. 

COMMUNITY MONITORS = ANY COMMUNITY MEMBERS TASKED WITH MONITORING

ENVIRONMNETAL ISSUES WITHIN THEIR COMMUNITY AND EDUCATING COMMUNITY

MEMBERS ABOUT ENVIRONMNETAL ISSUES
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Restoration and rehabilitation:  this is the process of
assisting the recovery of natural area that has been
degraded, damaged, or destroyed. This is  to secure and
protect water and biodiversity. This includes the well-
known Working for Water programme and the High
Altitude Teams, both involved in invasive alien plant (IAP)
control. Other programmes include Working for Wetlands,
involved in restoring wetlands, streams, and soil erosion,
and Working on Fire, involved in managing wildfires, but
also using fire for maintaining healthy grasslands and
bushveld.

Protection of nature and natural resources: these types
of efforts include protected areas and nature reserves
aimed at the conservation of biodiversity by stopping 
 destructive types of land-uses possible within them (such
as mining or large developments). An example is the Blyde
River Canyon Nature Reserve, which now includes
Mariepskop and other Lowveld Plantations areas within
the upper Sand and Klaserie Catchments. 

Sustainable utilization: this includes activities such as
eco-tourism that ensure the protection of our natural
resources through promoting enjoyment of nature’s
beauty. Examples include Mariepskop, God’s window,
Bourke’s Luck Potholes, Blyde Canyon, etc. These natural
wonders attract people to come visit, and in return people
pay conservation fees to ensure that the natural resources
are looked after and managed sustainably.

In the case of the Sand and Klaserie Catchments (and

adjacent Blyde Catchment), there are a number of natural

resource management activities going on to support the

management of local natural resources. These efforts focus on

different aspects, including some of the examples below:

pn

3. WHAT IS NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT,
AND WHAT IS THE ROLE OF DIFFERENT PRACTICES

IN SUSTAINABLE NRM

Natural resource management (NRM)

involves managing and governing the

interactions between people and the

natural landscapes in which they l ive. It

includes practices such as land-use

planning, water management,

biodiversity conservation, environmental

monitoring, eco-tourism, ecological

restoration, resource uti l ization

management, environmental education,

and many more. The objective of

natural resource management is to

ensure that natural resources such as

water, air, land and biodiversity (plants

and animals) are managed in a

sustainable way to ensure that people

continue to benefit from these both in

the present and future. Humans play an

important role within the natural

environments in which they l ive, which

can be both beneficial or degrading.

For example, well managed grazing

areas can lead to healthy and

productive rangelands, benefitting both

people and many other plants and

animals l iving within these rangelands.

On the other hand, badly managed

waste management systems can lead to

many environmental problems, including

pollution and water quality issues.
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4. WHY A FOCUS ON INDIGENOUS TREES?

Environmental Monitoring: these are

initiatives that focus on supporting citizen

science monitoring by local communities in

order to understand the state of natural

resources and to inform management action.

An example would be the monitoring done by

the South African Environmental Observation

Network (SAEON).

Outreach and education: many of the above

practices may also contain activities focused

on engaging with local people to support the

development of their knowledge and

practices in relation to the sustainable use of

resources.

Indigenous or local knowledge: many

communities have long established practices

and cultural norms in relation to uti l ising

natural resources, and interacting with the

environment. These practices and associated

norms (rules) are often purposefully

structured to support sustainabil ity and

ensure the long-term abil ity of a whole

community to benefit equitably from such

resources.
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The need for a focus on indigenous trees was identified as a

result of the extensive unregulated harvesting of such trees

from riparian and wetland areas in the Lowveld Plantations

and adjacent communal areas during the past couple of years.

This harvesting, if it continues on a largescale, could have

negative impacts on the forests along these rivers and within

these wetlands. These forests play an important role in the

amount and quality of water flowing out of these areas, as

well as a range of other benefits received by people

downstream.

An example of unsustainable harvesting of indigenous trees from a

swamp forest wetland in the Klaserie Catchment. In this case nearly all

the Water berry trees within the swamp forest patch (more trees

outside of the photo) were cut down completely at the base of the

stem.



5. HOW IS NATURAL RESOURCE 
USE LINKED TO THE 

LIVELIHOODS OF PEOPLE?

Fire: wood is an important source of energy for all the

communities in the Lowveld areas for both cooking and

heating. Despite many communities having access to

electricity or gas, firewood is still the main source of energy.

Most of this firewood is harvested from indigenous trees,

although some may be from exotic forestry species, such as

gums.

Building and structures: woody resources, such as poles, are

also used for fencing and building materials. Many of these

building materials are collected from forestry trees such as

gums or pines, but also from indigenous trees. Some of these

gums and pines are planted and well managed (which is

allowed by law), however many of the gums in the Lowveld

plantations are invasions (i.e. not planted) or are no longer

managed.

Medicine: many tree species have certain parts, such as bark,

leaves or roots, which have medicinal properties. These are

often used by people to treat a range of ailments, and are

important for supporting the health of people, particularly

where they cannot afford shop-bought medicines.

Our lives depend on natural resources both directly and indirectly.

We use woody resources in our daily lives for many reasons

including: 

The use of wood is part of our daily lives, and this is what we

call resource dependency. This dependency can decrease if

more people start using other sources of energy such as

electricity. However, in the Lowveld areas, most communities

still have a high prevalence of poverty and heavily depend on

woody resources. Therefore, it is important to strive for

sustainable utilization of such woody resources. This helps to

ensure that the communities continue to have access to woody

resources, and to prevent other threats to natural resources

because of how we harvest and use woody resources. 

SUSTAINABLE = CONSERVING AN ECOLOGICAL BALANCE BY AVOIDING DEPLETION

OF NATURAL RESOURCES.



6. HOW DOES THE USE OF WOOD LINK TO 
OTHER NATURAL RESOURCES?

7. WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES FACED BY LOCAL
COMMUNITIES IN SUSTAINABLE WOOD USE?

People are constrained by their socio-economic situation

Many people using wood cannot afford to buy wood, and have to harvest and collect it on foot from their

immediate surroundings. These constraints may leave them little choice as to where or how they harvest wood.

People are not fully aware of the impacts of unsustainable wood harvesting

Commercial wood harvesters in turn are likely to use methods most convenient to them. This could involve cutting

trees down completely while only using the branches, and harvesting as much as needed within a small area. If

many harvesters follow the same process along a river for instance, this can lead to the complete loss of riverine

forest in that area.

Need for information on species and habitats that should not be harvested and why

Many people will be aware of historic cultural norms (through indigenous knowledge), which guide which trees to

use and which not, and how different tree species are used for different purposes. However many people are not

aware that some habitats are more sensitive to harvesting trees than others. This could include not being aware

of the importance of trees along rivers and within wetlands, for the maintenance of river-health and water quality.

High demand for indigenous wood

Many schools in the area have feeding schemes for the children that attend these schools. As this often involves

cooking for a large number of people, these schemes create a significant demand for wood, which in turn is

supplied by contractors harvesting wood commercially. Contractors are often asked to supply only indigenous

wood (or specific types of indigenous wood) as opposed to other types of wood such as from gums.

Within the Sand and Klaserie Catchments trees grow in a variety of different habitats

or vegetation types. This includes within bushveld (savanna), escarpment forests

(large forests on the slopes of mountains), riverine forests, and swamp forests. In

general trees within bushveld areas are much more resilient to harvesting and other

forms of disturbance (such as veld fires) than trees within forests. Bushveld areas are

also substantially larger than the areas covered by the different forest types,

particularly the riverine and swamp forests which only occupy a very small area

along streams, rivers and wetlands. Due to the above factors riverine and swamp

forests are much less likely to persist under heavy harvesting pressure, which could

lead to their complete loss from certain areas.

The riverine forests play a very important role in stabilizing stream- and river-banks in the area, preventing soil

erosion, slowing down floodwaters, and capturing sediments in these rivers. This helps protect the water quality of

these rivers, reduces the risk of flood damage and loss to downstream communities, and contributes to the overall

health of these catchments.

Swamp forests in turn are located in wetland areas where there is very little or slow flow of water. These wetlands

store and clean the water, slowly releasing it throughout the year, especially during the dry season. The soils within

these swamp forests are also very rich in dead organic matter (called peat) which comes from the plants growing

within these wetlands. These peat soils not only hold large amounts of water, but also store lots of carbon (within

the organic matter) which is important from a climate change perspective.

The above indicates how the health or quality of one resource (in this case trees in riverine and swamp forests)

strongly links to the health or quality of several other resources (such as water).



9. TECHNICAL INFORMATION RELEVANT TO WOOD
AND BARK HARVESTING

8. WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES FACED BY SOCIAL
LEARNING FACILITATORS?

1

Information and knowledge on the most appropriate harvesting practices and why these are better than other

methods in essential. Other information required is in relation to what the impacts of unsustainable harvesting are,

in particular less direct and obvious impacts such as on other natural resources.

Completely cutting down trees, which mostly results in

their death, is not a sustainable way of harvesting woody

resources and should be avoided. Pruning or cutting

smaller side branches of a tree (not more than a quarter)

is a better method and will allow the tree to recover and

produce more branches again, which could be harvested

again in the future. 

Trees in savanna or bushveld areas should be selected,

whereas trees along rivers, and within wetlands or forests

should be avoided.

Avoid harvesting all the trees in a single area.

If a person has no choice but to harvest in a riverine or

wetland forest this should strictly only involve pruning or

cutting some branches and under no circumstance

cutting down the whole tree. Such a tree should also be

left for some time to recover first before harvesting again

from it.
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Example of an incorrect or inappropriate bark harvesting

technique, called ring-barking, which involves removing

all the bark for a wide strip around the whole stem. This

disconnects the bark from the top of the tree from bark

at the bottom of the tree completely, and wil l mostly

result in the death of the tree.

Community Monitors (CMs) are not only data collectors through

their monitoring activities, but are also facilitators of learning and

sharing of knowledge through their education engagements in

community structures. 

The challenges faced range from technical information and

knowledge needs, to practical skills needed for working with

instruments, and to recording and interpreting data. In addition

CMs need to be able to identify, engage and communicate with

different stakeholders that should be involved in addressing the

environmental challenges they encounter when monitoring.

Therefore, being able to facilitate a learning-oriented

stakeholder engagement process is important.

It is also key to understand the links across the different types of natural resource management practices

involved in the area, how these practices should work together towards a common set of goals, and the specific

role which their practice plays within the group of practices. Addressing these challenges is critical to the

process of developing as natural resource management champions.



Where available, exotic or alien trees such as gums or guavas, should be utilized before indigenous

trees.

Avoid harvesting wood from riverine and wetland tree species, including Water berry, Matumi,

Quinine tree, Forest fever tree, etc. 

Where available and feasible a rocket stove should be used for cooking. These stoves are very

efficient and use much less wood than an open fire.

When harvesting bark, avoid ring-barking where all the bark for a wide strip around the whole stem

is removed. This disconnects the bark from the top of the tree from bark at the bottom of the tree

completely. This stops water taken up by the roots of the tree from reaching the branches and

leaves, and food produced by the leaves from going down to the roots. Consequently this method

will result in the death of the tree.

Harvest bark only from one side of a tree trunk and only up to a quarter of the area around the stem,

leaving bark from the top of the tree connected to the bark at the bottom of the tree. This allows

the tree to live and the bark to regrow and cover the harvested area over time.

Completely avoid young trees for bark harvesting; they are fragile and more likely to die.
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10. TOOLS & PROCESSES FOR ENGAGING
STAKEHOLDERS AROUND NATURAL RESOURCE USE

PURPOSE: the why and what questions

Why do you as an Community Monitor want to

engage stakeholders?

What do you want to engage them on?

In this case it would be about wood use, and

supporting this to be more sustainable.

How should the engagements be facilitated? 

Different purposes of engagement may

require different tools and methods, see some

of the examples in the table below.

CMs must identify (in consultation with project

managers) the tools and methods of

engagement relevant to their purpose.

When engaging with community members, we

advise one to pay attention to understanding the

‘four Ps’ of stakeholder engagement, namely, the

PURPOSE, PROCESSES, PRINCIPLES and

PRACTICALITIES.

1.

2. PROCESS: the how question

Transparency - When engaging stakeholders,

always share the intentions, vision and objectives

of the project. This gives people the opportunity to

participate willingly knowing the intentions of the

engagements. If your project is asking information or

data from people (e.g. about their wood use), always

explain how such information will be used and ask for

their consent. It is about being mindful of conducting

engagements that provide value to stakeholders

(non-extractive engagements). People value

respectful interactions, the opportunity to be part of

a project that gives more meaning to their daily

activity, and to learning new things or alternative

ways of doing things.

Empowering - build on existing knowledge and

encourage stakeholders to take ownership of the

engagement process and its outcomes. 

Co-creation of knowledge and inclusive

participation - always provide opportunities for

stakeholders to give inputs and reflection insights on

the engagement process and its outcomes.

Stakeholder profiling- Identify all stakeholders for

the engagement and describe their role in the NRM

issues you are engaging them about. You can

classify them according to the different roles they

play in terms of natural resource use (such as

commercial wood harvesters, wood buyers, people

who only harvest for themselves, etc.)

Power dynamics and imbalances - due to

differences in educational background, socio-

economic status, socio-political influence. Less

powerful stakeholders may not be equipped or

enabled to participate and contribute meaningfully

(e.g. language barrier, lack of background

information, etc.). Other dynamics come from the

nature and functions of your stakeholders (e.g. you

need different tools and methods when engaging

with Traditional leaders vs engaging with school

children, even though the issues of engagement are

still the same).

Cost and resources - bringing stakeholders

together, designing and running engagement

processes takes a lot of time and effort. Different

engagement methods have different costs, both in

terms of money and time.

4. PRACTICALITIES: This addresses the feasibility and

applicability of all of the above aspects and this should

be informed by the contextual environment.

 Relevant - focussed on real problems identified

by stakeholders and not what the ‘outsiders’ think

are important. Provide opportunities for people

to express their views, problems, challenges,

concerns, and how they think it should be

addressed or how they can be supported to

address the situation. 

Impactful - produce outcomes that directly

benefit the stakeholders involved.

3. PPRINCIPLES: Ethical considerations in

stakeholder engagement.  



Source: Amended from Rhodes University’s short course

- Introduction to Social Learning & Stakeholders

Engagement in Natural Resource Management

11. TIPS FOR FACILITATING ENGAGEMENTS

Start with what people know about their context, their practice, how they see and understand their
practice relating to their environment and their broader (socio-economic, cultural, political, etc.)
situation.
Build on this to introduce concepts, ideas, or methods that might be new to them, where this is
necessary.
Establish what is important to people and aim to understand and highlight the linkages between what
you are trying to achieve and what is important to them.
Allow people to realise themselves the potential contradictions between certain aspects within their
practice and their own broader set of objectives (as well as broader societal objectives), i.e. highlighting
the need to change certain aspects of their practice where possible. Do not tell people they are doing
something wrong, i.e. do not judge their practice.
Keep in mind that many people (particularly more vulnerable people) face constraints when carrying out
a practice (such as the walking distance to fire wood harvesting areas), and that these constraints may
prevent them from carrying out certain actions within their practice (such as harvesting wood from a
forest instead of bushveld). 
support people to formulate their own suggested solutions or adjustments to their practice, that would
help them to move to a more sustainable way of utilizing a resource (i.e. their practice being more
supportive of this objective)

Reflect on the process, considering questions such as: how did the process go? what went well? what
stands out for you or seems important? was there anything difficult? what went less well and could be
improved? have you achieved your objective or moved closer to it?
What does this mean for future engagements, i.e. how can one build onto the engagement.
The above could be carried out internally or with stakeholders.
Make sure to write down these reflections, along with the information that you have gathered at the
engagement. 

In addition to the four Ps, the following are important aspects to consider when engaging people to support
learning towards changing their practices. This is a three-step process from preparation, running the
engagement and after the engagement.

Preparing for engagement
This involves ALL aspects of the “four “Ps” of stakeholder engagement discussed in section 10.

During engagement

Capturing learning and reflecting on process after engagement


