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PART ONE
1.1.   Introduction and argument
  
…discourses of nature cast a sharp light on the everyday actions and events through which definitions
of belonging and citizenship- and their dark underside; the politics of exclusion, are being reframed in
the post-colony (Comaroff & Comaroff, 2001: 651).

The change in the environment approaching the Eastern Cape Karoo is remarkable. After a
long, laborious drive down the monotonous N9 road with only hues of brown to gaze upon
across the landscape, I found the rate at which the scenery changes suddenly incredible. Within
a matter of kilometers, there is a shift in the atmosphere. The high lying dolerite structures,
which look like strange sculptures of ancient earth, begin rising out of land speckled with every
hue of orange in the setting sun. The flora begins to diversify into an incredible variety of
succulents, aloes, and acacias: scrubby greenery which punctuates the earthy tones. As the road
begins to descend into the hinterland valley where Graaff-Reinet is situated it is easy to see
what makes the place unique and beautiful, and also the striking issues which the town carries
alongside this beauty. The town center is in the shape of a large, elongated oval, with informal
settlements clearly detached from this area, spilling over the periphery and scattered up the
sides of the hills which embrace it. At every angle of the town fringe, the cliffs and hilltops
stretch and embrace, leading the eyes to the island of development amongst the sea of open
land.
The Graaff-Reinet tourism website emphasizes the attractions of the natural beauty and
agricultural heritage which is offered in the town:
Graaff-Reinet, the heart of the Great Karoo, place of thirst – is a boundless and mysterious area covered
by vast livestock and game farms, where broad plains roll away to distant koppies (hills) and multilayered mountains that seem to touch the indigo sky. Listen to the silence, breathe in the aged earth and
the Karoo bossies (bushes), and gaze at a startlingly clear horizon that seems drawn at the other end of
the earth (graaffreinet.co.za).

Despite the striking natural beauty of the town which attracts its visitors, it is hard for anyone
to ignore the irregularities in the built environment as they appreciate the natural landscape.
From afar the town appears disjointed in its divisions between the settlements. With a closer
look towards the town center, I see rows upon rows of quaint white homes, punctuated with
large oak trees and spacious roads. Large, lush green sports fields, no doubt due to the use of
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boreholes and persistent maintenance of groundskeepers, seem out of place in the arid
surroundings. The Dutch Reformed church looms high over all of the dwellings in the town
center - an architectural marvel and slice out of South Africa's colonial history. In glaring
contrast, another vestige of this history can be seen. The border of the idyllic townscape is
edged with a conglomeration of corrugated steel dwellings, peeling timber and brick rooms
and RDP homes made from unwelcoming concrete blocks. These are the areas of informal
settlements and government subsidised housing. Their boundaries with the town center are well
maintained; buffer zones keep them from straddling a space which lies within reach but is not
truly connected to the town center. Here there are no trees providing shade or brilliant
architectural attractions. The only greenery to be found here are patches of grass growing
through unmaintained roads. In the distance, if one carries on driving past these settlements,
one would soon reach the outlying farmlands scattered across the plains.
In this Honours project, I have employed extracts from fieldwork interviews and my own
ethnographic observations to attempt to highlight the tensions around conservation initiatives
in Graaff-Reinet related to the Camdeboo National Park. It quickly became clear to me during
this research project that for people in the town, perceptions of conservation and nature as
broad concepts were closely intertwined with their personal historical experiences of this
particular park. One of the clearest findings in this project was that the boundary line
demarcating the area between the park and town is not static, but rather a ‘porous’ political
zone, a space subject to contestations and changes due to the actions of the people who act on
it. What happens on this boundary is decided by a myriad of forces coalescing between various
actors, such as the poor residents, farmers, conservationists, middle-class townspeople, and
tourists. Approaching conservation practices from a political ecology perspective considers
how an ecological systems, such as the park, are politically made while working from a premise
that how they are understood and represented is inherently political (Olwage 2013: 10). The
relations between the residents and the material-world of ‘nature’ reflects that there are a
variety of claims to livelihoods and different understandings of nature.
While SANParks (South African National Parks) wields power in that they can reconfigure the
Park boundary at will, determining who can make use of benefits and who cannot, the fact that
they have been unable to impede the socio-environmental threats to the Park, shows that these
efforts will not reshape how people think of nature, especially if for many of the poorest
residents, priorities lie in supporting the livelihoods of themselves and their families.
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Regardless of whether SANParks shows force to perpetrators, the acts of firewood collection,
poaching and fence cutting will continue and will reflect that claims to survival run deeper than
can be solved through acts of reprimanding and punishment. I argue that SANParks risks
further environmental threats by alienating community members off the land, through actions
such as revoking privileges, criminalizing petty crime and scapegoating communities.
SANParks needs to rather find a way to get the poor on their side in the same way as they did
with the farmers when SANParks campaigned for them to sign up to their ‘corridor project’
initiative, which I will discuss further in this project, and also through achievable promises of
partnerships, livelihood stability, and economic growth. I argue that perhaps if incentives and
benefits can come from collaboration around protecting the park-land, incentives which have
the potential to outweigh in value the resources that are illicitly taken to subsist off the park,
the park may begin its shift in the public consciousness from being a space of privilege to one
of inclusion.
In the remainder of Part One I will highlight the primary and subsidiary research questions
which inform this project. This is followed by a contextual background to the research and a
literature review highlighting concepts and themes relating to my fieldwork, which are
primarily connected to aspects of political ecology. In part two I will discuss research findings
flowing from the semi-structured interviews I conducted around Graaff-Reinet and reflect on
these in relation to my broad research questions. My hope is that this work could possibly
inform future protected area management plans in the consideration of social justice issues.

1.2.  

Primary Research Question and Subsidiary Questions
•   How are nature conservation initiatives implemented and how are these
received by different constituents in the town of Graaff-Reinet?
Subsidiary Questions
•   What do residents and employees articulate about the environmental threats that
the park faces? Who do they see as the culprits and why?
•   What are the factors influencing how the towns-people perceive conservation?
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1.3.   Contextual Background and Research Rationale
Graaff-Reinet seems to have the best of both worlds, with the recreational opportunities of
ecotourism and the charms of a cosmopolitan, historical village center within a few minutes of
each-other. This plays a role in it being an attraction for hundreds of local and foreign tourists
per year. It also happens to be situated conveniently in relatively close proximity to the
Western, Eastern, Free-State, Northern Cape and KZN provinces, which means that tourists
make use of the attractions of the town both as a stop-over on cross-country trips to elsewhere
in South Africa and as their final destination for short getaways (Atkinson, 2016: 205). The
unique geology, fauna, and flora as well as historical heritage are major drawcards for visitors
and are why it is often referred to as the ‘Gem of the Karoo' (graaffreinet.co.za). Graaff-Reinet
is something of a metropole in relation to the other arid villages of the South African interior,
with a vibrancy that is described fervently in local travel magazines.
The population is quite large for a Karoo ‘dorp’ (village), the 2011 census results showing
26,585 residents (Statistics South Africa, 2011) while more recent demographic projections
place the population around 35,000 (Atkinson, 2016: 200); this reflects that many have moved
to the town in light of the economic growth in hope of finding employment opportunities. The
town is the fourth oldest in South Africa and was founded in 1786. This extensive heritage is
clearly a source of pride for many of the families who have deep family roots in the area. What
once was primarily an agricultural hub has gained momentum recently in the economy as the
municipality is constantly encouraging investment, especially in the tourist sector (Atkinson &
Ingle, 2010:11). According to Atkinson & Ingle (2010:18), Graaff-Reinet has diversified its
economic sector by focusing on tourism and also other forms of commercial revenue. The town
is, however, still highly racially divided owing to apartheid’s social and material divisions,
with low levels of education and high levels of unemployment amongst the black and coloured
populations (Statistics South Africa, 2011). Botha et al. (2011:11) describe the prevalence of
racial hierarchies and inequalities in the Karoo as well as the increase of “shanty dwellers living
in varying degrees of abject poverty” on the outskirts of Karoo towns, who look towards the
government and municipalities to provide more opportunities.
Camdeboo National Park (hereafter called CNP) was established in 2005 in the area
surrounding Graaff-Reinet, on a piece of land which was once called the ‘Karoo Nature
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Reserve’. The primary rationale behind its establishment was to address the degrading effects
resulting from commonage farming on the land prior to 1979 (when the Karoo Nature Reserve
was established), and to uplift the nearby impoverished communities which were still suffering
from apartheid-era inequalities (CNP Park Management Plan, 2006). CNP is unusually
constructed in that the park land completely surrounds the town on all sides, with a highway
running through its center. The main historically black and coloured informal settlements,
uMasizakhe, Kroonvale, Spandauville and Asherville, lie the closest to the park borders, as
these communities were pushed to the outskirts of the town due to the Apartheid Group Areas
Act of 1950. (The pan was that the residents would be near enough to town to service it with
their labour, but still remain removed from the social and political life of the town center.)
SANParks notes that the unique spatial configuration of the Park in relation to the town poses
many opportunities and challenges because of this close boundary (CNP Park Management
Plan, 2006). These threats include irregular invasion by stock from neighbouring farms,
predators escaping to adjacent farms and attacking livestock, alien-vegetation invasions, poor
waste management practices within the town resulting in pollution of the Sundays River,
littering in the park and illegal dumping of refuse in recreation areas, poaching with the use of
dogs, or traps, illegal wood collection by individuals and theft of material from the fences (Park
Management Plan 2006: 5). Most recently, there has been the looming threat of shale-gas and
uranium mining, which could be implemented in neighbouring areas in the near future and are
both seen as posing considerable environmental risks by many residents.
With all the dynamics and divisions between rural and urban and wealthy and poor, and the
multiplicity of livelihoods and demands within the town and periphery, it has been difficult for
SANParks to manage its resources and conduct its conservation practices in a manner that is
positive for all nearby residents. My primary goal in undertaking this research was to explore
what tensions the Camdeboo National Parks were facing and to try and understand what the
reasons were behind the animosity. I additionally wanted to find out what SANParks has been
doing to address the challenges and negative relations with community members.
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Figure 1: Map of Graaff-Reinet in relation to Camdeboo National Park.

The pink areas indicate human settlements and the blue line is the park border. Source: South African
National Parks, n.d.

1.4.   Conceptual Framework and Literature Review
  
1.4.1.   Constructing Nature: the historical context of conservation in South Africa
  
National parks in South Africa were initially established in the early 20th century as a solution
to the massive number of game which had decreased as a result of extensive colonial hunting
practices. This, in turn, brought about a colonial ‘cultural transformation' in relation to settlers’
perceptions of wildlife (Brown, 2002: 75). This transformation resulted in a wave of
conservation practices initiated by the colonial authorities to protect game (Brown, 2002: 76).
Initially, the protection of wildlife was more about sustaining hunting practices for the colonial
urban elite than a scientific rationale to preserve the animals from extinction (Beinart, 1989a:
149). In the Karoo context, the establishment of fencing has had substantial effects on
conservation developments in the area today. As the Karoo turned into a commercial wool
producing hub in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Beinart, 2003), fences prevented sheep
from escaping properties. Farmers used fences to manage the movement of their livestock to
protect their veld, which began showing signs of degradation due to overgrazing.
Environmental regulation steadily became a concern in the 20th century, as issues related to
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soil erosion were recognized. However, even though there were strong criticisms of livestock
farming for its effect on the veld, the state “struggled to define strategies through which farmers
could be persuaded that their self-interest would be served by a more conservationist approach”
(Beinart, 2002: 250). Later in this project, I will highlight how the agrarian decline in SA is
motivating farmers to shift from livestock to game, which is touted as being a more
environmentally friendly farming practice. In this way farmers are embracing their new roles
as neo-conservationists, with farmers seeing it as a way of keeping their land on their own
terms, and shielding their livelihoods from government legislation, land reform policies and
new labour laws (Brandt and Spierenburg, 2015). “Commercial farmers now compete in the
globalized world with very little tariff protection or marketing support, and this reduces
employment levels. Minimum wage legislation has also encouraged farmers to make do with
relatively little labour” (Atkinson, 2010: 282).
In South Africa, there is a strong racial bias within the establishment and management of
conservation areas, which follows from the country’s segregationist history. Historically,
wildlife protection organizations were set up by white, well-educated, affluent members of
society, and excluded persons of colour.1 Black and coloured people were forcibly removed
from the land to make way for nature reserves and moved to areas with few natural resources
where they experienced poverty that continues today (Beinart & Coates, 1995). The policies
which privileged white society enacted during apartheid have left nature and leisure tourism
with a status of being a whites-only pastime (McDonald, 2002). There remains a criticism of
conservation practices today, which is that by privileging conservation goals at the expense of
other elements of wealth redistribution and isolating resources from those who need them for
survival, this land use is not only encouraging the infringement of disadvantaged people’s
rights to livelihoods but is possibly also counter-productive for conservation (Kepe et al. 2005).
It is in this light that one can understand that fences are often perceived by marginalized
communities to represent exclusion and lack of consideration of human welfare in the pursuit
of ecological conservation. Sheridan (2008: 2) contends that fences are excellent sites for the
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In my project, I have decided to use the terminology for race categories that have been inherited from the apartheid era,
because this is the terminology still in use in official documents, such as those from Statistics South Africa used here, and
also because this reflects common usage among ordinary people in my research site. This is not to suggest that these are
‘natural' or unambiguous categories.
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study of political ecology in South Africa because they mediate both material and ideological
change. It is in their deeper socio-political meanings that researchers can explore how the
boundaries are contested and remade. Cock (2007: 146) writes that one of the biggest issues in
the establishment of protected areas is the process of “externalizing nature, of equating nature
with wilderness or of trying to enclose it in a bound space”. Buscher et al. (2016: 2-5) also
argue that state and environmentalist conservation interventions frequently assume that
‘nature’ of value must be isolated in order to ensure its survival and that separating ‘pristine'
wilderness from the harm of people is the only way to maintain its existence. As such, the
establishment of national parks has created a very specific idea of nature as wilderness, along
with a conflictual social history whose dynamics largely persist today. According to Dan
Brockington, those in positions of power often encourage conservation practices aiming to
reinforce nature/human dualisms to retain ‘pristine’ wilderness (2002). Brockington refers to
this as ‘Fortress Conservation’. Further below in this report I will discuss how, although
SANParks’ recent ‘corridor project’ initiative is touted as a step towards taking conservation
practices beyond the historically isolating initiatives, it does not provide any radical changes
in this regard.
Many conservation initiatives construct nature in protected areas as a space for recreation,
which ignores that other members of society may value nature not as something isolated, but
rather for its resources to subsist off, economically or physically. It may also be space where
which one has a spiritual or historical connection to the land (Olivier, 2012). If one examines
literature discussing ‘nature' it is clear that it is a concept that is constantly being made and
unmade, contested and reconfigured. Olwage (2013: 10) explains that it is through particular
everyday material encounters between both human and nonhuman lifeworlds within
“topologies of power” that nature comes into being. Escobar (2008:14) has pointed out that
"power inhabits meaning, and meanings are the main source of social power; struggles over
meaning are thus central to the structuring of the social and of the physical world itself". In
other words, ‘nature' is not a concept that comes into being automatically. It is configured as a
representation of the power structures and hierarchies which permeate from the political into
the material world.
In using aspects of political ecology through my research I have attempted to trace the “social
power relations, whether material, economic, political or cultural, through which socioenvironmental processes take place” (Heynen 2006:11). Approaching conservation practices
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from a political ecology perspective requires considering how ecologies are politically made
while working from a premise that how they are understood and represented is inherently
political (Olwage 2013: 10). In breaking down the political ecology of how protected areas are
constructed in the social realm, Vaccaro et al. (2013: 257) explain:
Protected areas, by definition, establish jurisdictions and borders that define exclusionary rights. They
are implemented by different social and institutional actors (often powerful), suffered by other social
groups (often not so powerful), and enjoyed by yet another set of players (tourists and scientists). These
discrete actors, therefore, remain engaged in an assemblage of contradictory social relationships. These
different social actors define nature, legitimacy, rights, or use in very different, and culturally dependent
ways.”

1.4.2.   Post-productivism & Neoliberal Conservation
  
Through my research, it became clear that that economic changes in the Graaff-Reinet
economy were having an impact on conservation initiatives and the livelihoods within the
town. As the Karoo’s agricultural production has declined, so its natural landscape and space
have begun to be commodified in new ways. Small towns in South Africa are facing an overall
decline in the growth of their economies with an attendant dependency on the state welfare
grant system to sustain their populations. Thousands of livelihoods were lost as the number of
farms in the Karoo halved, which has meant that many smalls towns in the Karoo are now
suffering from increased populations, a loss of skilled residents and a loss of their functions as
rural service centres (Hoogendoorn & Nel, 2012). Post-productivism, due to the legacy of
apartheid, will have a negative impact on the livelihoods of mostly black people, who
previously made up the majority of agricultural labour. For example, the conversion of
livestock farms into wild game farming has resulted in many farm workers’ labour becoming
redundant, thus forcing many farm workers to be displaced from farms (Brooks & Spierenburg,
2014). Another legacy of apartheid is the low level of skills and education among the poorest
members of society, who find themselves with limited or no skills for new occupations which
do not involve farming, such as tourism.
In considering this decline in agricultural work opportunities, Hoogendoorn and Nel (2012)
contend that “these towns need to identify new development opportunities and take control of
their futures. Those towns that have been successful in doing so have, in many ways, relied on
the characteristics of the town itself and not its rural hinterland to boost the economy”. This
relates to the significance of ‘place’ where local characteristics and assets such as physical,
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historical and cultural landscapes and environments are valued and given economic value. For
many towns, the adoption of post-productivist activities has been the answer to uplifting their
economies. Post-productivism has been seen as a shift away from the traditional economic
activities of rural areas, such as agricultural production, towards largely consumption-based
economies where tourism, leisure and lifestyle become economic goods (Hoogendoorn & Nel,
2012).
What was once spoken about in foreboding tones amongst travellers regarding the ominous
‘empty’ Karoo landscape; “Stone and sand, sand and stone, nothing else. Only the hum of
beetles broke the deadly monotony… a dreary, dancing, palpitating heat” (Atkinson, 2016:
201, quoting Silver, 1903), is now becoming a source of a new wave of farm and eco-tourism
among middle classes looking for a more rural, alternative place to holiday. The rise of postproductivism in South Africa can be linked to the marked counter-urbanization of professionals
since the mid-1990s (Ingle, 2013). This movement of people has been motivated by the seeking
of authentic and rural lifestyles. To go alongside this new economic climate and demographics,
companies and tourism ventures have had to come up with new ways to capitalize on the
attraction of rural protected areas, and new global concerns with environmental degradation
(Vaccaro et al, 2013: 258). As protected nature in an era of global capitalism, nature has
become a “commodity to be sold by governments, multinational organizations, or companies
on international markets; as political or economic leverage” (Igoe & Brockington 2007). This
process amounts to a deregulation of conservation, where privatization and environmental
alienation take on an increasingly larger role (Vaccaro et al: 2013: 258).

Figure 2: View of Graaff-Reinet, uMasizakhe, and Kroonvale from the Valley of Desolation (Dayni
Sanderson, 2017).
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1.5.   Research Methodology
I chose to make use of qualitative, ethnographic methods for my research, as this approach to
writing has always appealed to me because of its ability to capture the nuances of fieldwork.
One of ethnography’s key features is that the researcher will often use reflexive writing to draw
themselves into the account in order to provide credibility (Bryman, 2012), acknowledging that
they cannot separate their own subjectivity from their findings. The researcher thus weaves
their experience on and off the field into the empirical findings. Ethnographic data collection
tools which I made use of include participant observation, thick description, and semistructured interviews. Ethnography, in my opinion, was the best method to capture my own
feelings of being in a new place, where I frequently experienced discomfort and anxiety during
my first research experience as a postgraduate student. These emotions had a great impact on
how my fieldwork unfolded and are crucial to my final project.
One of ethnography’s cornerstones is ‘participant observation’. Participant observation
involves the researcher immersing herself in a social setting for an extended period of timeoften months or even years, making regular observations, conducting interviews, engaging in
conversations, and collecting documents with the aim of getting a deep understanding of her
informants’ lived experience. Living in the setting where the fieldwork is being conducted and
forming close relationships with informants by submerging one’s self in their daily lives is the
best way to achieve this. My short period of time in the field and the limited scope of this
Honours project did not allow for a full-fledged ethnography. However, in this study, I have
attempted to use the anthropological ‘tool-kit' I have acquired during my studies to conduct my
research using ethnographic methods. My hope is that this will reflect in the style in which I
discuss the findings from interviews and conversations, my use of reflexivity in my writing,
and the manner in which I have described my participant observation experience during the
brief time I was in Graaff-Reinet. Through ethnography, I wanted to capture local narratives
and dynamics surrounding the topics of conservation and nature in and around Graaff-Reinet.
Choosing ethnography gave me the ability to capture “detailed descriptions of situations,
events, people, interactions, and observed behaviours; [as well as] direct quotations from
people about their experiences, attitudes, beliefs, and thoughts” (Ervin, 2000: 141). In this way,
I could also make contact with people I would not have been able to arrange to speak with
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before I arrived in the town. The spontaneity of ethnography allowed me, for example, to make
conversation with shopkeepers, waiters, labourers or informal traders.

Fieldwork Experiences and Challenges
My fieldwork experience was a challenging experience in many ways. To begin with, I
underestimated the logistical difficulty I would face in applying for and receiving institutional
permission from SANParks head office to commence with my fieldwork (for the interviews
inside the Camdeboo Park). Because of this, I found myself with limited time to organize
interviews and accommodation at the last minute. I had one contact in the town before I went
on the trip, this with a woman who ran a farm-stay, and was extremely grateful for her and her
family’s help in sharing their contacts with me and giving me the contextual background on
the town. Having a contact prior to arriving was extremely useful, and by having Laura as a
key contact while in Graaff-Reinet I was able to rely on snowball sampling for the majority of
my time in town, which helped to put my nerves at ease.
Snowball sampling refers to where the researcher will be referred by one contact in the field to
another, and so on. This is especially useful in cases where the researcher is unfamiliar with
the field and does not have many pre-arranged interviews. Of course, there are limitations to
this, as these informants were usually connected to one another by socio-economic standing,
race, career or ideologies. Besides the informants who were referred to me in this way, I had
to look for informants through less conventional methods, by walking around town, chatting
with people I came across. This was the most challenging part of the research experience for
me, and it took me a while to get comfortable with doing this. I regret not conducting more of
these interviews; however, I am fairly confident that the data that I did collect was enough to
synthesize an argument for the purpose of this small-scale project. I will acknowledge that this
was a definite limitation of the research.
My participant observation involved placing myself in areas around town where I could
observe various social dynamics. I did this by visiting coffee shops, restaurants, museums, local
stores, and spending time in the Camdeboo National Park and also talking with employees
there. Apart from wanting to gain an understanding of the town's dynamics and different
individuals’ histories and relationships with the area, in every conversation, I sought to gauge
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people's perception of the issues around conservation. I became acutely aware of how my
attempts at participant observation could not be undertaken in all public areas in equal
measures, due to the racialized special dynamic of the town, and my appearance as being an
‘outsider’ in the coloured and black areas. Attempting to observe social dynamics in these areas
was challenging, as there was no public space that I could frequent to conduct observation.
While I did drive through the streets, I was extremely aware of myself coming across as a white
female observing ‘the other’s’ poverty and was not sure how I would be received. I stood out
as this was not a space that many white people readily visited. I also lacked the confidence to
wander around and start conversations on my own. My limited Afrikaans played a role in my
confidence levels. Swanepoel (2013: 13) notes that being overcome by anxiety when
employing ethnographic methods is common, acknowledging she had feelings of "vagueness
and unjustifiable indeterminacy, of never being in the right place at the right time". Most of
my observations and interviews were thus undertaken in white, middle-class areas of the town
CBD, which afforded me more areas that I could observe casually. Engaging in conversations
in these spaces was more comfortable and relatively easy for me as I did not feel as uneasily
and acutely aware of my presence as a young white female ‘outsider'.
Ethnographic research is not always straightforward, particularly in situations where there are
unequal power relations between the researcher and informants, or reasons for mistrust and
suspicion from the informants. My fieldwork experience with people in the poorer
communities (namely the black and coloured people I spoke to) was clearly mediated by the
unfavourable relations they had experienced with the wealthy and powerful (and often white)
in the town in the past – conservationists, the municipality, tourists, farmers, and employers.
My fieldwork experience was also mediated by my personal background as a white and
educated female (Bryman, 2001). On the one hand, talking to me may have made ordinary
black people uneasy because of fears that I might be aligned with the police or authorities to
expose illegal practices. On the other hand, I also experienced difficulties in the wealthier white
areas and in conservation areas. My social science background meant that the questions I asked
the white residents, employers or conservationists in regards to topics of racial tensions, wealth
disparities, and crime in the town were often met with guarded answers.
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Ethical Considerations
Before starting on my field work I familiarized myself with the Ethical Guidelines and
Principles of Conduct for Anthropologists, stipulated by the Association of Social
Anthropologists (ASA), and also followed Stellenbosch University’s policies with regards to
research ethics, as managed by the Ethics Committee in the Faculty of Humanities. While I
undertook research, I was mindful of my actions at all times. I ensured that my intentions were
clear to all of my informants and those I approached as potential informants. I made sure to
obtain informed consent from those I interviewed through the use of a consent form (see
appendix). The informants were always asked whether they agreed to their interviews being
recorded. Identities were turned into pseudonyms where it was logistically possible. I
endeavoured not to ask questions which would make my informants feel uncomfortable.
Informants were also given the option to withdraw at any time from the interviews. I will
endeavour to make my final project available to those who participated if someone expresses
interest. This project’s findings will also be made available to SANParks research offices once
complete.

PART TWO

2.1. Research findings, observations and Reflections
Before I undertook my fieldwork in Graaff-Reinet I spent time looking through back issues of
popular South African magazines in the ‘nature’ genre, and old issues of South African
National Parks’ own magazine, which is called the SANParks Times and released every quarter.
I found that this preparation was incredibly useful during my time conducting research, as I not
only became aware of the current issues that national parks in South Africa face but also
became drawn to these magazines use of a particular rhetoric in their discussions of these
issues. South African magazines are of course orientated towards a certain middle to upperclass economic bracket, and at people with relatively high levels of social capital and education.
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These privileges are not exclusively linked to race, but as South Africa struggles to extricate
itself from the lingering inequalities from apartheid, more often than not they are undeniably
connected to whiteness. Reading articles titled “lavish chalets for the perfect getaway”
(SANParks Times, September 2017) prompted me to think about how conservation is promoted
as a particular configuration of ideals, for a particular group of society, which relies on making
use of and imagining nature in a particular way. For example, Atkinson, (2016: 203) highlights
the description of Graaff-Reinet in the travel book Lonely Planet as an example of the kind of
niche tourism market which has grown in the Karoo: “Graaff-Reinet is perhaps the
quintessential Karoo town …the gem of the Karoo. If you visit only one inland town in the
Eastern Cape, make it this one”. In another example: “Superb architectural heritage… Added
to all this beauty is a charming small-town quirkiness, some excellent-value accommodation
and a variety of eccentric local characters who add to the benignly surreal feel of the whole
place” (Atkinson, 2016: 203).
I considered how their convincing ‘marketing’ of the wilderness lifestyle that is curated in the
magazines was extremely effective, in every article coming across as the champions of
conservation practices. I then began to consider how this rhetoric could perhaps function to
unify its readers under a ‘conservation ethic’, in which protecting, preserving and enjoying
nature in a particular way is promoted and accepted. I further began to consider how the issues
mentioned in the magazine with regards to poaching, fence cutting, wood cutting or littering
were spoken about which do not seem to place much effort in problematizing or analysing the
deeper social issues behind the challenges, often not discussing them at all. In most articles, in
fact, there is no dialogue about why the crimes keep occurring; rather, they are simply lengthy
reports on how increased security presence and infrastructure are helping curb the problem. I
wondered if the militarized language which they frequently use to describe perpetrators of
‘conservation crimes’ (‘battle’, ‘war’, ‘fight…against unlawful activities’) was perhaps a
reflection of the tensions on the ground between conservation ‘custodians’ such as SANParks,
its environmental supporters and the so-called perpetrators of crimes against conservation, who
are usually described as the ‘poor communities’ living next to the Park.
As shown in this pervasive rhetoric in the media, which insidiously posits the white, middle
classes as the champions of conservation and frames the poor (predominantly black)
communities as the abusers of the environment, conservation practices in South Africa are
clearly alienating to individuals who perhaps don’t share the same ‘conservation ethic’ as
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SANParks or its environmental public. Prompted by these thoughts prior to my fieldwork in
Graaff-Reinet I sought to take a deeper look at how conservation was truly conceived by
members of the town, including SANParks employees. As the SANParks Times seldom
provides an analytical discussion about the frequent occurrence of conservation crimes, my
goal in my fieldwork was to conduct interviews in the area to gain a better understanding of
why these crimes are happening, if poverty is indeed the underlying cause of the crime and
other negative perceptions of the park, and how the towns-people view the park and broader
conservation initiatives.
In this chapter I will reflect of the discussions and observations I had with informants during
my fieldwork in Graaff-Reinet. I undertook two trips to the town, only spending a few days
there at a time. As I noted earlier, this wasn’t an ideal amount of time to capture all the actors
who have views about nature in the area. However, I attempted to interview constituents from
different socio-economic backgrounds, races and genders. I also tried to arrange interviews
with participants who are involved in different livelihoods, as I thought this would best capture
the voices of the town where there are many industries. My rationale in doing this was to avoid
creating a participant bias if, for example, all of my interviews were with people who benefit
directly from eco-tourism.

2.1.1. A guest farm owner
In the week before I was set to depart to Graaff-Reinet for my first fieldwork trip, I had been
looking through an online accommodation booking site to find a place to stay when I came
across a family who was renting out a cottage on their Nguni cattle farm on the outskirts of
town. I was struck with interest immediately when I read through the description of their farm,
which highlighted that it was one of the first farms in Graaff-Reinet and located on the Park’s
western boarder in the CNP buffer zone, meaning it was also a SANParks protected area and a
wildlife thoroughfare. I knew that this would be an extremely useful contact to make as a
starting point to my interviews and so I arranged to stay on the farm for the following week.
When I arrived, I was warmly welcomed by the farm owner’s daughter, Laura, who runs the
business with her parents and husband. She immediately inquired about my project and seemed
excited to discuss her own perspective with me. She went on to describe her family’s unique
history with the town and the surrounding nature:
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My family moved to Graaff-Reinet from Kenya about six years ago. I grew up there, on a piece of farmland which belonged to my parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. I think my family first moved
there to experience a life outside of ‘civilization’. They had a dream of this free sort of African existence
in the bush, hunting, and farming. Country life in England felt too ordered and urban for them, they
wanted real wild nature on their doorstep, you know?

Laura showed me around the guest cottage where I would be staying. There were old framed
black and white photographs covering the walls showing her great-grandfather tying down two
leopards to the roof of a landrover. In another scene, a group of men posed in front of a stack
of elephant tasks in the foreground. She laughed when she saw my shocked expression:
What a different time that was, wasn't it? If you loved nature, then you were definitely a hunter. That's
where your enjoyment of the outdoors came from. For us now, hunting is still a big part of our identities,
where we can feel really connected to our heritage in Africa. [Laughs] of course there no hunting big
cats or elephants anymore, and I don't think I could do that anyway. We are very lucky to live on our
own land though, where we have lots of roaming buck and grazing animals, which we don't have to
worry about becoming endangered anytime soon.

When I asked whether they had been able to incorporate this love of hunting into their current
farm she explained that they did, and it has become an additional source of revenue from the
eco-tourism trade:
It’s been such a blessing being able to diversify our livelihoods. We are firstly livestock farmers of
course, but we can now use our land to provide farm stays for guests, we can take them hunting or on
mountain biking trips. People love being able to get up early on our farm and watch a herd of mountain
zebra moving up the hill past the house. It has given us the opportunity to really use every aspect of bush
life to its full potential, which gives us not just economic benefits, but also a deeper appreciation for the
natural landscape which we live in (Interview, Laura, 9 October 2017).

When I asked her about what their relationship was like with the CNP and whether the farm
had experienced any of the same issues with illegal activity which SANParks described, she
noted that there are sometimes tensions between farmers and SANParks because the boundaries
between the park and farms are quite porous. There are often issues with farmers’ stock
escaping onto SANParks land, or CNP animals coming onto the farms, which Laura explains
can be disturbing for the farmers who are trying to do their work. She told me that once a
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mountain zebra wandered away from its herd in the park onto their farm and it was a two-day
operation to get it back to CNP.
She explained that SANParks had rolled out a project which will establish a ‘corridor’ between
Cradock’s Mountain Zebra National Park and CNP. They have been approaching farmers to
sign up their farms in the area between the two. (I will discuss this further in relation to my
interview with the SANParks coordinator of this project). Laura said that SANParks plans to
use the corridor to encourage eco-tourism routes, farm stays, invasive plant clearing and soil
erosion surveys on the land to promote the ecological integrity, amongst other things. She told
me that because the park is offering some benefits to the farmers in terms of promotion of
ecology, tourism, and a level of defence against the threat of fracking the relations between
farmers and the Park have improved, as now these farmers who have signed up have begun to
see the conservationists as more on their side, than against them.
Her family hadn't signed up yet, however, but they had been to the land-owner meetings and
feel it is a good idea. Laura told me they already do most of the things that SANParks is
promoting in regards to conservation, and in fact, they have just replaced all their fencing with
eco-friendly wire which lets small animals through for migration. She admitted that there are
many farmers in the area who are not conservation-inclined like her family though and that she
hopes this new initiative would have a positive effect on them. She thinks that the benefits
which ecotourism bring are a good economic motivator. She noted that CNP seems to have
realized that it needs to get farmers on its side, rather than alienating them, for their
conservation initiatives to work.

2.1.2. A conservationist contracted to SANParks
Laura suggested that I speak to Bronwyn, the buffer zone coordinator at the SANParks offices
to get a better understanding of what she was saying, so I called her and arranged an interview
for the following day. What Laura had said to me in regards to SANParks trying to improve
their relationships with the farmers, and also extend their conservation initiatives beyond the
Park with farmer support struck me as interesting. In my preparation reading prior to coming
to the field, I had not seen many articles in the SANParks Times highlighting bad relationships
between the Park and farmers. As I noted earlier, SANParks usually posits the ‘poor’ as the
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perpetrators of the animosity towards the park. I wanted to speak to Bronwyn about the
expectations that SANParks had in the corridor project, and whether she thought that
cultivating better relations with neighbouring farmers could make their conservation initiatives
more successful.
When I met Bronwyn, she told me when she got the contract to work on the Corridor Project
(otherwise known as the Camdeboo- Mountain Zebra Protected Environment) it was 2012, and
it was initially supposed to be a two-year contract. The project was a partnership between the
Wilderness Foundation NGO and SANParks and was funded by the Critical Ecosystem Fund.
The purpose of the corridor was to move towards conserving outside of the CNP, as this area
is of high ecological importance. It is in the Sneeuberg center of endemism, a globally
important birding area, and a biodiversity-rich area, with six vegetation types not conserved
anywhere else in South Africa. SANParks’ ultimate hope is that the initiative will help maintain
these biodiversity requirements for ecosystem services to function, also that it will assist in
maintaining the catchment area which feeds into the park, and that it could protect the viewshed
from being diminished from an aesthetic point of view, by keeping development to a minimum.
The farmers who agreed to sign up had three options they could choose from. The most basic
level does not offer any protection but lets the farmers be ‘proud partners' in terms of
advertising for ecotourism and other small benefits. Only one farmer signed up to this. The
highest level of the initiatives is that of a contractual national park, which has extremely high
ecological requirements and must be a game farm. SANParks has one farmer who has signed
up for this because he could no longer farm with livestock because of the constant theft he
faces due to his farm being so close to the CNP boundary fence, and now he only stocks game.
Bronwyn told me that by far the most successful option of the initiative has been the middlelevel agreement which is called a SANParks Protected Environment. She said that it is a level
of protection against ecological threats such as mining or fracking, and there are many other
benefits which the farmers can unlock through it. So far 118 farms and 268 000 hectares have
signed up to this option.
She noted that it was incredibly difficult to get farmers on board with it at first because of
historical ‘bad blood’ between the parties. She explained that she was met by a great deal of
animosity, as over the years there have been many small incidences of aggravation between
them, such as when a ranger once shot a farmer's Anatolian dog on patrol. Farmers at first were
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suspicious that SANParks (the government) was out to take their land or drop their fences,
which she explained they have no intention of doing. She told me that she thinks they
eventually came on board with the project when the farmers realized that they did not have to
sign a contract and could pull out at any time. They also would run their own farmers
association to decide on the logistics of the program. In this way, farmers could retain their
autonomy and did not feel like SANParks was coercing their decisions on their land.
Bronwyn told me that she was ‘threatened nicely’ at the first farmers association meeting when
she came to them with the project proposal but three weeks later the farmers contacted her to
sign them up to the program. She thinks that the biggest reason for their change of heart about
signing was the threat of fracking and uranium mining. Around that time, it was a huge point
of contention and anxiety for the Karoo. Although the immediate threat of this happening
seems to have faded, farmers are still on board with partnering with SANParks in order to bring
in the economic benefits which go with the project, which include alien vegetation, soil erosion
and fire risk assessments, and most of all, ecotourism. Bronwyn emphasized that conservation
practices need to adapt in order to remain effective and that for them and the farmers, realizing
that conservation and farming go hand in hand was the first step in acknowledging this.
“Farmers have no intention of ‘stuffing up’ their own veld”, she told me:
Soil erosion is a loss of productivity, which translates to farmers losing money when they don’t look
after their land. However, conservation is not their bottom line; protecting their livelihood, and children’s
livelihood is. The farmers need to be assured that whatever changes are made are not going to interfere
with that. But they are starting to come around that this will only bring positive benefits for the
sustainability of their futures on the land. SANParks is also beginning to realize that parks cannot be run
in isolation anymore and that conservation has to go beyond this reserve. The further we reach outside
the park the more successful we will be.

Bronwyn told me she was amazed at how quickly they began to take ownership of the project,
and the paradigm shift in their attitudes towards conservation. She hopes she has helped them
become closer to each other as a community, as the Farmer’s Associations bridge the gaps
between properties. The eco-tourism activities that the farmers themselves have come up with,
such as horse trails, cycle tours across farms, farm-stays, bird watching, hunting, stargazing,
Karoo vegetation identification courses, rock climbing, fossil visits, cultural site visits, invasive
plant removal, and a volunteer work program have a massive potential to do this. According to
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Bronwyn the current economic climate is a difficult one for livestock farming to exist in
without adapting:
Now, they can be bigger than their properties. They have to diversify to make their business work. All
these farmers are conservationists at heart, more than any of the environmentalists who are doing this for
a job. For farmers, the land is their whole life and their identity. They have more to lose than any of us
if their land becomes unproductive.

In Irvine, et al. (2016: 388) the authors describe how rural livelihoods are needing to diversify
in order to survive in the current economic climate.
These towns need to identify new development opportunities and take control of their futures. Those
towns that have been successful in doing so have, in many ways, relying on the characteristics of the
town itself and not its rural hinterland to boost the economy. This relates to the significance of ‘place’
where local characteristics and assets such as physical, historical and cultural landscapes and
environments are valued and given economic value.

This highlights how in recent years for many towns the adoption of post-productivist activities
has been part of the answer to economic decline. Post-productivism can be seen as a shift away
from the traditional economic activities of rural areas, such as agricultural production, towards
largely consumption-based economies where tourism, leisure, and lifestyle become economic
goods (Irvine et al. 2016: 338).
Bronwyn feels that often conservationists talk about land-owners as though they are simpleminded, using a rhetoric of ‘us against them'. She tells me that this is not the case and that these
farmers are extremely intelligent, top businessmen:
We are not dealing with ‘oom Piet op die plaas' anymore (uncle Piet on the farm). These guys are legit.
The younger generation is now coming in and they are so open to new technology and innovation, they
are embracing change and understand that they need to be more environmentally aware to move the land
forward. The days of ‘my pa, se pa, se pa, is op-gedoen' (the way that their father’s grandfather did things
is over) People want to embrace change. Farmers don’t want to follow a prescriptive framework on how
to conserve, they want to pursue it in a way that suits them because at the end of the day it is their land,
they have to rely on it to survive. Farming is a cultural thing, and If we can prove that adapting and
changing is not going to threaten that heritage then we can win.
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My conversation with Bronwyn was interesting for several reasons. Firstly, she highlighted
that conservation initiatives are beginning to adapt and change to environmental threats by
expanding their reach beyond the park fence. Nature conservation has primarily been done by
the use of isolating a reserve and keeping it free of human impact. The corridor initiative could
perhaps be seen as a change in this manner of thinking, although the fact that the areas to which
conservation is being ‘extended’ are undoubtedly skewed towards wealthy, educated landowners is problematic.
Secondly, the corridor initiative which is intended to further the SANParks conservation
agenda, does not seem to be primarily concerned with protecting biodiversity in these areas,
apart from offering alien vegetation clearing or preventing soil erosion in some places. Rather,
it seems to be a way of unifying the farmers and the Park to maximize new ecotourism
potential, diversify nature activities and promote a dialogue which could bring greater
economic returns for them both. While it is true that offering new ways for the public to enjoy
nature may have the spill-over effect of encouraging environmental mindfulness among the
landowners and public, the project does not aim to address the environmental degradation
issues that have come with cutting off game migration routes, overgrazing, and monoculture.
Thirdly, following on from my previous point, the project can also be seen as an attempt to
redress the historical ‘bad blood’ between farmers and conservationists in order to develop
better relations, consequentially making conservation initiatives more successful with farmers’
cooperation. Part of the Park’s methods of doing this seems to be by enticing the farmers with
economic benefits that they could receive by partnering with them, especially from ecotourism. The fact that South Africa’s farmers are needing to diversify to other revenue streams
in conjunction with their agriculture in order to stay financially viable in the difficult economy,
as well as recent threats of fracking and uranium mining, seem to be potent motivators for them
to agree to the initiative. Whether the farmers are partnering with SANParks and ‘embracing
conservation’ for any deeply-held moral or ethical reason is questionable.
I do however recognize that farmers have a deep connection with their land, and of course have
the most at stake in needing to keep it sustainable for future generations. This, however, seems
to be more a question of protecting their family’s survival on the land than anything else.
Perhaps this shows that conservation for many farmers simply means the ability to keep
sustaining themselves on their land, rather than preserving ecological diversity for the sake of
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it. While they may not have the same deep moral reasons behind their motives as perhaps
environmentalist do, the fact that farmers have begun including eco-tourism in their cache of
revenue streams means that they will have a strong motive to maintain their farm's biodiversity,
even if this is simply to preserve a wilderness aesthetic on which to capitalize with tourism.
When I asked Bronwyn how the corridor initiative would affect farm labourers or the adjacent
black and coloured communities in Graaff-Reinet, and whether it would hold any positive
benefits for them, she told me she was hesitant to make a claim that it would. She told me that
it has not had a directly positive effect for the poor, nor has it done anything to stop the ‘fence
cutters' but it does give the opportunity for growth in the rural economy. While the farms are
setting up new ecotourism initiatives, there are workers who are getting employment from
them. From her side, she tries to keep labour procurement local and is encouraging the farmers
to ‘bump' their workers up a level by upskilling them, so that farm workers can undertake
diverse tasks connected with ecotourism or ecological efforts, such as invasive plant clearing.
In her view the Park does want to build a stronger relationship with poor communities and to
go beyond just educating them about environmental concerns, by really helping them develop
‘real-world’ skills so that the Park can become an ally rather than just an exclusive place for
the wealthy to enjoy. “Until we create some kind of loyalty to this park in the communities,
our issues are never going to end. It will continue to be us versus them, and they will continue
to see us as having excluded them from the land and its opportunities”. I asked her to explain
the pervasive poverty in the town and what threat it posed for the park’s conservation attempts:
From the perspective of white, educated landowners, there is always an awareness of ‘the community’
and the tensions there. Of course, when someone mentions anything about the ‘community’ you always
think of the poor people of colour living in the informal settlements. It is a very negative connotation
because when people complain about the crime they usually refer to the ‘community’ being at fault, and
when in reality it is only a few to blame and then the whole place gets a negative rap, especially when it
comes to conservation crimes like poaching or littering. It becomes easy for people to say how the
‘community’ has no concern for nature. I don’t think blame- placing or blanket statements like that are
going to get us anywhere.

She went on to rationalize what she thought was the reason behind the conservation crimes
perpetrated by the poor communities in town:
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Poverty is a huge problem in this town and so obviously, that is going to affect where people’s priorities
are. It’s all about Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. When the masses are worried about putting food on the
table and heating themselves in winter, how can we ask them to consider conservation as something
‘spiritual’ and ‘up there’ as a necessity? I think fences are a source of great animosity towards the park
and until the root of the poverty and inequality, it is going to be impossible to curb crime. If there aren’t
jobs for the people living here how are fences going to be the answer?

Bronwyn wished that the Park could give culled game to the poor but noted that there are health
and safety codes which make it impossible:
Even though the poor as so starving they are going out there and catching things in snares and eating it
three days after it has died we can’t donate the meat that is going to go to waste. I mean, would you rather
have them starve? I understand why they do what they do in the park. I don’t think this park has proven
its worth yet in terms of helping the community. If they don’t they are going to continue to be the people
who took away the land that people want to use to survive. I sometimes feel very bad sitting there on my
high horse, saying ‘stop poaching’, when I go home to an electric blanket and more food than I should
eat. It’s a very difficult situation.

Her discussion about the issues of poverty in the town highlighted the commonly held view
that the poor cannot be concerned with conservation or appreciate nature when there are more
pressing survival needs at hand. Her reference to ‘Maslow’s hierarchy of needs’ illustrates this
view. This theory concludes that basic needs need to be satisfied before more social or spiritual
fulfilment can be achieved:
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Figure 3: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Camdeboo Municipality Integrated Development Plan, 2017: 73

According to this hierarchy, physiological needs such as food are the most basic human needs
which need to be met before one considers issues of morality or respect toward others. This
explains why crime is more prevalent in poorer communities. I would like to expand on
Bronwyn’s theory however, by saying that perhaps the farmers reluctance for embracing the
conservation initiatives were also connected to this hierarchy of basic needs. Although the
farmers are clearly not impoverished or without any of the needs on Maslow’s ladder, it could
be said that they had to be assured that conservation would not interfere with their safety and
security needs (the second rung) before they could consider joining with SANParks. SANParks
found a way to address this and so found success in implementing a new initiative with the
farmers. In the same way, the people who are involved with poaching or crime must be able to
satisfy their basic, physiological needs first, before being told to conserve for a ‘greater good’.
My aim in finding a connection between the farmers and the perpetrators of conservation
crimes is not to overly simplify the matter or to compare the constituents. However, it is clear
that SANParks understood that in order to get the reluctant farmers on board with them, they
would have to emphasize that the initiative would not impact their livelihoods negatively and
that it would bring them economic benefits in the future. While Bronwyn did highlight that
better relations needed to be established between the Park and poor communities and that
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poverty needs to be addressed to curb the crime, there seems to be a continued expectation by
SANParks, as I noted previously in reference to its magazine, that the poor will simply become
more environmentally aware through extensive environmental education programs. If this fails
then it seems the next response is to prosecute the perpetrators of environmental crimes and
increase the militarization of the property, including taking away privileges of public recreation
areas (which I discuss later in this project) which, conversely, seems only to have the effect of
further alienating the poor against the Park and conservation. I agree with Bronwyn in saying
that until some sort of loyalty is formed, perhaps through reciprocity or some spill-over
benefits, nature conservation is not going to be embraced by the poor in the way that SANParks
is pushing for.

2.1.3. A farmer
Not all of the farmers have been convinced by SANParks attempts to win them over as
supporters, for instance Ben, a fourth-generation white farmer whom I met, whose land was
located on the western side of town. His farm is not in the area where the corridor initiative is
being implemented, and although Bronwyn had asked him if he wanted to become a member
regardless, he told me he did not see a reason to. Ben had also experienced bad relations with
the Park in the past – he told me that jackals would often escape from the Park and hunt his
livestock, and in instances like these, conservation and farming priorities simply do not align
(Nattrass et al, 2015). Ben has had many issues with poaching and stock theft, so much so that
he is beginning to diversify into game farming, both because of this and because of the bad
economic climate for agriculture in South Africa at the moment. He told me that "40% of
farmers have started game farming in area in last 5 years, they are tired of price issues, stock
theft, and labour issues. It's just much easier with game." For Ben, conservation and nature are
not about putting animals inside a fence to look at, but, rather, about keeping nature productive
for human use. According to him game breeding is what is really keeping various species
around, and it is the demand from hunters which does so, not protected areas:
The ‘greenies’ say that hunting is unethical. Well if there’s no value, who’s going to look after the
animals? If there’s no demand for the animals from hunters there will be nobody looking after them. A
photographer is not going to pay to have someone keep animals. It’s up to the hunters to keep them
around. They would die out without us. Farmers are the real conservationists actually. Anti-hunting
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people don't see the value of what we do. They say everything must be in a park; well, my feeling is that
if it has a fence around it then it isn’t natural anyway.

Ben then went on to describe his feelings towards typical conservation practices, which he
finds unnatural. He also expressed that he thought the corridor project was less to do with
ecosystem preservation and more about increasing tourism revenue for the Park and farmers:
What really gets to me about this park is now the Kudu can’t migrate when they need to anymore. The
conservationists have put them in a cage. It’s like putting a budgie in a cage. They can’t get out. This
corridor project makes it sound like it’s going to help restore their routes, but it’s not. It’s just a way to
increase tourism revenue for the some of the farmers and the park. I already have a farm-stay on my
property, so I don’t need to be part of that partnership.

Ben seemed to be extremely committed to keeping his land on his terms and seems to not want
to be involved in a partnership with SANParks. He told me at the start of the interview that his
grandfather had bought the farm and “didn’t steal it”. This comment could be interpreted as
anxiety over losing the farm or property in the future and a refusal to accept that he had
inherited any privilege, in the light of recent political rhetoric that the white colonials ‘stole the
land’ from indigenous black people and must give it back. In his conversation with me, I picked
up a thread of underlying mistrust in the government and a tone of fear in the uncertainty that
they may play in impacting his future survival. This feeling seems to be a common thread
within the farming community in South Africa. In this regard Brandt and Spierenburg (2014:
220) have argued that “the increase of livestock farmers converting to game farming is a result
of a reaction to post-Apartheid land reform and labour legislation policies, which white farmers
and landowners perceive as a serious threat. Farmers who convert to game farming thus seek
to legitimate their position in society and reassert their place on the land by claiming a new
role as nature conservationists.” Considering this legacy of distrust between farmers and
government conservation initiatives, Ben’s rejection of the possibility of forming an alliance
with SANParks, a governmental parastatal, is no surprise.

2.1.4. A couple gathering worms for fishing bait
I later had an opportunity to speak to a coloured husband and wife who had been walking along
the edge of a public park near some shady trees when I went over to talk with them. I could tell
from their worn-out clothing and mannerisms that they were fairly poor and uneducated. Their
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appearance seemed out of place in the upper class, predominantly white area. I noticed they
were carrying a bucket with them and inquired about it after I introduced myself. They told me
they were from the predominantly coloured community of Kroonvale, on the outskirts of town,
and were looking for worms in the soil to fill up the bucket.
Although they spoke Afrikaans and it was difficult for me to engage fully with them, I
understood from the conversation that they often took the worms to sell to people in their
community who used the worms as bait for fishing in the Nqweba Dam, the main water body
in the CNP. When I inquired whether they ever went fishing there themselves they looked
nervous about answering and replied no, because “die permit is te duur” (the permit is too
expensive). I suspected from how anxious they looked in giving me answers that they might
be using the worms to fish themselves but did not want to tell me, as fishing in the dam without
a permit is illegal. They told me that when the park was still a nature reserve they used to go
often to fish in the dam, especially on weekends with their family. They explained that they
cannot do that anymore because of the expense and because the picnic site has been closed.

2.1.5. A SANParks official
After this encounter, I became curious about the rationale behind the park shutting down the
picnic area for open access. I had read about this in the SANParks Times but before I arrived
in Graaf-Reinet I was unsure what it meant for the people who used to use it. As I noted
previously in my discussion about my interview with Bronwyn, one of SANParks’ first line of
defence against conservation crimes is to strip away access privileges after warnings are
ignored. I discussed this issue with the Park’s lieutenant who was named James; he had been
employed by the Park for more than 25 years and started out building its fences when the Park
was still a nature reserve. He told me that although there are plenty of serious crimes that go
on in the Park, there are only a few people who perpetrated these crimes. The most frequent
offense that occurs is fence theft; he explained this as due to it being incredibly easy for people
to steal the fence, because it borders all of the poor, historically black and coloured
communities, and they have to constantly replace them:
The people there make it very difficult for us to do our job. I always say to people who ask me about
this, that if you’re lying in your room and you stick your arm out the window, you can steal a pole. It is
only a road that separates the location from boundary fence.
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When James told me this I was reminded of an interaction I had had earlier that day with a
woman who lived in uMasizakhe, in the closest RDP house to the park border at the very top
of the hill. She explained to me how the dense thicket in front of her house was a source of
animosity for her. The trees are technically part of CNP land and so are not allowed to be cut.
She told me she is often fearful when she is home alone and her husband is at work, because
criminals use the trees opportunistically as a hiding place, leaving her vulnerable to attack, yet
she cannot do anything about the trees. This highlights the struggles people face in living so
close to the park boundary, and how the boundary does not perfectly contain the nature within.
Rather, the boundary is porous, with its effects often spilling over into the social world, shaping
dynamics and relations between people and the space.
When I asked James about the park revoking privileges, he told me there have been many
things that the Park has attempted in terms of ‘giving back’ to the people – they have tried to
show good faith, but it usually proves difficult to manage. People used to be able to buy a
permit to enter the park and gather wood for only R20 a year, but when it became SANParks
property this ended. They also used to undertake a huge alien vegetation clearing a few times
a year, eradicating the Park of Tamarisk plants and then leaving the wood for people to collect
outside. However, James told me that they could not do this anymore because of the infighting
that happened between people, because it was not possible to divide it fairly, and they thus
decided it was not worth it. The same thing happened more recently with the fencing material
which had been replaced on the park borders: “We tried to give it to different houses every
time but that didn’t work either. Even if a house didn’t need it, they still fought over it because
it was free. They would then sell it off.” When this didn’t work they brought in community
leaders to help with sharing it out. However this led to problems around favouritism and only
the most powerful members getting it. Then more recently they had told people to come and
fill in forms with the amount they needed and then to pick it up with their own bakkie.
According to James SANParks has always tried to reach out to the community but this has
always been difficult:
Now we hardly do things like that at all, most of the time it’s not worth the trouble. There are the people
who understand what they are trying to do, and the others who cause the fighting and problems. They
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ruin it for everyone. This will never change. It’s like the poachers who never understand why we do what
we do here, and they don’t want to.

When I asked about what happened with the closing of Mountain Drive for the public and the
‘Picnicbos’ open access area he explained:
Most people know why we had to close it, but there are still those in the community who are holding a
grudge against us. They say they can’t get to the Valley of Desolation. They can’t use the dam. They say
that now, only the white people can use these things. I tell them that we don’t discriminate. White people
don’t get in for free. Everyone pays the same price. For example, when we first started the Graaff-Reinet
fishing club to give people a place to fish, there was a big outcry from the black community about the
cost of the permit. It was R450 for the year. The black people then said they said they wanted to start
their own club and they wanted to fish for free because they used to be able to before SANParks was
here. We told them, no, having two clubs would disturb the animals. Some of the community members
still resent us for this. If you see them in town by the shops they will say “Ja, they closed all our fishing
areas. It is only the white people that can fish now.”

According to James the most recent zone of contention between the Park and local communities
is the picnic site and mountain drive recreational area:
It was mainly the black people who were using Picnicbos and since we closed it there has been huge
animosity. It isn’t nice for me having to see the people who are angry about it around town all the time.
I try to avoid those guys. Otherwise I know there is going to be a confrontation. Especially when you are
in uniform and they can spot me easily. I will always be thinking what these guys are going to do, you
can’t get in a flight or say things dressed in uniform. You must represent the organization. Now when
you talk to people in town, they will always tell you- picnic spot, picnic spot, picnic spot. People don’t
forget.

He then went on to explain to me why they had to close Mountain Drive: “That was a place
you could go through and enjoy the nature. But then people were bringing their rubbish from
the house and dumping it there, because there is not always trash collection in the community
and people don’t want to drive it to the dump site outside the town.” According to him tourists
would complain about the rubbish even though the park workers were cleaning there every
Monday and Friday:
We put a warning in the local paper- if you don’t stop dumping the mountain drive will be closed, but
they didn’t stop. It forced us to close now and they are very angry, it makes them say again that this place
is only for the whites. They say they don’t want us blacks there, and that SANParks closing the spot is
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just a way to keep them away. The white people who used to use the road are also angry now, they feel
that the people in the communities have ruined it for them now.

James emphasized that it was never SANParks’ intention to exclude impoverished
communities and people from enjoying nature and that they had given them opportunities to
use resources and materials from the Park, such as the felled alien vegetation and old fencing.
He told me that uplifting local communities has always been one of their primary concerns, but
implementing any change is difficult.
Most of the poor people where I come from (uMasizakhe) don’t think about nature like I do, or how the
others who work for SANParks do. I only learned to love nature after I started working here. Before that,
I just thought it would be a job. But I realized that nature is a place where you can learn every day, and
every day is different. I enjoy sharing this knowledge with others, children in my community especially.
They are still curious and haven’t been corrupted by bad things. This is when you must teach them.

People in the community often see him in the same way as the police, as someone who is there
to protect the land for the tourists and white people. What he tries to explain to them, instead
is that “we are here for you, to protect these animals and plants, so your children and
grandchildren can see them. It is better to see them in life than a picture or piece of paper, this
is the right way to learn”.
It is clear from what James told me that for many people in uMasizakhe, Kroonvale, and other
informal settlements, there is a deep nostalgia for earlier times when they could access
firewood, go fishing or make use of recreation areas in the Park without being condemned as
criminals. From James’ perspective, it seems that despite every opportunity that they were
given, the people from the communities who SANParks have tried to help kept failing to adhere
to SANParks’ requirements about how to use the spaces or materials they were given. There
were indications in his tone of speech that because of this, community members do not deserve
to have the privileges of the Park because they are incapable of respecting it. Yet for people
who once used the space from which they have now been excluded, it must be difficult to
maintain positive views of the Park and its initiatives. The blame for environmental degradation
is frequently placed on the poorest members of society who are often deemed ignorant about
environmental issues (Olivier 2012: 20-23). Conflict over conservation areas is largely
underpinned by this dynamic of race and class. Given this history, fences around protected
areas are often perceived by the poorest community members as a representation of exclusion
  

35  

and a lack of consideration of human welfare in the pursuit of wildlife conservation. From this
perspective the cutting of fences and the illegal extraction of natural resources from protected
areas can often be a form of resistance, or a political act (Spierenburg and Wels, 2006).
Some of the actions that SANParks has undertaken over the years to address the problems
from the community, such as closing down the ‘Picnicbos’ site and Mountain Drive because
of litter problems, struck me as a slightly paternalistic form of punishment. Although only a
few members of the community were the perpetrators, the whole town was now being
excluded, all because of the few wrongdoers. I would argue that the fact that there is a
continuous problem with dumping and littering in this area is an indication of the lack of proper
service delivery and infrastructure in poor areas, and perhaps SANParks could have done more
to invest in helping improve this, before threatening in the local newspaper that the space would
be closed if the problems continued. According to the Camdeboo Municipality Integrated
Development plan (2017: 156) strategies for providing the ‘community’ with a sustainable
environment include:
• Establish legal waste disposal sites where a policy of waste differentiation is applied,
• Develop a plan for open/green space in Graaff-Reinet and establish these areas accordingly,
• Develop the recreation potential of the Nkweba Dam as well as within residential areas,
• Integrate the management of the town with the now Camdeboo National Park in order to build
maximum tourist potential,
• Ensure the control of invasive alien plants on all commonage land.

However these municipal objectives do not seem to align with what is happening on the ground;
ironically, the failure of the municipality to provide “legal waste disposal sites” has directly
impeded the ability for the other projects to be achieved, such as developing open green spaces
in the town and developing recreation potential of the Nqweba Dam, which has in turn made
residents and SANParks experience tensions between each other.
In terms of the attempts to give donations of materials and wood to the community, I agree that
finding a fair way to share out the resources was important to maintain good relations.
However, it does not follow that because people were often selling the donated goods for
money, this outreach initiative was a failure as James suggested. In his book Give a man a fish,
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which focuses on South Africa’s politics of distribution in an environment marked with
informality and insecurity, James Ferguson discusses how new forms of social welfare and
survivalist activities bring in income outside of waged work in South Africa. According to him,
“In South Africa, where jobs are scarce and social assistance payments are extensive, the state
may not be imagined as an entity protecting citizenship but rather as a paternalistic benefactor.”
Ferguson also suggests that there is a desire for dependence on the part of the poor that should
not be seen as an indication of political or social backwardness "but of the real limits of
citizenship under substantive conditions of inequality” (2015: 162).
This highlights how those who are rendered surplus by the inhospitable, alienating climate of
post-apartheid capitalism frequently seek out new forms of dependence that provide livelihood
stability and social belonging. In terms of the Park being concerned that the beneficiaries were
selling the material that they were given instead of using it directly, I argue that SANParks
should rather look at it as a way that the poorest people are taking their assistance and turning
it into an opportunity to supplement an income which is primarily of an insecure and informal
nature. If we follow Ferguson’s thinking, the benefits of the donation may in fact go much
further when it is sold than if the few metres of fencing material had been kept, as “The work
of distributive labour is varied and cross-flowing” (Ferguson, 2015: 162). In other words, the
money which is made from the sale of these materials may be used for forms of household
reproduction, perhaps being sent to support extended family elsewhere. Ferguson argues that
direct cash payments can stimulate a variety of social and economic activities which go much
further than the immediate household.
If there is truly a causal link between poverty and environmental mistreatment, as Bronwyn
and James posit, then it would logically follow that by encouraging this additional income
boost from people selling the donated infrastructure, SANParks would be benefiting in the long
run too. It seems to me that through their attempts to police conservation violators, SANParks
has struggled to differentiate the real criminals from people who are simply trying to survive
in an environment of extreme structural violence; criminals and small offenders are often
lumped into the same category of ‘the community’, which is then considered to be a
homogenous threat to the environment. Based on what James had told me about the furious
reaction of many of the community members towards SANParks’ decision to exclude them
from the recreation areas, I wonder if alienating them did not ultimately have the
counterintuitive result of creating more tensions between Park and community, while failing
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to instil an appreciation among the public for the nature which they can no longer access. In
Brandt and Spierenburg (2014: 221) the authors draw on Scott (1985) to highlight that in the
Karoo, struggles about access to land, livelihoods, and belonging involve ‘hidden' forms of
resistance in everyday practices that reconfigure the power structures […] of the landscape. If
people are further alienated, there could end up being more incidences of rule breaking and
transgressions against the Park, as a form of resistance against their exclusion.

2.1.6. A nursery employee
This was borne out for me by a coloured employee in a nursery in town who explained to me
how SANParks’ prosecution of the petty crimes in the community is turning people against the
Park:
They get in trouble for getting wood. Some take their chance by going in the park, there is much better
firewood there and then they get caught and get a fine. But what else can they do when it is the end of
winter and they used up the wood in the riverbed. They must enter the park to find more wood. If you
think about it from their view, the reason I am cutting wood is that I am unemployed. Maybe I can't
afford the electricity to keep warm or cook the food to feed my family. Now I get a fine. If I have no job
how am I going to pay a fine of R500?

When I asked him what he thought the reasons were behind the conservation crimes in poor
communities, he explained:
Wealthy people always get angry at these people and say that the poor don’t pay attention to the laws.
When they see one or two black people cutting the wood, they become suspicious and angry at all of us.
We are all criminals to them. I think the reason people do this is there are not enough jobs, and they are
not taught to love nature. Why would you care about that when you want to eat, or you have a drug
addiction? For me, I don’t have much money and I didn’t go to school. But I have a job which I enjoy. I
don’t think many people in town can say that.
Maybe if more people could do jobs they love, and be able to feed their families, they would be happier.
I think we can’t ask them to stop taking the plants or hunting until you can replace this with some security.
Not everyone is a criminal because they are poor. Just because you are poor doesn’t mean you can’t
enjoy things like gardening. People must just get the opportunities to learn to love something.

This highlights again how poverty is not necessarily the root cause of conservation crimes. The
nursery worker himself lived in an informal settlement, with a very basic income, but, like
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James the SANParks official, he valued nature; in his case it was the benefits he received from
his employment that cultivated his love for it. For him, people will only be able to respect
nature and conservation when they are able to look after their families, have more security in
their livelihoods, acquire job satisfaction, and receive opportunities to learn and grow.

Conclusion
I have used extracts obtained from interviews and ethnographic observations in the field to
highlight the tensions around conservation initiatives in Graaff-Reinet. One of the clearest
findings of this research project was that the boundary line demarcating the area between the
park and town is not static, but rather a ‘porous’ political zone which is subject to contestations
and changes due to the actions of the people who act on it. What happens on this boundary is
decided by a myriad of forces coalescing between actors, such as those of the poor, the farmers
or those of conservationists. Approaching conservation practices from a political ecology
perspective considers how ecologies, such as the Park, are politically made while working from
a premise that how they are understood and represented is inherently political (Olwage 2013:
10). The relations between the residents and the material-world of ‘nature’ reflects that there
are a variety of claims to livelihoods, and different understandings of nature.
While SANParks wields power in that they can reconfigure the boundary at will, discerning
who can make use of benefits and who cannot (such as when SANParks retracted the use of
the public picnic site), the fact that they cannot stop local confrontations around the Park has
crystallised the fact that they do not have the ability to reshape the conceptions that people have
of the space, especially if the public's priorities are to support their livelihoods. Regardless of
SANParks’ show of force to perpetrators, the acts of firewood cutting, poaching, and fencepost stealing continue; this reflects that the coalescence of claims to survival run deeper than
what may possibly be solved through SANParks retracting privileges and reprimanding
wrongdoers. In my view SANParks risks further environmental threats by alienating
community members from the land, such as when they shut down the public picnic area; this
may have counter-intuitive effects as community members become hostile towards rangers and
staff. SANParks needs, rather, to synthesize a cogent and equitable way to get the poor and the
farmers on their side in order for their conservation initiatives to function sustainably. Perhaps
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when the poor can receive incentives for protecting the land, while still maintaining their
agency and livelihoods, this will be possible.
In this research project, I have provided a contextual background to my project and provided a
general discussion of relevant literature, highlighting concepts and themes relevant for my
fieldwork and mostly connected to aspects of political ecology. In part two I discussed what
emerged from my empirical research findings in the form of semi-structured interviews and
reflected on how they connect to my broader research questions. My hope is that this work
could possibly inform future protected area management plans in the consideration of social
justice issues.
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Appendix (informed Consent Form).
  

  
CONSENT FORM AGREEING TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT
Good day. My name is Dayni Sanderson. I am an Honours student in the Department of Sociology and
Social Anthropology, Stellenbosch University, South Africa. I am asking you to participate in a research
study which will contribute to my Honours degree. The aim of the study is to understand how nature
and conservation is perceived and understood by various community members like yourself in GraaffReinet and the Camdeboo National Park.
If you agree to take part in this study, I will ask you to respond to some questions and engage in
conversation with me in which you draw on your experiences and knowledge concerning issues related
to my study. Before I proceed, I need your agreement by means of your signature, that you are aware
of the following:
1. Participation in the study is voluntary, in other words, you can choose whether to take part or not.
2. If you agree to take part, you are free to stop and also withdraw at any time, without any negative
consequences. You may also refuse to answer any questions that you are not comfortable with and still
remain part of the study.
3. There are no foreseeable risks to you in this research. There will also be no direct benefit to you,
including no payment of money for agreeing to take part. However, I expect that my study will add to
our understanding of the relationship people have with nature conservation in Graaff-Reinet and the
Camdeboo National Park.
4. You will not be identified as a participant in the study in the final paper unless you give me express
permission to use your name or you are responding in your official capacity (in which case the
requirements of your institution around this will be respected). Otherwise, your identity will remain
confidential and protected through the use of a pseudonym/made-up name.
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5. While your confidentiality will remain protected in the final research paper and will not be available
publically, I am required to share your name with my academic supervisor Dr Davide Chinigo.
However, you can be assured that we will keep your details confidential.
6. If you agree, I would like to record my interview/discussion with you. This makes it easier for me to
be sure my notes from our discussion are accurate. If you agree to being recorded, you may still ask for
the recorder to be switched off at any time during the interview. The recordings are intended for research
purposes only and will not be given to anybody else in the community.
7. All the data I collect will be stored securely and only be used for legitimate research purposes.
8. I may publish the results of my study in an academic publication. Unless you have given permission
for your name to be used, your identity will remain confidential in any such publication, through the
use of codes or pseudonyms.
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact one or more of the
following:
Researcher: Dayni Sanderson 0790487780. Email: 18698387@sun.ac.za.
My supervisor: Dr Davide Chinigo, Department of Sociology & Social Anthropology, Stellenbosch
University, Private Bag XI Matieland 7602, South Africa; email: dchinigo@sun.ac.za
Stellenbosch

University,

Division

for

Research

Development:

Ms

Malene

Fouche

[mfouche@sun.ac.za; 0218084622].
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY
The information above was provided to me by Dayni Sanderson. I understand the purpose of this study
and my rights regarding the research process, the terms of my participation and the confidentiality of
my personal information.
I, (name) ____________________________________, on (date) ___________________

hereby consent voluntarily to participate in this study (signature)____________________.
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