The Political Ecology of a Fence:
An ethnographic account of socio-environmental conflict
around biodiversity conservation in Prince Albert
Michelle Duncan 15308170

Social Anthropology Honours Research Project
Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology
University of Stellenbosch

Supervisor: Prof. Cherryl Walker
13 December 2016

Acknowledgements

The financial assistance of the National Research Foundation (NRF) towards this research is hereby
acknowledged. Opinions expressed and conclusions arrived at are those of the author and are not
necessarily to be attributed to the NRF.

Contents
Figures ................................................................................................................................................... iii
Tables ..................................................................................................................................................... iii
Chapter 1: Introduction and Background ................................................................................................ 1
Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 1
The Wolwekraal Nature Reserve ........................................................................................................ 3
A brief history of Prince Albert, the Queekvalleij .............................................................................. 7
Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework and Methodology .......................................................................... 12
Conceptual framework ...................................................................................................................... 12
Research methodology ...................................................................................................................... 17
Ethnography .................................................................................................................................. 17
Fieldwork ...................................................................................................................................... 19
Data analysis ................................................................................................................................. 22
Ethical considerations ................................................................................................................... 23
Chapter 3: The Socio-environmental Conflicts around Wolwekraal Nature Reserve and
Biodiversity/Nature Conservation in Prince Albert .............................................................................. 24
The socio-environmental conflicts around Wolwekraal Nature Reserve.......................................... 24
Biodiversity and Nature Conservation in Prince Albert ................................................................... 29
Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................ 34
References ............................................................................................................................................. 37
Interviews.......................................................................................................................................... 42
Appendices........................................................................................................................................ 43
Appendix A: Informed consent form ............................................................................................ 43
Appendix B: Interview schedules ................................................................................................. 45

ii

Figures
Figure 1: A picture showing where the landfill site (foreground), the sewage treatment plant site (left
centre), and Wolwekraal Nature Reserve (beyond the fence) meet (Michelle Duncan, 2016). .............. 2
Figure 2: The pond can be seen on the left; the seeping effluent is changing the desert ecology of the
reserve by creating a riparian woodland as seen just beyond the top edge of the pond (Michelle
Duncan, 2016). ........................................................................................................................................ 2
Figure 3: A map of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve outlined in green. The town of Prince Albert is not
visible in this picture but is in the direction of the dirt road that leads out of the bottom of the picture
(Milton-Dean & Dean, 2011). ................................................................................................................. 5
Figure 4: A map of South Africa pinpointing Prince Albert in red (Google Maps, 2016). .................... 5
Figure 5: A map showing South Africa's vegetation biomes. Prince Albert lies in the Succulent Karoo,
the mustard coloured biome (SANBI, 2016). ......................................................................................... 6
Figure 6: Robert Gordon's illustration of Queekvalleij drawn in 1778 (Maguire, 2005)........................ 8

Tables
Table 1: Profile of my interviewees ...................................................................................................... 20

iii

Chapter 1: Introduction and Background
Introduction
As I was walking back to my car, the man I had seen earlier crossed the rubbish dump towards me
and, looking at the camera in my hand, asked who I was and what I was doing. I was at the Prince
Albert municipal landfill site, taking photographs of the dump and the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve
next door (Figures 1 and 2). My first thought was that he was contracted to the municipality and what
he was doing was either illegal or could be construed as illegal. I explained that I was a Social
Anthropology honours student from Stellenbosch University, doing research on the nature reserve
next door, and wanted to view it from the landfill side of the fence. In an assertive but nervous tone,
he asked that I not use any pictures of him or his equipment (a white eskavator in the background that
was picking up trash from one pile and dumping it on another). He stated that he ‘knows what is
going on here’.
At first I was perplexed by the man’s response to my presence but as my research unfolded it emerged
that due to major budgetary constraints, the Prince Albert Municipality does not have the capacity to
deal with their waste appropriately, as required by the National Environmental Management: Waste
Amendment Act (Act 26 of 2014), hence the anxiety of the subcontractor at the sight of me and my
camera. The Municipality has already been fined for their non-compliance (interview, Municipal
Manager, 19 September 2016). Shortcomings in the municipality’s waste management programme are
impacting negatively on the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, as trash gets blown into and over the shared
boundary fence. Not only is this unsightly for visitors to the Reserve, but plastic and polystyrene
blown into the Reserve are blocking the burrows of animals. Furthermore, plastic, which can be fatal
in the digestive tracts of animals, has been found in the droppings of lynx, foxes, and porcupines
(correspondence from Milton-Dean, 18 November 2016).
However, this is not the only threat to the conservation efforts of the Reserve. Another threat is that its
boundary fence with the municipal dump site is regularly cut by people seeking to harvest firewood in
the Reserve illegally. Furthermore, next to the rubbish dump is the municipal sewerage treatment site,
which is overflowing because it cannot cope with the population growth of the town. Again, lack of
funding has been blamed for this situation. Effluent has been leaking into the reserve and impacting
on the local ecology – there is now a reed bed where there never used to be one. The effluent also
poses a health risk to the employees of the Reserve. The Municipality was finally upgrading the
sewerage treatment plant during my field work in September, spurred on by the need to improve
infrastructure because of plans to build 500 new houses in the town. Money for this upgrade was
obtained through a Municipal Infrastructure Grant (interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September
2016).

Figure 1: A picture showing where the landfill site (foreground), the sewage treatment plant site (left centre), and
Wolwekraal Nature Reserve (beyond the fence) meet (Michelle Duncan, 2016).

Figure 2: The pond can be seen on the left; the seeping effluent is changing the desert ecology of the reserve by creating a
riparian woodland as seen just beyond the top edge of the pond (Michelle Duncan, 2016).
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The dynamics around this one fence highlight the challenges of conserving biodiversity by means of a
nature reserve, in the face of both small-town poverty and the demands of the wealthy who bring
much-needed money to the town. By using the fence as an entry point into identifying the various
threats to the conservation goals of the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, my research project aims to
explore socio-environmental conflict in Prince Albert and its impact on Wolwekaal Nature Reserve. I
do this by writing an ethnography of this conflict, which puts this conflict at the centre of my analysis.
Socio-environmental conflict refers to the ‘complex set of struggles amongst social groups stemming
from their mode of ecological inter-relationships’ (Little, 2007: 90). I ask what standing biodiversity
conservation has in Prince Albert, by mapping the conflict around resources and waste management.
Ideas around political ecology (Robbins, 2012) are central to my understanding.
The relevance of this research is that mapping out the threats to the Reserve may lead to a better
understanding of what is driving them. This, in turn, may aid the Reserve owners plan how best to
conserve the biodiversity on their Reserve from these threats.
In the rest of chapter 1 I discuss the history of the Reserve and the town, so providing context for my
project. In chapter 2 I discuss my methodology and conceptual framework, and in chapter 3 my
findings. In mapping out the socio-environmental conflict around this one fence I show that poverty,
wealth and the municipality’s limited capacity intersect to negatively affect the biodiversity
conservation efforts of the Reserve. In unpacking this conflict I also discuss four different groups with
different understandings of ‘nature’: 1) the ecology experts (who are a minority) who see ‘nature’ in
terms of biodiversity and ecosystems; 2) those who see ‘nature’ in terms of beauty, landscape
aesthetics and heritage, and want to conserve this; 3) those who see ‘nature’ as a commodity that
keeps the town going as an economic concern, so favour the interests of the second group, and 4)
those concerned with survival who see ‘nature’ as a resource for this.
While the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve is centrally about the conservation of biodiversity, this
understanding of nature is not evident in the dominant conservation orientation of the town. This is to
conserve the ‘sense of place’ that the town invokes for some residents and for tourists, in which
‘nature’ is understood as something aesthetically pleasing.

The Wolwekraal Nature Reserve
The Wolwekraal Nature Reserve is a 123-hectare reserve on the western end of the town of Prince
Albert. It lies in the arid Succulent Karoo biome (Milton, Yeaton, Dean and Vlok, 1997: 133; SANBI,
2016; Figure 4 and 5), one of three globally recognised biodiversity hotspots in South Africa,1 and is
currently under consideration as a UNESCO World Heritage Site (Succulent Karoo Protected Area,
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The other two South African biodiversity hotspots are the Maputoland Pondoland Albany hotspot and the
Cape Floral Kingdom hotspot (Conservation South Africa, 2016).

3

2016). Less than 0.5 % of the Succulent Karoo biome is protected and it has a ‘high number of rare
and Red Data Book plant species’ (SANBI, 2016).
The land was bought by Dr Sue Milton-Dean and Dr Richard Dean in 2005, to establish a reserve that
would protect ‘as many populations of uncommon plants and animals, and animals and plants that
originally occurred here’ (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). Previously, it had been part
of a larger farm, Wolwekraal, but had been cut off from the rest of the farm by the R353 road (Figure
3). Due to its relatively small size and proximity to the town (hence the increased possibility of stock
theft), the land had not been used for grazing livestock and the veld was thus in relatively good
condition (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). Wolwekraal Nature Reserve became a
Contract Nature Reserve under CapeNature’s Stewardship Programme in 2013 (Wolwekraal
Conservation and Research Organisation (WCRO) Constitution, 2013), making it a provincial
protected area (Province of the Western Cape, 2014: 475).
This status offers the Reserve some protection against external threats related to changing land use
around it and the town. In 2015, for instance, Peninsula Energy lodged an application for uranium
mining on the neighbouring farm, and a housing estate has been established on the north-eastern
border of the reserve (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). Milton-Dean and Dean have
established the Wolwekraal Conservation and Research Organisation (WCRO), a non-profit
organisation which administers the Reserve. Its vision is to ‘contribute to the conservation of habitat,
fauna and flora in perpetuity on the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve’ by raising public awareness,
providing training, and encouraging research (Wolwekraal Conservation and Research Organisation
Constitution, 2013: 1). The Reserve houses a nursery used to propagate Succulent Karoo species for
veld restoration work and to supply a commercial outlet in the town (Renu-Karoo, 2016). The Reserve
also employs 10 people, all of whom live in Prince Albert. It is used for environmental education as
well.
The Wolwekraal Nature Reserve is significant for both ecological and social reasons. According to
the WCRO (2013), it is the only reserve protecting the specific Prince Albert Succulent Karoo veld
type, a sub-veld of the larger Succulent Karoo biome veld. One of eight known populations of Bijilia
dilitata, a dwarf vygie growing only in a 10km radius of Prince Albert, is located on Wolwekraal
(correspondence from Milton-Dean, 18 November 2016). The diversity of the veld type is a result of
the diversity in substrate, owing to the Dorps River that runs through the reserve for two kilometres.
Riparian woodland, sheltering birds, mammals and reptiles, grows along the river, but as one moves
away from the riverbed the ground cover changes to pebble bed (where the Bijilia dilitata is found),
through to sand dunes and a mudstone plain deposited over 15 000 years ago, and then to koppies, or
small hills.
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Figure 3: A map of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve outlined in green. The town of Prince Albert is not visible in this picture but
is in the direction of the dirt road that leads out of the bottom of the picture (Milton-Dean & Dean, 2011).

Figure 4: A map of South Africa pinpointing Prince Albert in red (Google Maps, 2016).
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Figure 5: A map showing South Africa's vegetation biomes. Prince Albert lies in the Succulent Karoo, the mustard coloured
biome (SANBI, 2016).

The different substrate each support their own vegetation type. Over 200 bird species have been
recorded on Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, eight of which are on the Red Data species list. Large
mammals include jackal, foxes, mongoose, aardvark, porcupine, caracal, duiker, and steenbok. There
are numerous small mammals such as rodents, as well as abundant species diversity amongst reptiles,
amphibians and insects (Milton-Dean & Dean, 2011). The Reserve also has two archaeological sites.
There are two sites near the river where shards of pottery, ostrich egg fragments and beads offer
evidence of Khoi settlement along the river, as well as a circle of indented bare earth, which suggests
a kraal used to shelter fat-tailed sheep in the precolonial period (Milton-Dean & Dean, 2011).
The Reserve is used for environmental education and research. Milton-Dean takes local school
children and tourists on guided walks, discussing botany, zoology, ecology, geology and archaeology
with the participants. Both she and Dean mentor tertiary-level researchers and students on
Wolwekraal, as well as interns from the South African Environmental Observation Network
(SAEON) Arid Zones Node. The Reserve is a ‘long-term ecological reference site that forms part of
the SAEON Arid Lands Node network for monitoring climate and land use change impacts on the
natural and manmade environment’ (interview, Milton-Dean, 2016). Both Milton-Dean and Dean are
experts in their respective fields (conservation ecology and ornithology) and have published widely on
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Succulent Karoo ecology. As such, Wolwekraal Nature Reserve is not only rich in diversity, but the
Reserve and its owners are very prominent in ecological research and advocacy. They are passionate
about what they are protecting and about getting others interested, by producing and sharing
knowledge. They are also concerned about the level of poverty and unemployment in the town, not
only because it is impacting the Reserve (as shall be shown), but also because they sense that the wellbeing of many local people is getting worse.

A brief history of Prince Albert, the Queekvalleij
The establishment of the town
After the Dutch arrived in the Cape in 1652, ‘the impulse to disperse further and further from the
confines of the settlement of the Cape was inexorable’ (Maguire, 2005:14). The grazing permit
system was removed in 1713 and trekboers moved north and east in search of good grazing. By the
1740s the trekboers had found the Swartberg mountains. On the 12 February 1762, Zacharias de Beer
was given permission by the Dutch governor of the Cape, Ryk Tulbagh, to settle on Queeckvalleij, a
loan farm in the foothills of the Swartberg mountains (Thomas, 2005). According to Haak (1999), the
development of the town of Prince Albert dates to 1843 when Stephanus Botma bought Queeckvalleij
and sub-divided the farm into four. One of these portions was bought by the Dutch Reformed church,
and so, as with most Karoo towns, Prince Albert’s existence hinged on the Dutch Reformed church
and the surrounding commercial farms.
Roughly translated, Queeckvalleij means ‘nursery valley’, which is indicative of its good grazing and
arable potential. This is in large part due to the Dorps River (as the settlers named it) that flows from
the Swartberg mountains to the south of the town. Annual rainfall is low in this area (Prince Albert
averages 204 mm per annum, predominately in mid-summer (Prince Albert climate)), and so the river
gives life to this patch of earth. Robert Gordon, a commander of the garrison of the Cape who painted
a picture of Queeckvalleij in 1778 that today hangs in the Rijksmusuem in Holland (Figure 6),
described ‘the delicious grapes, watermelons and peaches’ he enjoyed there (Haak, 1999).
However, the trekboers were not the first people to make use of the river that flowed from the
Swartberg. The presence of Early Stone Age tools such as chisel-shaped cleavers and leaf-shaped
handaxe are evidence that Homo heidelbergensis ‘roamed the veld around Prince Albert over a
million years ago’ (Maguire, 2005: 9). Archaeological sites in the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve and
local caves in the Swartberg Mountains provide evidence of the presence of Khoikhoi pastoralists and
Bushmen (San) hunter-gatherers in the precolonial period, which extended into the colonial period.
The Bushmen were considered a problem by both the Khoikhoi and the incoming trekboers. The
grazing needs of the Khoikhoi’s sheep and the trekboer’s cattle impacted negatively on their hunting
territory, and the diminishing game populations, disease and drought further pushed the Bushmen to
steal livestock. By 1777 the Dutch Government ordered an extermination of the Bushmen. Eventually
7

those Bushmen and Khoikhoi that were not killed were taken into the service of the trekboers
(Maquire, 2005). Robert Gordon’s illustration of the Queeckvalleij farm (Figure 6) shows the circular
reed-mat huts of the Khoikhoi and the A-frame-like shelters of the Bushmen who came to work on
Queekvalleij (Maguire, 2005).

Figure 6: Robert Gordon's illustration of Queekvalleij drawn in 1778 (Maguire, 2005).

Boom and bust cycles in the 20th century
The town of Prince Albert experienced several boom-bust phases of development involving a brief
gold rush in the late 19th century (Begg, 2005), the ostrich feather boom in the Little Karoo in the
early 20th century and the development of the wool industry in the mid-20th century (Toerien, 2012).
However, because of its location its wool production was only 50% that of other Karoo towns and so
it did not experience the same amount of financial gain (Toerien, 2012). The second half of the 20th
century saw the improvement of the town’s sanitation system and electricity supply, and the tarring of
roads from Prince Albert to Meiringspoort and from the N1 to Prince Albert (Haak, 1999). While this
phase in the Karoo’s history generally saw a decline in small-town populations, due to economic
decline (Hoogendoorn and Nel, 2012), the limited information I was able to access suggests that
Prince Albert experienced some stability and infrastructure improvement. However, due to time
constraints, it was not possible to explore this period more fully.
Group Areas Act of 1950
The Group Areas Act of 1950 was enforced in Prince Albert in 1963. Ohlsen (2005) writes that the
‘coloured’2 communities of Rooikamp, Bodorp and Nuwerus were forcibly removed to an area now
known as North End and their homes demolished. The white-only area become known as South End.
Again, due to limited time I was not able to research further the demographics and social dynamics of
the town prior to 1963 but the impact of the Group Areas Act was clearly deeply destructive. Today,

2

I understand the terms ‘coloured’, ‘black’ and ‘white’ to refer to the racial categories imposed by the
apartheid regime and that continue to be used as a way of redressing past racially based social injustices.
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North End has a feeling of being outside of the town and thus marginalised not only from the main
attractions but also from shaping the public life and economy of the town.
Prince Albert as a tourism destination and site for post-productivism from the 1990s
As the Karoo’s agricultural production has declined, so its natural landscape and space have begun to
be commodified in new ways. Early descriptions of the Karoo by colonial travellers describe it as ‘flat
and forbidding under a pitiless sun…There seems no end to the grey, stony, desolate plains…the sole
thing real in all this landscape is that abomination stretched before you’ (Roberts, 1976: 54, quoted by
Atkinson, 2016: 201). However, during the 1990s such negative perceptions of outsiders began to
shift as the space and isolation of the Karoo became the basis on which new forms of niche tourism
could develop, including ‘desert tourism’ (Atkinson, 2016) and ‘solitude tourism’ (Jacobsen, 2004).
The once empty and vast landscape is now seen as providing ‘silence, solitude and space’ (Ingle,
2010: 89) that offers city dwellers a spiritual and/or recreational getaway. Atkinson (2016) writes
about the Karoo in relation to the rise in desert tourism in other parts of the world, stating that people
touring such dry, barren and remote landscapes are looking to be alone and to have self-actualising,
rejuvenating and spiritual experiences. The Karoo is being marketed as a place to achieve this.
Jacobsen (2004) describes solitude tourists as wanting the same experience desert tourism offers and
as ‘romantic-, nature-oriented tourists’ seeking out lesser known spaces to enjoy nature without
people. Of interest though is that Jacobsen has found a correlation between such individuals and
education levels, stating that ‘the intellectual is the best example of a tourist with a romantic gaze’
(2004: 18). The change in popular imagery of the Karoo has led to the economic revival of some
small towns (Atkinson, 2016; Ingle, 2010 and 2013; Toerien, 2012), and solitude tourism is one of
Prince Albert’ s main economic drivers (interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September 2016).
Described on its website as the ‘Jewel of the Karoo’ (Prince Albert, 2016), Prince Albert has a
diversity of architectural history as a result of its settler history that has largely been preserved; this is
a tourism drawcard, along with the town’s surrounding natural beauty. ‘Gabled Cape Dutch houses,
Victorian, Georgian, Cape cottages, Neo Gothic and flat-roofed Karoostyle’ (Marincowitz, 2006: 45)
houses have been bought by members of the creative class as second homes or converted into guest
houses and restaurants that are promoted as providing an authentic Karoo experience for solitude
tourists. Along with the tourism boost, since the mid-2000’s the town has become a site of ‘postproductivism’ (Ingle, 2013: 65). This refers to the phenomenon in which rural economies that were
once dependent on agricultural income move to being driven by tourism, and the conversion of
properties into second holiday homes for urban people or primary residences for creative people.
According to Ingle (2013:64) ‘Karoo towns have, over the last century, experienced a marked decline
in their economic fortunes, but this decline has been arrested, if not reversed, in the last two decades
by the arrival of a post-productivist cohort of migrants from the cities’.
9

Atkinson (2016) refers to this cohort of people as the ‘creative class’. This group is defined by their
high skills, education and/or income level. They could be writers, artists, academics, website
designers, CEOs, and managers. They could be retired and living permanently in Prince Albert or
have a holiday home there. Some live permanently in Prince Albert and work from home, as the
internet has made this possible. Generally, their money is made in the urban centres but they choose to
live in the countryside as they seek a better quality of life (Atkinson, 2016; Hoogendoorn and Nel,
2012). They have brought arts, crafts, tourism and lifestyle-related enterprises to Prince Albert which
also attract the solitude tourists who come to experience the Karoo, Meiringspoort and the Swartberg
Pass. The Municipal Manager of Prince Albert shared with me that ‘this town has made it that far
because of the creative class that have come here’ (interview, 19 September 2016).
However, the growth of the creative class in Prince Albert has served to further entrench the racial
divide that resulted from the enforcement of the Group Areas Act of 1950 in 1963. This racialized
spatial dynamic has largely persisted because wealth is racialized. The arrival of the creative class,
which is largely white, has pushed property prices up in South End, thus making it difficult for
coloured residents of North End to move back to South End (interview, Pieter3, 19 September 2016).
Furthermore, the new jobs accompanying the redevelopment of the town are predominately lowpaying service jobs such as gardening or domestic work, as members of the creative class tend to
work for themselves or have their businesses elsewhere (interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September
2016).
While poverty and unemployment are concentrated among the coloured residents of Prince Albert,
there is a class dynamic in North End as well, as it is also home to coloured professional people who
work for the Police Service, the hospital and local government. Anna (interview, 20 September 2016),
a coloured informant living in North End, was very specific about where she lives as she gave me her
street address more than once. She described the road on which she lives as in a nice area, unlike other
areas, which are known as ‘gaetjies’, where drugs and alcohol are known to be abused. The spatial
dynamic within North End thus reflects a more complex reality than the racialized order that is the
legacy of the enforcement of the Group Areas Act, that still dominates the town.
Current socio-economic conditions
According to Statistics South Africa (2016) the population of Prince Albert town was 7 054 in 2011,
with people classified as coloured in the overwhelming majority, at 85.7% of the population, followed
by white people (11.3%) and African people (2.2%). The population of the larger district is 13 136.4
Despite the tourism boom, poverty levels in the municipality are high, with 43.3% of the population
considered to be living in poverty; the municipality’s unemployment rate is 19.4% (Integrated

3
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Names of interviewees are pseudonyms, usage of which I have discussed in the methodology section.
Prince Albert Municipality encompasses the towns of Prince Albert, Leeu Gamka and Klaarstroom.
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Development Plan, 2012-2017: 19). However, it must be noted that the poverty and unemployment
statistics are for the district of Prince Albert as a whole, not only the town. In the town, the
dependency ratio is 58.5 and 49% of households were headed by females in 2011. 96% of homes have
electricity for lighting, 77% have piped water and 83% have flush toilets connected to the sewerage
system (Statistics SA, 2016).
Poverty is seen to fuel drug-related crimes, with close on 200 drug-related crimes reported in 2012
(Integrated Development Plan, 2012-2017: 22). Teenage pregnancy is also of concern: of the 159
children born in 2011-2012, 27 were to teenagers (17%), a notable increase from the 12 out of 127
births (9%) the previous year (Integrated Development Plan, 2012-2017: 21). There is a general
concern for the future of the youth as there is minimal work and most parents cannot afford to send
their children to some form of tertiary education (Wiehann, 14 September 2016; Braam, 15 September
2016). Only 20% of residents in Prince Albert town have completed matric and 6.7% have higher
education.
The Municipality of Prince Albert is understaffed and has limited infrastructal and financial capacity.
The Municipal Manager (interview, 19 September 2016) stated they have a vacancy rate of 42% and
so municipal employees are working more than two jobs. He also expressed concern at the level of
debt in Prince Albert, which further impacts on rates collection and so on the amount of money the
municipality has to spend. He feels constrained by what he can do with his limited income base
compared to wealthier municipalities in the Western Cape: ‘That is one of the biggest fights I have, is
why do you measure me the same as you do the Drakenstein’ (interview, Municipal Manager, 19
September 2016)5.
As will be seen in the discussion of my findings in chapter 3, the local context of the town is
significant in shaping different understandings of nature and conservation locally. The poverty of
some, the municipality’s limited capacity and the wealth of others all influence the understanding and
standing of conservation.

5

Due to the limited scope of my Honours research project, I was not able to explore local government funding
in Prince Albert more fully.
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework and Methodology
In this chapter I first discuss the literature and concepts that have helped shape my understanding of
the socio-environmental conflict occurring around the boundary fence between Wolwekraal Nature
Reserve and the municipality, the illegal wood cutting activities and the role of wealth in
environmental degradation. I also discuss literature that has helped me understand the different
meanings of nature and conservation in Prince Albert. As already noted, political ecology has been an
important lens through which to view these issues.

Conceptual framework
The following concepts have proved central for my project: biodiversity, ecology, biodiversity
conservation and nature.
Biodiversity (or biological diversity) refers to the ‘variety of the world’s organisms, including their
genetic diversity and the assemblages they form’ (Ledger, 1991: 231). Individual species which make
up this diversity are the building blocks of ecosystems. Humans make use of individual species for
food and medicine, for example, and genetic diversity ensures the continuous health of these
populations. Thus, the diversity of life is essential for human life and well-being.
Ecology is the scientific study of ecosystems, that is, the relationships and interdependencies among
species, and between them and their physical environment (Simmons, 1993). When I refer to
ecological integrity I am referring to the strength and functionality of the ecosystems at work.
Functioning ecosystems are important for human well-being.
Biodiversity conservation ‘refers to a set of objectives or management interventions designed to
maintain that biodiversity and to prevent its degradation or loss’ (Roe & Elliot, 2010: 7). Unlike
nature conservation, biodiversity conservation does not have the primary aim of keeping people out of
a particular area and thereby creating a wilderness. Its aim is to conserve biodiversity, and only if
people are a threat to biodiversity and the functioning of an ecosystem will measures be taken to
reduce their influence. Keeping people out of nature conservation areas comes with a social history
which will be discussed further below.
Nature is an extremely complex term, with different meanings in different contexts. Demeritt discuss
three broad meanings: ‘the essential quality or character of something’, ‘the inherent force which
directs either the world or human beings or both’ and ‘the external, material world itself’ (2002: 778).
It is in this last sense that I will be using ‘nature’, to refer to flora, fauna and the ‘non-human world
surroundings’ (Simmons, 1993: 11). I am aware that this means I am conceptualising nature and
human society in a dualistic manner, as distinct domains, a position which theorists such as Green
(2013), Haraway (2003) and Latour (1993), among others, have criticised. However, I have decided to
12

do so because, as will be seen in chapter 3, this usage reflects the dominant understanding of nature of
my informants, and this is central to my study. I do not have the space within this project to develop a
detailed critique of this viewpoint.
At the same time, it is also now widely accepted that perceptions and meanings of nature are socially
constructed (Cock, 2007; Demeritt, 2002; Simmons, 1993). Simmons (1993) has described four
constructions of nature: objective, subjective, reductionist and holistic. In wanting to understand how
flora, fauna and the non-human world surroundings, or ‘nature’, are understood by Prince Albert
residents I understand ‘nature’ to be a subjective construction, that is, shaped by culture and one’s
social position in a given society. Simmons (1993) goes on to say that what the normative
construction of nature may be in a particular society depends on its value systems. This speaks to the
moral principles and standards of people, and why, for example, litter is considered unacceptable in
some societies.
In Wasted Lives: Modernity and its Outcasts Zygmunt Bauman (2004) talks about the waste produced
and disposed of by modernity in the process of making itself. He also talks about beauty, and
describes it as having the power to ‘guide us beyond the world that already is’ (Bauman, 2004: 115).
‘Harmony, proportion, symmetry and order’ as well as cleanliness (2004: 113) are all characteristics
of beauty.

This brings one to the issue of power in struggles over resources, conservation, constructions
of nature and aesthetics. According to Cock, while functioning ecosystems are indeed needed to
support human life, the central issue around conservation is power: ‘the power to decide what and
whose ‘nature’ should be protected’ (2007: 147). This is a central issue in this project, and I will use
political ecology to analyse the socio-environmental conflict in Prince Albert.
Political ecology
Political ecology is ‘a field of critical research predicated on the assumption that any tug on the
strands of the global web of human-environment linkages reverberates throughout the system as a
whole’ (Robbins, 2012: 13). It aims to identify broader systems rather than focusing on local forces,
and views ecological systems as power-laden. Political ecology is not focused on power dynamics
solely in nature conservation, but in all matters involving nature and the environment.
Robbins (2012) describes political ecology as a community of practice and a quality of text rather
than a field. He also uses the word ‘eclectic’ to describe political ecology as its texts, which include
books, maps, videos, conference presentations, blogs and more, are the result of both empirical work
(including through participant observation, oral histories, ecological field study and remote sensing,
and typically operating from case studies) and theoretical work; the latter ranges over a broad base of
critical theory as well as categorical and conceptual approaches. What makes this field coherent is
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thus not a single technique or particular text per se, but, rather, its ‘overall conventions and
orientations’ (Robbins, 2012: 87). According to Robbins (2012:87):
Political ecologies:
•

Track winners and losers to understand the persistent structures of winning and
losing;

•

Are narrated using human-non-human dialectics;

•

Start from, or end in, a contradiction;

•

Simultaneously make claims about the state of nature and claims about the claims
about the state of nature.

Political ecology is centrally concerned with the analysis of socio-environmental conflict, hence its
importance for shaping my conceptual framework. As discussed further below, I have also chosen to
use ethnography as a methodology for exploring socio-environmental conflict in Prince Albert.
Fences and fortress conservation
The issue of fences and fencing, which forms the entry point for my enquiry into threats to the
conservation of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, has a significant history both in the context of the Karoo
and in relation to nature conservation in South Africa more generally.
With regard to the first point, the development of wind pumps and fences in the mid-19th century are
widely recognised as the technological innovations that turned the Karoo into a commercial woolproducing hub and supported the growth of the Cape Colony through the 19th and early 20th centuries
(Beinart, 2003). While wind pumps brought a stable supply of water to sheep and homesteads, fences
prevented sheep from wandering off (Archer, 2002). Farmers used fences to manage the movement of
their ever-increasing numbers of livestock and their veld, which began showing signs of degradation
due to overgrazing. Enclosing the whole farm allowed for internal subdivisions, or paddocks, which
permitted the rotation of sheep with the purpose of controlling grazing intensity and letting the veld
recuperate (Archer, 2002; Beinart, 2003; Van Sittert, 2002).
Environmental regulation became a stronger concern of the South African state in the first half of the
twentieth century as environmental problems related to veld management and soil erosion were
recognised. According to Beinart (2002), agrarian accumulation in the early 20th century was
underpinned by conservationist farming. However, even though there were strong criticisms of
livestock farming for its effect on the veld, the Drought Committee established in response to the
drought of 1919-1920 ‘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). Beinart
states that ‘poor-whiteism, environmental degradation, suspicion of innovation, and unsettled
mobility’ (2002: 250) led to resistance to conservation farming methods.
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While fencing in the Karoo was aimed primarily at controlling sheep and grazing, fences in
conservation efforts in southern Africa have historically been aimed at controlling people, not only
animals. Lindsey, Masterson, Beck and Romanach (2012: 221) state that fences ‘delineate legal
boundaries to persons illegally entering wildlife reserves and if such people are apprehended within
the fenced areas they may then be liable to prosecution’. In southern Africa game parks and game
reserves were first proclaimed in the 1880s, with growing recognition that hunting practices were
endangering species numbers (Beinart and Coates, 1995). Today, the fencing of reserves is defended
on the grounds that it protects against ecological degradation by preventing or controlling animal and
human movement (Lindsey, Masterson, Beck and Romanach, 2012). Fences reduce human-wildlife
conflict by preventing animals moving into human settlements and by being a barrier to poaching and
the illegal extraction of natural resources from within the reserve (Lindsey et al, 2012).
However, the establishment of conservation areas to protect species of fauna and flora from extinction
comes with a particular social history that continues to undermine the cause of nature conservation.
Conservation methods in Africa have largely followed the trend in the United States where wildlife
protection and landscape preservation organisations were set up by white, well-educated, affluent
members of society, who excluded people of colour (Khan, 2002). Often local communities were
forcibly removed from traditional grazing and ancestral lands to make way for nature reserves, and
moved to areas with few natural resources and of no cultural significance, where they experienced
poverty that continues today (Beinart and Coates, 1995). McDonald describes how in South Africa the
apartheid state spent ‘billions of rands…preserving wildlife and protecting wild flowers while people
in “townships” and “homelands” lived without adequate food, shelter, and clean water’ (2002: 1).
Black people had limited access to protected areas on racial grounds. Colonial and apartheid
authorities enacted whites-only policies that resulted in the enjoyment of ‘nature’ being seen as a
whites-only pastime (McDonald, 2002). Dan Brockington (2002) coined the term ‘fortress
conservation’ to describe this method of conservation, that relied on fences and other exclusionary
methods to protect flora and fauna. In this way, the idea of ‘nature’ as pristine and separated from
society was constructed, along with the notion that the entry of humans, or, rather, of certain humans
into this space would contaminate it and diminish the enjoyment of those who subscribed to this idea
of nature (Brockington, 2002).
Cock writes that ‘the deeper problem raised by protected areas such as national parks is the process of
externalising nature, of equating nature with wilderness or of trying to enclose it in a bound space’
(2007: 146). As such, the establishment of national parks has created a very specific idea of nature as
wilderness, and a conflictual social history whose dynamics largely persist today. Khan (2002) has
described the marginalisation of people of colour from conservation areas as ‘environmental racism’;
and as a consequence, attempts to conserve biodiversity through protected areas are widely seen to be
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a white, suburban issue (McDonald, 2002). Conflict over conservation areas are largely underpinned
by this dynamic of race and class. Barrett, Travis and Dasgupta (2011: 13 907) have noted how:
[T]he persistence of extreme poverty and continued loss of biodiversity appears intimately
related. Extreme poverty and biodiversity hotspots are geographically coincident,
concentrated in rural areas where livelihoods depend disproportionately on natural capital
embodied in forests, rangelands, soils, water, and wildlife.
Given this history, fences around protected areas are often perceived by marginalised communities to
represent exclusion and a lack of consideration of human welfare in the pursuit of wildlife
conservation. The cutting of fences and the illegal extraction of natural resources from protected areas
can often be a form of resistance (Spierenburg and Wels, 2006). Fences in South Africa have
organised people socially by creating a divide between those who own land and those who do not,
turning what once was communal land into private property (Van Sittert, 2002). This applies to the
resources on the land as well, such as wood.
Biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction
Much of the social science literature on conservation portrays biodiversity conservation and human
rights as in opposition (Barret et al, 2011; Fischer and Christopher, 2007; Roe et al, 2013; Turner et
al, 2012). However, many ecological studies also reveal important linkages. Firstly, there was the
recognition in the 1940s that income generated from trade and tourism around conservation areas can
filter into local communities. Today, the argument supporting the linkage is that biodiversity
underpins ‘the delivery of a range of ecosystem goods and services on which human well-being
depends – poverty being the pronounced deprivation of well-being’ (Joe and Elliot, 2010: 2). The
integrity of ecological systems ensures the health of socio-economic systems as biodiversity ensures
food and water security (Barret et al, 2011; Fischer and Christopher, 2007; Roe et al, 2013; Turner et
al, 2012). Conserving natural resources is important as they can be a source of income and livelihood
security in times of crisis, such as drought or crop failure or seasonal shortage (Fischer, Maginnis,
Jackson, Barrow and Jeanrenaud, 2010). Fischer and Christopher (2007) argue that given rural
population’s dependence on local ecosystems for their livelihoods, the stability and care of these
systems cannot be overstated, ‘Where broad scale ecological degradation exists, the poor suffer a
large proportion of the costs incurred’ (Fischer & Christopher, 2007: 96). As such, the relationship
between poverty and biodiversity conservation should be considered a bi-directional one.
The complexity of this relationship is well illustrated by the issue of firewood. In much of rural South
Africa firewood is the primary source of fuel and an income generator in areas of high unemployment
(Makhado, Von Maltitz, Potgieter, and Wessels, 2009). Eighty-two percent of respondents in their
study village were unemployed and depended ‘on woodland products for household nutritional
supplements and income generation’. Furthermore, 80% of respondents used wood for cooking and
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heating while wood was also harvested for building and tool manufacture. Yet ‘despite the value of
woodland products in rural livelihoods, woodlands are being destroyed at an alarming rate’ (Makhado
et al, 2009: 51), due to over-harvesting for fuelwood and construction purposes, amongst other needs.
‘Natural capital plays a disproportionately important role in supporting all communities – but
especially poor communities – through flows of ecosystem services’ (Turner, Brandon, Brooks,
Gascon, Gibbs, Lawrence, Mittermeier, and Selig, 2012: 90), and wood is one such service.
However, ‘[T]here is no clear relationship between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction’
(Roe & Elliot, 2010: 15). Agrawal and Redford (2010) argue that most existing empirical studies are
poor guides to policy as understandings of poverty and biodiversity used in these studies are too
simplistic. Also, the dynamic in the link between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction
cannot be easily generalised as the socio-political, spatial and ecological aspects are context-specific.
Nonetheless, Adams et al (2010) has found four different types of relationships, or conceptual
typologies, between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction: 1) ‘Poverty and conservation are
separate policy realms’; 2) ‘Conservation should not compromise poverty reduction’; 3) ‘Poverty is a
critical constraint on conservation’, and 4) ‘Poverty reduction depends on living resource
conservation’. The last two relationships are useful in thinking about the relationship between poverty
reduction and biodiversity conservation in Prince Albert, as will be seen in chapter 3.
Environmental justice
Overpopulation, ecoscarcity and limits to growth are dominant narratives in contemporary discourses
around the status of the environment, which argue that due to limited resources, the earth can only
sustain X amount of people, and overpopulation is the cause of environmental degradation. The
population in question is often the poor of underdeveloped countries ‘where growth rates and absolute
numbers of people remain the highest in the world’ (Robbins, 2012: 14). Yet, as the advocates of
environmental justice point out, the poor do not consume nearly the same amount of resources as the
wealthy, both within countries and globally. As such, the population in poorer countries and limited
resources are not the cause of environmental degradation; rather the consumption of resources by the
wealthy and the maldistribution of it is.

Research methodology
In the previous section I identified the concepts that have been key in helping me analyse the socioenvironmental conflict around the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve boundary fence. In this section, I
reflect on my research methodology and my choice of ethnography as my research design.
Ethnography
Ethnography, my chosen methodology, involves participant observation supplemented by other
methods such as document analysis and interviews to produce a detailed text. Participant observation
involves the ethnographer immersing herself in a social setting for an extended period of time, making
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regular observations, conducting interviews, engaging in conversations, and collecting documents if
there are, with the aim of understanding people’s behaviour. The text produced can be distinctive in
the detail it provides of this field work and the ethnographer is encouraged to write herself into this
account, as it provides credibility (Bryman, 2012).
My motivation for choosing ethnography was that I wanted to capture local narratives and dynamics
surrounding the fence, conservation and nature in Prince Albert. Choosing ethnography gave me the
ability to capture ‘detailed descriptions of situations, events, people, interactions, and observe[d]
behaviours; [as well as] direct quotations from people about their experiences, attitudes, beliefs, and
thoughts’ (Ervin, 2000: 141). Spending time in the town, walking the streets and engaging in
everyday interactions such as chatting to the cashiers when buying groceries, for example, enabled me
to delve below surface appearances and experience the complexity of the town, over and above the
particular interviews I conducted. The documentary analysis I used to complement my observations
and interviews includes engaging with statistical data concerning demographics.
As mentioned in the introduction, I was specifically interested in conducting an ethnography of the
socio-environmental conflicts surrounding the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve as a fenced-off space, and
what these conflicts revealed about understandings of and relationships to conservation and nature in
the town. The illegal cutting of wood, the pollution of the reserve by plastic and polystyrene, and the
seeping effluent changing the ecology can all be considered as ‘different modes of ecological interrelationships’ that are in conflict with the Wolwekraal’s biodiversity conservation mandate.
According to Little (2007), an ethnography of socio-environmental conflict differs from traditional
ethnography in four ways. Firstly, the focus of the ethnography is on the socioenvironmental conflict
and the multiple social and natural interactions in question, not simply on a group of people.
Secondly, it deals not just with one social group, but with numerous social groups. Thirdly, its
geographic scope is not limited to the biophysical environment of the site in question, as it includes
different levels of socio-political articulation. In the case of Prince Albert, for instance, one needs to
consider the wider political and economic context of the country and international markets, as the
history recounted above has already shown. And fourthly, the biophysical environment is a central
subject, and not merely one sub-section in a larger text.
Furthermore, the aims of socio-environmental conflict ethnography are in line with my aims. They are
to carry out an analysis of the conflict(s) which:
1) identifies and differentiates the variety of socio-environmental actors involved; 2)
incorporates their multiple points of view and interests; 3) maps their trans-level relations;
and 4) documents ethnographically the history of the conflict, with its ad-hoc political
alliances, its mutual accommodations, its negotiations and its political ruptures (Little, 2007:
96).
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Fieldwork
I conducted my primary fieldwork over 10 days in September 2016. I stayed in a self-catering unit on
the furthest end of South End in Prince Albert, close to the Swartberg mountains. In addition, I
attended the 2016 Arid Zone Ecology Forum (AZEF),6 where I presented a poster based on my
project’s research proposal. The Forum was held in Prince Albert for a week, two weeks after my
fieldwork. Participant observation involved visits to the municipal sewerage treatment and landfill
sites, as well as to the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve and the Renu-Karoo nursery, and generally putting
myself in positions where I could observe the dynamics of the town. This involved walking the streets
of South End, visiting the galleries and other craft shops where I would talk to the owner or
employees, talking with staff and people-watching from coffee shops and restaurants, engaging with
cashiers, visiting the museum and the library, joining the town’s hiking club on an outing and
browsing the Saturday morning market. Apart from wanting to gain an understanding of the town’s
dynamics, I also sought to gauge people’s awareness of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve. Attending AZEF
exposed me to academic research being done in the Karoo on ecology and grazing, as well as to staff
from various nature conservation agencies working in the Karoo who discussed their challenges.
However, I also became aware of limitations in my ability to observe all public spaces equally,
because of the racialised spatial dynamic of the town. This greatly affected who I could casually
encounter and what spaces I could casually observe. Going for coffee at the different coffee shops,
having dinner and walking the streets were all activities done in South End and exposed me to
predominantly white, middle-class residents and visitors; having an informal conversation here was
easy and informative. Talking with waiters and staff, who were predominantly coloured and young,
was also possible and revealing, inasmuch as it soon became apparent that they did not know about
the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve. However, as they were working it was not possible to have extended
exchanges.
Attempting to observe social dynamics in North End was challenging as there was no public space
that I could merge into to observe the area. There is a public park as one drives into Prince Albert but
it is on the edge of North End and so did not give me an adequate vantage point for participant
observation. While I did drive through the streets, I was keenly aware of myself coming across as a
white female observing ‘the other’s’ poverty, and was not sure how I would be received. In South End
it was acceptable for me to walk the streets or have a cup of coffee alone, so placing me a position to
casually blend in and observe. In North End, I stood out as this was not a space that many white
people readily visited. I also lacked the confidence to wander around North End and start
conversations on my own. My limited Afrikaans played a role in my confidence levels. I had to rely
on interviews with people who lived in North End to gain insight into the dynamics of this part of
6

The Arid Zone Ecology Forum is an initiative that focuses on problems and solutions in the arid and semi-arid
regions of Southern Africa.
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Prince Albert. These interactions were important and revealed a level of complexity that I had not
anticipated but there were limitations with my sample. For example, I spoke to people who are
employed and not to people who are not.
In addition to participant observation I conducted 13 semi-structured interviews with a range of
informants (see Table 1).7 The individuals I identified for interviews at the outset of my research
included the owners and staff of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, municipal officials, a community
leader, and an emerging farmer. Initially I made use of snowball sampling to identify other
interviewees, which led me to a woman who works in the tourism office, the secretary of the town
doctor and two academics who have made Prince Albert their home. My final sample was as follows:
Table 1: Profile of my interviewees
Name

Status

Place of

Language

Race

Gender

Residence

interview

of

English

White

Female

South End

English

White

Male

South End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Female

North End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Female

North End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Female

North End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Male

North End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Male

North End

English

White

Female

South End

interview
Milton-Dean

Co-owner and

Wolwekraal

Manager of

Nature Reserve

Wolwekraal Nature

office

Reserve
Dean

Co-owner and

Wolwekraal

Manager of

Nature Reserve

Wolwekraal Nature

office

Reserve
Katryn

Claire

Diane

Carl

Employee of the

Wolwekraal

Reserve

Nature Reserve

Employee of the

Renu-Karoo

Reserve

nursery

Employee of the

Renu-Karoo

Reserve

nursery

Employee of the

Wolwekraal

Reserve

Nature Reserve
office

Wouter

Employee of the

Wolwekraal

Reserve

Nature Reserve
office

SAEON
Intern

Intern

Wolwekraal
Nature Reserve

7

Pseudonyms are used in all cases except for the owners of the Reserve, who are readly identifiable and
agreed to their actual names being used.
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office

Municipal

Municipal

Municipal

English

Coloured

Male

South End

Manager

Manager of Prince

Manager’s

Albert

office

In his office

Afrikaans

Coloured

Male

Unknown

In her office

English

White

Female

Unknown

In the tourism

English

White

Female

Farm

Afrikaans

Coloured

Female

North End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Male

North End

Afrikaans

Coloured

Male

North End

English

White

Male

Estate just

Municipality
Operational

Technical

Manager 1

Operations for
Prince Albert
Municipality

Operational

Technical

Manager 2

Operations for
Prince Albert
Municipality

Suzelle

Tourism office

office
Anna

Receptionist

In office
reception

Braam

Wiehann

Pastor and business

At a coffee

owner

shop

Emerging farmer

At a coffee
shop

Johann

Retiree on Estate

At his home

outside of
town
Pieter

Academic

At a coffee

English

White

Male

South End

English

White

Female

South End

shop
Leanne

Academic

At a coffee
shop

Milton-Dean and Dean also served as key informants with regards to the ecology of the region, local
socio-environmental conflicts and people to interview. Apart from my formal interviews with them, I
had numerous informal conversations throughout my fieldwork and liaised with Milton-Dean before
and after my fieldwork via email. The Municipal Manager was key in helping me understand the
financial position of the Municipality and its influence on the Reserve. Braam was key in helping me
understand the poverty experienced in North End and the link to illegal wood harvesting.
The use of snowball sampling also came with limitations that I needed to navigate. People clustered
socially around language (i.e. English or Afrikaans), as well as class and race, as described in the
context above. There are numerous social groups organised around interests and hobbies as well. For
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instance, the hiking club with which I went hiking on the one Sunday I was in Prince Albert
comprised of white English and Afrikaans people, some of whom lived permanently in Prince Albert
and others not. People would typically refer me to someone within their social group. As my initial set
of interviewees was quite diverse in terms of gender, race and class, I did not consider this more than
something for me to be mindful of. However, it meant that I had to be creative in finding voices that I
thought were missing from my sample, such as middle-class coloured people who lived in North End.
I got in contact with a receptionist, Anna, who gave me a different view of North End, as itself
stratified spatially in terms of class.
I have mentioned that my limited understanding of and ability to speak Afrikaans played a role in my
confidence levels. Seven of the 13 interviews I conducted were in Afrikaans. While I am sufficiently
proficient in spoken Afrikaans to conduct a conversation, I was conscious of not being able to probe
all the nuances in these interviews as fully as I would have liked.
Time was also an issue, given the limited scope of this Honours research project. I only began to feel I
was beginning to uncover the dynamics and complexity of the town towards the end of my first week.
Thus, I only began to think about what voices were missing from my account near the end of my stay,
which left me with little time to address the gaps. Nevertheless, while more time would clearly have
allowed me to deepen my study, I am confident that the time I was able to spend in the town and the
number and quality of interviews I was able to conduct have given me sufficient material with which
to develop my analysis.
Data analysis
According to Berg (2007), data analysis begins the minute data collection starts, and indeed this was
how I approached it. As themes, topics and narratives emerged so I began analysing and thinking
through them. I took detailed notes of all the encounters I had and reflected every evening on that
day’s notes, observations and encounters. Upon returning to Stellenbosch University I began
transcribing interviews and determined themes and topics using the four basic guidelines devised by
Strauss (1987), as summarised in Berg, (2007: 317), namely:
(1) ask the data specific and consistent questions (2) analyse the data minutely, (3) frequently
interrupt the code to write a theoretical note, and (4) never assume the analytic relevance of
any traditional variable such as age, sex, social class, and so forth until the data shows it to be
relevant.
I have used two specific questions or thought orientations when engaging my data, which have guided
the structure of my discussion in chapter 3. Firstly, using the methods of socio-environmental conflict
ethnography, what are the interaction and conflicts occurring around the Reserve fence; secondly,
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what does my data reveal about the understandings of nature and conservation among different groups
in Prince Albert?
Ethical considerations
Throughout my study I was committed to treating all people with respect, dignity, and kindness.
Whenever I engaged in informal conversations I stated who I was, what my purpose was and why I
was asking my questions. I familiarised myself with both the International Sociological Association’s
Code of Ethics and the Ethical Guidelines and Principles of Conduct for Anthropologists. My research
proposal was also subjected to the requirements for ethical research of Stellenbosch University. All
interviews were conducted with informed consent on the part of interviewees, either written or verbal
(Appendix A). Interviews were also recorded with permission. No interviewees said they would not
want their real names to be used in my report but I made a commitment in my research proposal to
use pseudonyms except in those cases where the identity of the informant would be obvious from the
context, such as with the owners of the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve. A few interviewees have asked
me to share my work with them and I have committed to sending them a copy of my final report.
The biggest ethical challenge I experienced was in the encounter relayed in my introduction, where I
was concerned that the man might be doing something illegal. As it turned out, the municipality was
taking appropriate action to rectify the problems with the dump and so that concern fell away.
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Chapter 3: The Socio-environmental Conflicts around
Wolwekraal Nature Reserve and Biodiversity/Nature
Conservation in Prince Albert
The socio-environmental conflicts around Wolwekraal Nature Reserve
As already indicated, the immediate threats to the biodiversity conservation efforts of Wolwekraal
Nature Reserve come from the municipal landfill site, the illegal cutting of firewood by trespassing
people, and the leaking sewerage treatment plant. All these activities transgress the boundary fence
between the Reserve and the municipal infrastructure (Figure 3). By tracking the history of this fence,
I have been able to identify and differentiate the variety of socio-environmental conflicts and the
actors influencing the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve as well as explore their different viewpoints
around conservation and ‘nature’. In doing so I show that poverty, the municipality’s limitations, and
wealth are all threatening the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve. I then go on to discuss the four different
understandings of ‘nature’ in Prince Albert, concluding that nature conservation has a high standing
because it has been commodified by the municipality, due to benefits from tourism, and the same
‘nature’ is desirable for the town’s influential people. Biodiversity conservation, in contrast, has a low
standing.
The history of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve’s fence
Wolwekraal Nature Reserve was bought in 2005, after being sold off from a larger farm, Wolwekraal.
The landowners who sold Wolwekraal Nature Reserve to its current owners had already fenced it off
from the neighbouring sewerage treatment plant and landfill site; they had also erected stock-proof
fences along the road and with the neighbouring farm. Upon purchasing the land, the new owners
repaired the roadside fence to prevent goats entering the new nature reserve from the farm across the
road. (Goats are a threat to Wolwekraal Nature Reserve as they eat, sleep and trample on the
vegetation, as well as leave piles of urine and dung (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016).
They also re-erected the fence separating the Reserve from the landfill and sewerage treatment sites,
as that had completely fallen down. This was meant to act as a barrier against both the garbage from
the landfill site and people entering the Reserve illegally to harvest wood. At this stage, however, the
landfill site itself was not completely fenced off from public access, so people could walk through it
freely, enter the Reserve illegally, and walk back out as if they had collected wood from the landfill
site and not the Reserve (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). There was a barbed-wire fence
around the sewerage treatment plant, which at that time was not overflowing.
While the initial threat seemed to come from the goats, Milton-Dean recalls how ‘later on we became
concerned about the wood cutting, poaching and general interference on our land with children and
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teenagers coming onto our land shooting birds with katties8 and turning tortoises upside down, setting
gin traps, setting snares in the fences’ (interview, 12 September 2016). As a result, in 2012 they
secured funding from CapeNature to upgrade the boundary fence with the municipal grounds, into a
3-metre high mesh fence supported by wooden poles. However, the fence was cut regularly and
needed continuous repairing, while the wooden poles were burnt in the fires that frequently occurred
in the landfill site. Over December 2015, 14 of the poles were stolen and subsequently found in North
End where they had been used to build houses.
In March 2016, further funding from CapeNature facilitated the electrification of this fence. However,
people have continued to access the reserve to cut firewood by going under the fence in the riverbed,
where it is not electrified (interview, Dean, 12 September 2016). Thus, the shifting morphology of
the fence is an indication of the growing pressure on the Reserve from people who are not concerned
aligned with its biodiversity conservation goals and the precariousness of the Reserve owner’s
struggle to protect its biodiversity. When asked which threat they consider more serious - the illegal
cutting, the landfill site or the leaking sewage - Milton-Dean (interview, 12 September 2016) singled
out the firewood harvesting ‘because I think if you allow people to come in just randomly to collect
firewood then why not also collect medicinal plants and a bit of bush meat’.
So, who are the people cutting the fence? Both the owners and the employees of the reserve stated that
the people who cut wood use it as firewood in their houses and/or sell it for an income. This is
consistent with data from Statistics South Africa (2016), which shows that 15% of households in
Prince Albert use wood for cooking and 26.5% for heating. My informants also thought that alcohol
and drugs such as tik are bought with money from wood sales. Claire stated that, ‘Yes, some of them
use for themselves and others sell it. They go make wood just to sell it. They make it to get tik in their
hands and alcohol, they sell so they can drink’ (interview, 13 September 2016). Katryn described the
perpetrators as young boys (interview, 14 September 2016).
While the Reserve employees were generally unspecific about the precise identity of the woodcutters,
the general tone from all five interviewees was one of irritation and indignation. Katryn was
concerned that people could walk onto property that is not theirs and take wood, while Claire and
Diane felt there is enough work but ‘these people’ do not want to work. Wouter and Carl were very
annoyed by having to repair the fence continuously as well as concerned about the cost of this for the
Reserve owners. Carl even went so far as to call such people ‘goddeloos’, or godless. As such, the
illegal wood cutters were portrayed to me as lazy, lawless trouble-makers. While it was acknowledged
the wood was used for household consumption and the information on how any money earned from
selling the wood was spent was speculative, the overall attitude of those working in the Reserve
toward the illegal wood harvesters was one of frustration and resentment.
8

A kattie refers to a handheld slingshot.
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Clearly poverty is a major factor behind the fence-cutting. As already mentioned, unemployment in
Prince Albert is high and some 43% of the population is counted as poor (Integrated Development
Plan, 2012-2017: 19). Driving through North End I could see working-age people sitting in front of
their RDP houses in the middle of the day. I also witnessed children begging outside the supermarket
in the centre of town. I felt a level of hopelessness because I could see that there are limited
opportunities for permanent, well-paid work in Prince Albert. The distance between the town and
metropolitan centres that tourists and members of the creative class cherish so much, as it separates
them from the chaos of the city, works against those seeking a job to secure a better life. Transport
from Prince Albert can be arranged through Braam, who owns three taxis, but this involves hiring the
whole taxi, which can be a costly affair (interview, 15 September 2016).
Braam is also a Pastor. He was recommended to me as someone who could help me understand the
poverty that is driving people to harvest firewood illegally. I met him at a coffee shop where he
admitted that he knows people who cut wood in winter, presumably for warmth, and to sell, but stated
that what people do with the money is a matter of speculation. He blamed poverty on the fact that ‘our
town does not have the ability to create work for everyone’. He went on to provide a very clear
description of the limited job opportunities:
Our town only has the police, the prison, education, the bank, the municipality and the
hospital and the ouhuis [old age home] and then the supermarket and also the garage. If you
have a job at any of these places you at least have something and all of these posts have been
filled by others. The rest of us are involved at the projects that is supplied by the government
or part of seasonal work, farms - at surrounding farms -so because of this poverty is very
common and has a negative effect. Especially younger people are affected by it more than the
older people in the town.
At the same time, further probing of the history of Wolwekraal before the Reserve suggests that the
harvesting of firewood also needs to be viewed in the light of the social history of the town. Prince
Albert first acquired municipal electricity in 1936. The service was upgraded in 1987 when North End
residents received street lighting for the first time (Haak, 1999). While all households are on the grid
today (Prince Albert Municipality Annual Report, 2014/15), firewood remains an important
supplementary source of fuel. In part this is because of the high cost of electricity, but there is also a
strong element of sociability related to the domestic use of fires. Wiehann (interview, 14 September
2016) remembers a Dover stove in their home as a child and described to me how people still like to
sit around the ‘galley’ in winter. The galley is a steel barrel that has been cut in half in which a fire is
made. Anna told me about ‘a lady who makes fire outside twice a week with a black pot and she
cooks her food’ because the electricity is expensive. Operational Manager 2 (interview, 19 September
2016) also mentioned the high cost of electricity in Prince Albert.
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Furthermore, before Wolwekraal became a reserve, families and friends visiting each other on
neighbouring farms or in town would take a shortcut through the land and also cut wood on the way,
as the land was unpoliced (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). The current owners think
that because the land was unpoliced by the previous owners for many years, local people came to
regard it as communal land and this could still be how it is seen today. Another possibility is that the
fence cutting and wood harvesting is in retaliation against the new 3-metre high fence, although I
found no clear evidence of this. Another element to consider is that while the Reserve is not the only
place to cut wood around the town, it is the one closest to town if one does not have a car.
The municipality’s landfill fence
As noted, the municipal landfill site was until recently unfenced, which allowed people to walk
through it to the Reserve (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). However, the regulations
governing municipal landfill sites were tightened in 2014, and this seems to have triggered some
action in regards to the management of the waste generated by the town. Both the Municipal Manager
and the Operational Manager mentioned that the landfill site is not yet up to standard (interviews,
2016), which is why the man I describe in my introduction was so anxious about my presence. They
are now in the process of addressing the situation of non-compliance, which includes the erection of a
secure fence, that cannot be cut, around the site. (In the meantime, a temporary wire-mesh fence has
been erected around the landfill site.)
The reason for non-compliance and the continual struggle of the Municipality with managing their
waste is put down to budgetary constraints. According to the Municipal Manager, while they budget
for 85% payment of municipal accounts in the town, they rarely get that level of payment. He has
considered increasing levies and rates, but then runs the risk of creating more debtors and people
simply not paying: ‘Prepaid electricity is fine, but they won’t pay their account, they would rather pay
their Edgars account’ (interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September 2016). Furthermore, when it
comes to buying the appropriate heavy machinery to dispose of the waste appropriately, there are no
external sources of funds to assist the municipality: ‘So in other words, you cannot buy a truck or a
machine to do the work for you, they won’t fund that’ (interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September
2016) – ‘they’ being the Provincial and/or National government. Prince Albert Municipality is solely
reliant on the town’s meagre rates base to fund such purchases and while they may have enough
money in the budget to cover this, there are more important issues to attend to, such as water
infrastructure. ‘That has always been an issue, do you spend the money on water or on machinery’
(interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September 2016).
The sewerage treatment plant
Until four to five years ago, the sewerage treatment plant was surrounded by a barbed-wire fence
(interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). The upgrading of the fence surrounding the plant was
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funded by the Department of Water and Sanitation, as was the upgrading of the treatment plant that
was taking place when I was there. The first flush toilets were installed in the Swartberg Hotel in
1954, and in 1970 the bucket system was replaced by conservancy tanks (Haak, 1999). Today
everyone in the town has flush toilets and running water. In the meantime, the population has also
grown.9 This, coupled with the increase in the number of ‘Bed and Breakfast’ establishments catering
for tourists – numbering in excess of 100 by 2016 (interview, Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016), is
putting the sewerage treatment plant under considerable pressure. As already noted, the ponds are
leaking and the effluent is running into the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve. Apart from the health hazard,
the effluent has created a marsh which is destroying the local desert ecology. As Milton-Dean has
stated in correspondence (18 November 2016), ‘it is impossible to conserve rare desert plants when
their habitat is being changed to a eutrophic marsh’.
The pressure on the ecology also needs to be seen in the context of the drying up of the Dorps River.
The population growth and agricultural activity in the town means that today little, if any, water is left
in the river by the time it reaches Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, as it is all extracted further upstream.
This is having a negative effect on the riparian woodland that grows along the river’s banks, which is
becoming desert grassland. One needs to consider the bird and animal species that are dependent on
the different habitats within the Reserve and how changes to the vegetation may cause changes to
animal and bird life, and what these shifts may in turn cause within the larger ecosystem.
The 2016 move to upgrade the sewerage treatment plant has come in response to the plan to build 500
houses. ‘The department can say we can give you that houses, but you need to get the bulk
infrastructure ready for us, there needs to be enough water, sewage…where do I spend my money’
(interview, Municipal Manager, 19 September 2016). While the Municipal Manager talks of 500 new
houses in the pipeline, he also mentioned a housing backlog of 1 500 to me. Given the level of
poverty in Prince Albert I assumed he was referring to RDP10 housing but Milton-Dean (interview, 12
September 2016) mentioned the building of more up-market housing estates and Johann, a retiree
living in a housing estate, said that more houses were to be built in his Estate (interview, 20
September 2016).
The arrival of the creative class, many of whom are likely to have more than one flush toilet in their
house, along with the growth of the tourism industry, contribute to the increased pressure on the
sewerage treatment plant. They are also adding to the pressure on the landfill site, as in their process
of setting up middle-class homes in Prince Albert and making the town attractive to and comfortable

9

I was unable to find population numbers for the town in 2001, but the population of the Municipality as a
whole grew from 10 512 in 2001 to 13 136 in 2011 (StatsSA, 2016), and much if not all of this can be attributed
to growth in the town of Prince Albert.
10
RDP is short for Reconstruction and Development Programme which is a socio-economic policy framework
aimed at redressing social injustices through social service delivery. Housing is one such example.
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for tourists, they consume more and add to the waste that the municipality has to manage. As argued
by the proponents of environmental justice, the poor are commonly accused of environmental
degradation and pollution, yet because the wealthy consume more than the poor, they actually have
more of an environmental impact (Cock, 2007; Robbins, 2012).
The socio-environmental conflicts playing out around the one boundary fence of Wolwekraal Nature
Reserve include that between biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction, as well as between
wealth and environmental degradation. These cross-cutting tensions are exemplified in the illegal
harvesting of wood as well as in the municipality’s limited capacity to manage its responsibilities.
While poor people may be walking through the landfill site that is not being managed properly and
cutting the fence to harvest wood, the waste and the sewage threatening the Reserve are largely
produced by the wealthy. Furthermore, while the municipality may be poor, it does not prioritise
biodiversity conservation in its approach to conservation and development in the town, as I show
further below, and this is also an important dimension of the socio-environmental conflicts.

Biodiversity and Nature Conservation in Prince Albert
As mentioned in my conceptual framework, there is no single, clear relationship between biodiversity
conservation and poverty reduction. Of the four different relationships between biodiversity
conservation and poverty reduction identified by Adams et al (2010: 22), two are particularly relevant
for Prince Albert: poverty as a ‘critical constraint on conservation’, and poverty reduction as
dependent on ‘living resource conservation’. In what follows I unpack these two relationships while
discussing the four different understandings of ‘nature’ I have identified through analysing the socioenvironmental conflict in the town (discussed above): 1) the understanding of the ecology experts
(who are a minority) who focus on biodiversity and ecosystems; 2) the understanding of those
concerned with survival who see ‘nature’ as primarily a set of resources to be consumed (as already
acknowledged, the direct voices of this last group is underrepresented in my study); 3) the
understanding of those who see ‘nature’ in terms of beauty, landscape aesthetics and heritage, and
want to conserve this; 4) the understanding of those who see ‘nature’ as a way to keep the town going
as an economic concern (which makes them particularly respectful of the interests of the third group).
I end with a discussion on why nature conservation and not biodiversity conservation is of a higher
standing.
Poverty as a ‘critical constraint’ on the conservation of biodiversity
The owners of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve understand that their efforts at biodiversity conservation
will fail if poverty in the surrounding community is not addressed. Adams et al (2010:22) describe
this relationship between biodiversity conservation and poverty alleviation as ‘poverty is a critical
constraint on conservation’. This is because poor people are driven to hunt critically endangered
animal species and over-harvest wild species (including wood) that can be gathered for free. At the
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same time, they (the biodiversity conservation practitioners) want to show that conservation efforts
can contribute toward poverty alleviation by conducting park outreach programmes and redistributing
the revenue generated by the Reserve. Wolwekraal Nature Reserve is not a profit-making enterprise.
However, it employs 10 people permanently, which is significant given the limited work opportunities
in Prince Albert.
Its owners are also trying ‘to add value to the reserve’ by using it for education purposes that support
the school curriculum while educating children about the importance of conservation (interview,
Milton-Dean, 12 September 2016). However, according to Milton-Dean, ‘the schools are not able to
or not interested in participating so most of the education is at university level or adult education
which is unfortunate because we really thought we would be able to engage schools in environmental
education’. Poor uptake of the opportunities by schools goes along with social problems in the home
which make it difficult to nurture interest in plants and animals among school children. An intern
from SAEON shared the following experience she had with a group of local schoolchildren with me:
“I asked if anybody has interesting stories in relation to nature and I had one or two girls of
12/13 years of age stand up and say they really loved their babies, and I had to ask them to
repeat what they had said as I did not think I understood what they were saying, but they
really meant that they loved their babies, their children, they already had children, and so that
was for me was like a first encounter in that I saw that the problem we are facing and that it is
not so easy to take them out into nature and hope that you are nurturing something, because
back home there are other things we might not have any idea of …”
Robbins (2012) states that it is often different constructions of nature that propel conflict. In this
context, the pastor whom I interviewed (Braam) asked a very pertinent question about how the people
harvesting firewood see the trees: ‘We need to ask: what is the purpose of this tree – for me to make
wood?... So, I would say of the person who is doing this, what is the person’s knowledge about nature
and wood cutting. If the tree is there, is it really for me?’ (interview, 15 September 2016). Perhaps
people could be encouraged to conserve trees if their understanding of the role of trees in the wider
ecosystem changed. However, given how poverty is affecting children’s home and schooling
environment, and the minimal interest in environmental education on the part of local school
authorities, how is it possible that children can be taught to see trees and other species in a new light?
Similarly, it is difficult to ask people who are relying on free firewood to survive to revisit the way
they understand trees.
This unfavourable context does not lend itself to determining alternative methods of conservation.
Even with her extensive background in community-based conservation and the sustainable harvesting
of natural resources, Milton-Dean (interview, 12 September 2016) stated that: ‘Unless you can
convince people that there are limits on what can be harvested, then the only way to protect those
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resources is by force’. Similarly, Braam responded to my concern about the over-exploitation of trees
by commenting: ‘Then we must look at specific areas, like a reserve, those areas must have strict rules
where people cannot go into to cut wood, that is where nature reserve can come in’.
Putting up a fence was certainly not something Milton-Dean and Dean wanted to do (interview, 12
September 2016). They are not advocates of ‘fortress conservation’, in part because fences also have
detrimental effects on wildlife. They prevent the movement of animals across the landscape and cause
fatalities when animals get caught up in them (Hayward and Somers, 2012). But they are concerned
that the harvesting of wood could spread to poaching and the harvesting of other plants, such as
medicinal plants, which could get out of control. Through environmental education, Milton-Dean was
hoping to nurture interest and so establish a group of interested people who would volunteer for
occasional patrols of the Reserve. But she feels they are getting to a stage where their attempts at
environmental education are failing, and the ‘fence is a kind of last line of defence’.
In response to my question of why one needs nature conservation, Dean (interview, 12 September
2016) stated:
Why you need conservation areas is to ... preserve or maintain ecological processes that get
broken down if certain elements are removed from the community, you know if somebody...
if we allowed people to freely harvest all the medicinal plants; we don’t know what link the
medicinal plants are in the chain of things going on ... so that would have to be studied to find
out before we can make that decision.
Dean is referring to ecology and ecosystem functioning as underpinning human well-being. He is also
alluding to the fact that not enough is known about ecological processes in the Karoo. With the
looming threats of uranium mining and fracking in the area, this is of great concern because there is
no baseline knowledge to be able to predict what the potential affects of these activities on species
diversity and ecological processes will be, and the consequences of that on humans in the Karoo. This
was a dominant concern of ecologists at the Arid Zone Ecology Forum meeting that I attended in
September 2016 (AZEF, 2016).
The municipality’s tension
Improvements to the municipality’s infrastructure in 2016 means the negative effects of its facilities
on the Reserve have lessened. Perhaps the municipality was concerned about the effects they were
having on the Reserve. Indeed, they knew about them because Milton-Dean and Dean have met with
the Municipal Manager in this regard (interview, Milton-Dean and Dean; Municipal Manager, 19
September 2016). However, they do not regard themselves as having a particular responsibility for
biodiversity conservation in Prince Albert. Rather, biodiversity conservation, in the form of the
Reserve, seems to be an irritation because it is one more issue to deal with and distracts them from
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their primary responsibility. This is presented as service provision (with minimal resources) which
will address the poverty in the Municipality.
When I asked the Municipal Manager how nature conservation fits into the identity of Prince Albert,
he referred to CapeNature (the provincial conservation body) as the organisation that ‘owns the
mountain’; should the municipality want to go onto that land they had to ask for permission. He thus
positioned nature conservation as something external to the town, out there in the surrounding
mountains. This response is consistent with what Cock (2007) has described in relation to national
parks, in which nature is conflated with ‘wilderness’ and something that exists in fenced and far-off
places.
However, while the municipality may not prioritise biodiversity conservation, it does experience
tension between the need to cater to a particular kind of conservation that is dominant in the town on
the one hand, and the need for economic development that will provide substantive jobs for local
people on the other. The kind of conservation at issue here reflects the dominant ideas of nature that
bring tourism and the creative class to the town. The following comment by the Municipal Manager
(interview, 12 September 2016) reveals this tension:
Nature conservation is … our biggest (which I am not very happy about) driver of tourism in
our area, and the tourism is not the normal tourism. It is a solitude tourism, it’s about beauty,
it’s about nature. So it’s very important, I don’t want to mess that up, it drives our economy at
this stage. It’s not very good ... it is on the one side good for our economy, because the people
that is vocal is the creative class, those are the guys that are vocal. Those that are not vocal are
basically the guys that work for the creative class and tourism. And especially this kind of
tourism, [they] are not the people who will sit and eat a big piece of steak. No, it’s people
who eat correctly, it’s the creative class who come to visit us, that is our tourists. They eat
correctly, they buy 5 bottles of water, they go into the mountain, so they are not leaving
money here, except for sleeping.
In this context conservation in Prince Albert can be considered a partial tool in the struggle to reduce
poverty. Adams et al (2010: 22) have described how the conservation of ‘living species in biodiverse
ecosystems’ can contribute to poverty reduction because these species are directly depended on by
‘financially poor and socially and politically marginalised people’. However, in the case of Prince
Albert, the ‘living resource’ that is promoted is not the ecosystem in which the town is located, but,
rather, a sense of place in which a particular notion of nature plays a part. This notion of nature is one
of aesthetic beauty in which order and cleanliness are key features (Bauman, 2004). While the
closeness to ‘nature’ in the town is desired for it therapeutic effects, it is a neat and clean nature that is
valued, as epitomised in the manicured gardens and green lawns of South End. The main street is
lined with uniquely painted dustbins to encourage people to keep the streets litter-free (in contrast to
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the situation with litter along the fence between the Reserve and the municipal landfill site). Its visual
beauty and architectural heritage are what is considered important to conserve, in order to attract
tourism and bring in much-needed revenue. Thus, the beauty of Prince Albert has become a
commodity for the municipality.
Nature as beautiful, ordered and clean
‘It is the quietness, the openness, the vastness’ that draws people to buy second homes or retire to
Prince Albert (interview, Operational Manager 2, 2016). In their own place-making, these wealthy
residents create a Prince Albert that the tourists also enjoy. A survey conducted by Atkinson (2016:
205) found that over a third of visitors to the Karoo (35%) listed ‘authenticity and unique experiences’
as a motivation for visiting it. They are concerned for the atmosphere of places, which includes ‘body
contact’ with nature (Jacobsen, 2004: 8). They want interactions with ‘nature’ that they can
experience in driving through the scenic Swartberg Pass and Meiringspoort, both of which are
advertised on the Prince Albert’s tourism webpage. Spending a weekend in a Prince Albert cottage
owned and cared for by a member of the creative class, who works to conserve the unique heritage
that they too value, certainly meets the aspirations of the solitude tourist. Indeed, the Municipal
Manager (interview, 19 September 2016) described solitude tourists as being part of the creative class.
Ingle (2013) notes that members of the creative class typically champion ecosystems protection.
However, the Municipal Manager’s relaying of incidents at the landfill make me question the depth of
this. While he did say that the creative class are more likely to dump their waste where they should, he
also noted that this is not always the case. More significant, however, is the volume of waste that is
produced by the wealthier residents of Prince Albert (both permanent and temporary), taken
collectively. Should this waste blow through the streets of South End it is considered unethical and a
scar on the town’s image, but if it blows over the landfill fence into the Wolwekraal Nature Reserve
next door it is blamed on budget constraints and the wind.
Furthermore, as already noted, the town has serious water concerns, with the scale of water demand in
the town leading to the depletion of the Dorps River before it gets to Wolwekraal. In this context, I
found the association of beauty and ‘nature’ with the green lawns and rose gardens of many houses in
Prince Albert ironic. Dean (interview, 12 September 2016) also described how some members of the
creative class removed the JoJo tanks used for water storage from houses that they purchased. As
already noted, they also add to the overflowing sewage which is threatening the Reserve, as much as
the negligence of the municipality and those cutting wood illegally.
I found the dominant notion of conservation in South End to revolve around conserving the town’s
sense of place and heritage, rather than biodiversity, with ‘nature’ referring to the aesthetics of open
landscape. This is not to deny that there are prominent people in Prince Albert who foreground an
ecological understanding of biodiversity conservation, such as members of the hiking club and the
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owners of the Reserve. However, this is not the focus of the conservation efforts of the town. The
municipality is obliged to support the dominant idea of nature due to its perceived economic benefits,
but the creative class promote this idea of nature because this is the type of place they want to live in.
As the creative class brings money to the town by paying their municipal accounts, driving the
tourism industry and contributing to various social upliftment schemes, they have the social power
and capital to influence how the town is managed, so conserving the sense of place they want
(interviews, Suzelle, 16 September 2016; Operational Manager 2, 19 September 2016; Municipal
Manager, 19 September 2016).
Balancing the need for development which could alleviate poverty with the wants and desires of the
more vocal class in South End is one of the Municipal Manager’s challenges. The latter do not want
anything to change because they have invested in the town, and are seeking to protect their
investment. ‘And they want me, us, to protect what they have invested in…they would go crazy about
fracking because it affects them, but they won’t worry about the guy who does not eat’ (interview,
Municipal Manager, 19 September 2016). Johann, a retiree living in Prince Albert, shared a similar
observation. In discussing finding a balance between aesthetic pleasure and mining that could bring
jobs, he noted that he would not like to see a mine in the view from his porch, although he understood
the need for jobs. ‘Some’, he stated ‘are completely against development of these mines as they want
to keep the Karoo pristine’ (interview, 20 September 2016). As such, conservation is indeed
contributing toward poverty reduction in Prince Albert in that it brings revenue to the town and some
jobs, but it is a particular notion of conservation.
In this context, when looked at through the lens of political ecology, the loser in Prince Albert is
biodiversity. It is threatened by poverty in the form of unsustainable harvesting of resources and the
limited capacity of the municipality. It is also threatened by wealth and the elevation of heritage and
landscape conservation over that of biodiversity. Here it must be stated that I also found a very low
awareness of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve in the town. When I asked local people if they knew about
Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, the answer was usually no. Indeed, all three municipal officials I
interviewed felt that only certain sections of the town would know about it. The promotion of
Wolwekraal Nature Reserve may be one way to increase the awareness of the area’s unique
biodiversity.

Conclusion
The socio-environmental conflicts swirling around the boundary fence between the Wolwekraal
Nature Reserve and the municipal landfill and sewerage treatment sites involve conflict between the
biodiversity conservation efforts of the Reserve on the one hand, and poverty, limited capacity on the
part of the local municipality, and wealth on the other. Using the lens of political ecology and an
ethnographic research design, I have explored these dynamics and in the process identified four
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understandings of ‘nature’ that inform these conflicts. While local poverty is clearly a threat to the
Wolwekraal Nature Reserve, my study shows that the municipality’s limitations and wealth are
threats to the biodiversity conservation efforts of the Reserve as well. In exploring these issues, this
project has raised many questions that could inform future research topics. For instance, does an
increase in awareness of biodiversity conservation translate into an increase in concern for such
issues? What is the role of local government in biodiversity conservation, given current funding
models and capacity constraints? The impact of wealth on biodiversity conservation could also be
unpacked more.
‘The conservation and poverty debate implies the existence of two polarized and entrenched camps –
both thinking the one is not sufficiently concerned about the other’s agenda and that the activities of
the one undermine the priorities of the other’ (Roe, Mohammed, Porras and Giuliani, 2013:167).
While they go on to show that this polarization is in fact not representative of the majority of
conservation and development professionals, they also argue that effective policy needs to determine
‘how to develop conservation and development programmes that find integrated solutions to shared
challenges’ (Roe et al, 2013: 169), because biodiversity conservation and poverty reduction are in
fact, linked. This is certainly relevant in the case of Prince Albert. However, it cannot be understood
in isolation from an engagement with issues of wealth and the threat that that poses to biodiversity.
At the same time, what is called ‘solitude tourism’ is one of Prince Albert’s biggest sources of
revenue and to maintain this stream of income a certain image of Prince Albert needs to be cultivated.
However, the municipality experiences a tension between the need to conserve this image in the
interests of protecting the revenue basis of the town, and the need to provide more substantive jobs for
the many unemployed in the town. Furthermore, the creative class puts pressure on the municipality to
help maintain Prince Albert’s sense of place as this is why they have moved there.
In addressing my main question, then – what is the standing of biodiversity conservation in Prince
Albert – my answer is that nature conservation enjoys a high standing in the town, but biodiversity is
not securely embedded in the dominant understanding of nature. Biodiversity conservation has a low
standing in Prince Albert. Adams et al (2010: 21) have pointed out that ‘the links between
biodiversity and livelihoods, and between conservation and poverty reduction, are dynamic and
locally specific. In most cases, hard choices will be necessary between goals, with significant costs to
one goal or the other. The acceptability of these costs will vary for different organizations and actors.’
My case study has shown that wealth and the unequal distribution of resources play a large role too in
environmental degradation. What this points to is the value of political ecology in understanding these
dynamics but also the need for a close partnership among various fields of study. Interdisciplinary
research including the fields of ecology, economics, sociology and anthropology (amongst others),
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will go along way to determining the best possible compromises and working solutions in marrying
biodiversity conservation and development.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Informed consent form

CONSENT FORM AGREEING TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH PROJECT

Good day. My name is Michelle Duncan. 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 the
status of nature conservation in Prince Albert. As part of this study I wish to collect information from
people like yourself who are working in and/or knowledgeable about the issues regarding nature
conservation.

If you agree to take part in this study, I will ask you to respond to some questions and engage in
conversation with me/participate in a group discussion, in which you draw on your experiences and
knowledge concerning issues related to my study. Our conversation should take approximately 45
minutes to one hour. Before I proceed, I need your agreement, either orally or 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 status of nature conservation in Prince Albert.
4. You will not be identified as a participant in the study 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.
5. 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.
6. All the data I collect will be stored securely and only be used for legitimate research purposes.

7. I may publish the results of my study in an academic publication. As with the dissertation,
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.
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If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact one or more of
the following:
Researcher: Michelle Duncan. 083 642 1741. 15308170@sun.ac.za.
My supervisor: Prof. Cherryl Walker, Department of Sociology & Social Anthropology,
Stellenbosch University, Private Bag XI Matieland 7602, South Africa; (tel: 021 808 2420; email: cjwalker@sun.ac.za).
Research Division: Ms Maléne Fouché, Division for Research Development, Stellenbosch
University, Private Bag XI Matieland 7602, South Africa; tel: 021 808 4622; e-mail:
mfouche@sun.ac.za .
ORAL CONSENT/SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT

The information above was described to me by Michelle Duncan in English // Afrikaans. I was given
the opportunity to ask questions which were answered to my satisfaction. I hereby consent voluntarily
to participate in this study. I have been given/ have been offered but not accepted a copy of this form.
Note any conditions (e.g. participant agrees to be identified):
________________________________________
Name of Participant
_______________________________________________
Signature of Participant

______________
Date

OR Oral consent given and noted by the Researcher [TICK]:
SIGNATURE OF RESEARCHER

I declare that I have carefully explained the information given in this document to
_____________________________. He/she was encouraged and to ask questions about the interview
procedure. This conversation was conducted in English // Afrikaans // XHOSA …. . This respondent
chose to give consent via:
Signature

OR

Oral Consent

[CIRCLE AS APPLICABLE]

______________________________________________
Signature of Researcher

______________
Date
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Appendix B: Interview schedules
Owners and managers of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve:
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Where did you grow up?
What relationship did you have with nature in your childhood?
Why did you decide on getting into nature conservation? // Is there a significant
moment or individual that convinced you? // Can you describe your relationship with
nature?
What is the history of the piece of land now known as Wolwekraal? // From kraal, to
farming, to conservation land use
What do you think about the notion of a pure nature, a nature without man or impact
of man?
How did you come to own Wolwekraal Nature Reserve and why?
Do you have a conservation strategy for the reserve?
What are the threats to your efforts?
o Municipality – in your engagements with them, what has been their attitude
and constraints?
o Fence cutters – who are they and why?
▪ What have you done to prevent this and what has people’s (staff,
townspeople, fence cutters) reaction been?
▪ Do you think the fence holds any particular social meaning in Prince
Albert? Are people being antagonistic?
How effective do you think the fence is in protecting the reserve and promoting
conservation of Wolwekraal?
What do you think is the value of conservation, why should we be concerned?
What do you think about the idea of conservation areas being devoid of man? // Of
man and nature being separate entities, categories of thinking?
Do you think we need to re-think our conservation strategies and relationship with
nature?

Pastor in Prince Albert:
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is your history in Prince Albert? // What do you do?
What do you think are Prince Albert’s major challenges?
o Wat dink jy is prince Albert’s grooste problem?
Do you think the municipality is doing a good job?
o Dink jy die munisipaliteit doen goei werk?
What do you know of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve? // What do you think about it?
What do you know about people cutting the fence to harvest firewood illegally?
o Wat weet jy van mense vat die heining sny onwettig om vuurmaakhout te oes?
Do you know who they are or why they are cutting firewood?
o Weet jy wie hulle is en hoekom hulle die heining sny en vuurmaakhoet will he?
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•

•

Do you think it is problem? Do you have suggestions as to how the problem can be
solved?
o Dink jy did is ‘n probleem?
o Het jy voorstelle oor hoe die probleem opgelos kan word?
What are your thoughts on the importance of nature conservation?
o Wat is jou gedagtes oor die belangrikheid van natuurbewaring?

Employees of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve:
•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•
•

Where did you grow up? // What is your history in Prince Albert?
How long have you worked here? // What made you apply for this job?
o Hoekom het jy aansoek gedoen vir hierdie werk?
Do you enjoy it? Why/Why not?
What is your relationship with nature? // Do you like it? // Do you have any
significant memories of nature?
o Wat is jou ‘n verhouding met die natuur, die omgewing?
o Het jy enige beduidende herinneringe van die natuur?
What do you think of Wolwekraal Nature Reserve and nature conservation? // Do you
think it is important?
o Wat is jou gedagtes oor die belangrikheid van natuurbewaring en Wolwekraal
Natuurreservaatt?
What do you think the threats to the nature reserve are?
o Wat dink jy is die bedreigings vir die natuurreservaat is?
Who do you think is cutting the fence? Why? // Do you think the fence is helping to
protect the nature reserve?
What do you think about the sewage and garbage coming into the reserve?
o Wat dink jy oor die riool en vullis kom in die reservaat
Is the municipality doing a good job?
o Dink jy die munisipaliteit doen 'n goeie werk?

Emerging farmer:
•
•
•
•
•

•

What is your history in Prince Albert?
o Wat is jou geskiedenis in Prince Albert?
How did he come to farm?
What challenges do you face on your farm?
o Wat se uitdagings het jy op jou plaas?
Why do you have fences on your farm?
o Hoekom het jy heining op jou plaas?
Who is cutting your fence and why? // Why is this a concern for you?
o Wie sny jou heining and hoekem?
o Is jy bekommer oor dit?
What have you done about it?
o Wat het jy gedoen oor dit?
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•
•

What do you think about nature conservation?
o Wat is jou gedagtes oor die belangrikheid van natuurbewaring?
What does nature mean to you? // Do you have specific memories of nature from
your childhood?

Municipal officials:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How long have you lived in Prince Albert? // What is your history in Prince Albert?
How long have you worked for the municipality? // In what capacities?
What are the challenges facing the town? // What is the municipality’s plan of action?
What do you think your major accomplishments are?
Do you know about Wolwekraal Nature Reserve? // How has it contributed to Prince
Albert?
Do you know about the challenges the reserve is experiencing? // What is the
municipality’s role in helping them?
What are the challenges you face regarding sewage treatment and waste disposal?
Can you speak to the problem of illegal firewood harvesting?
What do you think about nature conservation? // Is it valuable? // What does nature
mean to you?
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