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1. INTRODUCTION 

Many concerned South Africans have participated in the 

global upsurge in environmental consciousness which 

occurred during the 1960's, belatedly recognising that 

our natural resources are both finite and fragile. Yet 

at this stage very few environmental programmes and 

projects of a preventive or rehabilitative nature can 

be described as being successful. 

During 1980 an important environmental research, 

rehabilitation and demonstration project began in 

Natal. Here, our coastal estuaries and lagoon areas 

are amongst the most valuable resources in the region. 

Yet of the 73 documented estuary systems between the 

Umtamvuna river and Ponto de Oro only 20 have been 

categorised as being in a good environmental condition. 

Some 33 are in a fair condition and fully 20 are of a 

poor condition. ̂  Based on an assessment of the 

deteriorated state of the Siaya lagoon, near Mtunzini, 

the terms of reference for this Siaya Catchment 

Demonstration Project (SCDP) had, as an overall 

objective, the determination of the effectiveness of 

integrated catchment planning on resource management. 

1.1 PPRPOSE OF THIS REPORT 

This report, prepared at the request of the Natal Town 

and Regional Planning Commission (NTRPC), focuses 

attention on the attitudes of the farmers of the Siaya 

catchment towards the SCDP. It has been requested for 

presentation to the Siaya Workshop due in November 

1985, the main purpose of which is to bring together 

all the information on the project collected over the 

past five years. This is to be assessed in order to 



-4-

deterroine what the future of the project should be, and 

what changes and adjustments in its present direction 

might be appropriate. 

More specifically the objectives of this brief research 

project were to; 

i) determine and report on the present attitudes of 

individual farmers towards the SCDP, 

ii> evaluate reasons for any variations in farmer 

attitudes, 

iii) determine the extent to which attitudes of farmers may 

be amenable to change, and 

iv) from the above, provide guidelines for the farmers' 

potential contribution to the future of the project, 

which should be used to help conceptualise the nature 

of the project in the future. 

In informal discussions with leading agencies in the 

programme the hope was expressed that this exercise 

might bring about an element of 'truth' about some of 

the problems in the overall project. While attitude 

research (particularly when undertaken in a milieu 

which warranted a clause in the contract allowing the 

researcher a rapid escape "should any circumstances 

jeopardise the successful completion of the survey") is 

always difficult to undertake and interpret, it is 

hoped that this modest contribution goes towards a 

successful workshop, and the successful continuation of 

an important and leading conservation programme. 

1.3 BACKGROUND TO THE PROJECT 

Host coastal estuaries and their catchment areas are 

part of the area classified by Phillips as Bio-

Climatic Group One - the coastal lowlands. Phillips 

describes the earlier appearances of the vegetation of 

this group as 'evergreen forest, bush and scrub with 
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glades of wooded savannah and grass; a mosaic of 

littoral scrub, bush and forest.* The description of 

vegetation occurring in 1973 notes the marked 

deterioration over the years, appearing ' almost wholly 

secondary bush, scrub, grass on fallow lands; very 

extensive sugar areas, moderately extensive exotic tree 

plantations and a few relict patches of forest 

conserved by the Department of Forestry.
1 

These changes have occurred over the same period as the 

rapid and increasingly sophisticated developments in 

the sugar growing industry. In many instances the 

development of new land to cane and the sophistication 

of techniques of production have taken place at 

the expense of the original vegetation. 

In a set of policy proposals for Natal' s estuaries, Begg 

notes with respect to agriculture^) that: 

"increasing agricultural production in the coastal 

zone, especially of crops such as sugar cane tends to 

create conflict in terms of resource management. 

Estuarine disturbances include sedimentation, nutrient 

enrichment, the inflow of toxic substances, the 

alteration of runoff and encroachment onto flood plains 

and wetlands. Natural vegetation along and adjacent to 

the banks of a flowing river plays a major role in 

maintaining a relatively narrow and deep river channel 

which efficiently passes incoming water and sediment 

through the system. Radical changes in this area can 

occur where this vegetation is removed. These include 

severe bank erosion, widening of the river channel and 

the deposition of sediment on the unprotected 

floodplain. Finally, heavy dependence on the use of 

fertilisers and biocides is presumed to have greatly 

increased the diffuse pollution from agricultural 

activities." 
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The authors argued that agriculturalists should accept: 

i) that vital habitat areas (wetlands, marshes, bogs) be 

identified and exempted from agricultural use, 

ii) that croplands should be set back from all water areas 

to a point beyond an adequate buffer strip of natural 

vegetation, 

iii) that the Soil Conservation Act No 76 of 1969 be adhered 

to and enforced ... particularly with respect to the 

cultivation of vleis, marshes, sponges and water 

courses, and that 

iv) farm layouts should be planned to minimize the 

alteration of natural drainage patterns, etc. 

1.4 THE SIAYA CATCHMENT DEMONSTRATION PROJECT 

The SCDP encompasses two streams, the Amanzimyama and 

Siaya, which arise in, or transect ten sugar growing 

properties and a small portion of Mtunzini Town Board 

land. The lagoon forms in a wide belt of indigenous 

coastal forest, continuing through to the sand dunes 

abutting a public beach. 

Essentially the SCDP was conceived as a means to an 

end: the restoration of the catchment area in order to 

promote the rehabilitation of the heavily silted and 

Phragmitis reed infested estuary and, to serve as a 

model and learning experience for similar projects in 

other degraded estuaries. In the five years since its 

inception the programme, involving some 12 

organisations, has become a leading and important 

excercise, "with those involved pioneering the criteria 

for the rehabilitation and conservation of estuaries in 

Natal. Four main thrusts have comprised the programme, 

set out in the original terms of reference,^vis; 
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i) the preparation of a land use plan for the entire Siaya 

catchment, based on a sound assessment of all 

resources. 

ii) the implementation of this plan, 

iii) the undertaking of applied research to: 

a) determine the physical - chemical and biological 

characteristics of the Siaya river and lagoon, 

b) monitor in both the river and lagoon the climatic 

and biotic responses arising from implementation of the 

catchment plan, and 

c) to record the results of the demonstration project. 

1.5 PROGRESS 

After five years of slow but steady progress on various 

aspects of the programme the NTRPC, the major co-

ordinating body, have felt the need to take a new look 

at the objectives of the SCDP, the achievements and 

problems to date and, if necessary, to formulate new 

objectives. On a number of fronts the SCDP has proved 

difficult to co-ordinate, and while the allocation of 

responsibilities to research and extension committees 

and other participating organisations has been clearly 

defined and carried out, one significant area of the 

project appears to have become something of a stumbling 

block, particularly to the scientific and extension 

community. This involves the responses of the farming 

community itself to many of the recommended or 

required changes in techniques and methods of sugar 

cane production and land and water management. 

The farm owners and managers have been the key people 

in the attempt to achieve the overall goals of the 

project, to date for, after all, it is the land under 

their ownership and control to which most of the 

activities of the SCDP have been directed. Caught, 
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essentially in a double bind of being inheritors of the 

earth in an era of environmental consciousness (which 

has reached junior schools in the neighbourhood) many 

aspects of the project challenge their age old 

privilege and indeed imperative, of reaping rewards 

from their efforts in developing the land, particularly 

in the fluctuating climatic, economic and political 

circumstances of the time. 



THE INVESTIGATION 

In an investigation of this nature, which involves 

canvassing a limited number of respondents, a number of 

possible approaches are available to the researcher. 

Carefully formulated questionaires (when completed in 

private) may elicit significant attitudes and insights 

concerning the impact of a project, particularly when 

undertaken by an independant organisation. However the 

farming community perhaps more than elsewhere, are 

notorious for refusing to fill in forms. The sugar 

growers of the Siaya catchment prove no exception 

having, prior to this investigation, been 

unsuccessfully requested to complete data forms about 

their conservation practices. 

Furthermore, in discussions with the South African 

Sugar Association's extension services (whose brief in 

this project has been to prepare and implement the full 

catchment as well as the individual farm plans) it was 

agreed that the Centre For Applied Social Sciences 

(CASS) would not impinge on their area of concern - a 

questionnaire type survey intending to obtain 

individual grower's particular opinions about the 

usefulness and applicability of the unit farm plans. 

Bearing this in mind it was felt that the most usefull 

approach was to conduct open-ended 

interviews/discussions with individual growers during 

the course of arranged visits to their respective 

properties. This type of interview frequently involved 

joining the growers for meals or drinking sessions, 

allowing the author to view, enquire about and discuss 

most aspects of their respective farming operations. 
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Overall, and in conjunction with the use of 

documentation about the project, this approach allowed 

the researcher to gain valuable insights into the 

dynamics of a small farming community and their 

attitudes and responses to the Siaya Catchment 

Demonstration Project. 
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3. THE CHANGING SIAYA SETTING 

In common with various social, economic and technical 

trends in agriculture both nationally and 

internationally 'the area encompassing the catchment has 

witnessed a number of important changes over the past 

four decades. Taken together these developments all 

reflect on the abilities of the farming community to 

react to, and adopt* the requirements of a concerted 

and multifacetted conservation programme. In this 

section attention is briefly drawn to some of the more 

important, broad issues. Subsequent sections 

consider the implications for the SCDP in more detail, 

as these issues reflect on the practical requirements 

of farmers in attempting to fulfill the goals of the 

project. 

3.1 FARM DEVELOPMENT AND CONTROL 

Since about 1945 the 1500ha. comprising the catchment 

area has seen a twofold increase* from five to ten, in 

the number of farming enterprises exploiting and 

developing the available land. From a hypothetical 

average unit size of 300ha. the present average farm 

size is 150ha., with a median size of 144ha.. One 

outcome associated with these developments has been a 

steady increase in the unit price of land. Another 

outcome has been a shift away from the historical 

pattern of family farm ownership towards a tendency for 

control and the final management of land to move into 

the hands of farming companies, some located at some 

distance from the Siaya. Presently sons of some of the 

original owners of large properties are under pressure 

to sell their controlling interests to groups with 

interests elsewhere. 
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Another outcome affecting conservation practices has 

been a fairly rapid expansion of available land to 

cultivation, often at the expense of the fertile swamp 

forest and marsh areas, as well as the riverine 

vegetation. 

3.2 SOGAR CANE ECONOMICS 

For growers, and the industry, the period has witnessed 

a well recorded series of advances and setbacks in the 

economics of sugar production (for examples, note the 

annual yearbooks of the South African Sugar 

Association). 

Briefly, from a long period of increased quotas 

allocated and concomitant product price increases for 

growers as a result of favourable terms negotiated in 

international markets, as well as strong periodic 

support from the state to subsidise domestic prices for 

sugar, the industry now faces strong international 

competition. This has arisen partially from favourable 

terms granted to 'third world' producer countries, and 

partially from reduced demand in the developed 

countries, as well as from political pressures 

generally. At present strong government subsidisation 

for the international price obtained as well as support 

for increases in the domestic price have not been able 

to prevent a restructuring of arrangements for growers. 

Consequently, in order to place temporary and efficient 

limits on national production growers have recently 

been allocated A pool and.B pool quotas . Based on the 

value accruing from the sucrose content and thus 

quality of cut cane previously submitted to the 

millers, growers may send a maximum of 70 percent of 
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seasonal production as A pool cane (should it be a 

sufficiently high sucrose content) and qualify for the 

normal extensive reduction on the transport costs to 

the mill. The remaining 30 percent of cane returned 

qualifies as B pool cane, which effectively is the 

poorest portion of any grower's crop, and the transport 

costs accruing are structured so as to be prohibitive 

(unless the farmer is located less than 5km from any 

mill) . 

Thus, the obvious incentive to growers is to increase 

the quality of cane submitted, and to limit or stop 

production of thirty percent of the original crop. 

Generally the more marginal fields on sandy soils and 

those areas difficult to exploit have been chosen as 

areas where effort is to be reduced, while alternative 

crops such as timber and cassava , or livestock are 

presently being tested as potentially profitable 

alternatives. 

3.3 TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGES 

Fairly considerable advances in the technologies of 

cane production have also occurred. From the era of 

mule-drawn ploughs and a rudimentary labour force drawn 

from Ingwavuma, the Southern Mozambique districts and 

adjacent 'reserves', the range of technologies and 

chemical applications which have been developed, as 

well as the organised spread of information concerning 

land types, land preparation and management have all 

contributed to impressive increases in production 

levels per unit area. 

One result has been rapidly rising production costs 

(particularly with the increases in petroleum product 


