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As reported by the President, the 
Grassland Society of Southern Africa 
experienced growth and change on many 
fronts during the period of August 2007 to 
July 2008. 
 
The Society has a proud history, since 
1966 when the inaugural meeting was held 
at the then University of Natal in 
Pietermaritzburg. With a wide multi-
disciplinary base stretching from cultivated 
pastures to rangeland ecology and beyond, 
the Society provides a home for scientists, 
practitioners and students from institutions 
such as government, tertiary education and 
private sector. 
 
During March, the council and several 
Society veterans held a two day workshop 
to do strategic planning. It became clear 
that the GSSA has evolved over the past 
four decades and issues such as 
biodiversity, carbon sequestration and 
climate change have become prominent in 
addition to the more traditional agriculture 
related issues. 
 
The vision and mission of the Society were 
scrutinised and adapted, while core values 
and special attributes such as collegiality, 
diversity and the encouragement of young 
scientists were identified. There is a strong 
belief in the Society in cooperation, rather 
than competition between individuals and 
institutions, while broad minded belief 
systems allow for diverse opinions. The 
significance of successful congresses, 
quality publications, a vibrant Professional 
Affairs Committee, enhancement of the 
planted pastures component and human 
capacity building were identified for future 
growth of the Society. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
With an attendance of more than 300 
delegates, the Annual Congress, hosted at 
Badplaas in Mpumalanga, was a great 
success. The relevance of linkages 
between planted pastures and natural 
rangeland were highlighted by Dr Richard 
Stirzacker, Dr Amie Aucamp and Dr 
Norman Rethman in the opening 
addresses. Paper and poster presentations 
focussing on issues ranging from 
rangeland fodder production and ecology, 
rangeland assessment and monitoring, 
biodiversity, remote sensing to integrated 
land and water management as an 
imperative were made.    
 
A number of special sessions and 
workshops contributed to a most 
interesting and well balanced programme 
extending over four days. A special 
workshop on farmer development, 
attended by approximately 30 farmers, was 
held and confirmed the Society’s 
commitment to primary industry. Another 
workshop that needs mentioning was 
looking at the lack of capacity, in 
conjunction with the shortcomings of the 
present curricula taught at tertiary 
institutes, to address the needs of pasture 
science and rangeland management in 
South Africa.  
 
The official journal of the Society, African 
Journal of Range and Forage Science 
(AJRFS), is regarded as the foremost 
African Rangeland Journal. During the 
strategic planning workshop and 
subsequent deliberations, strategies were 
developed to ensure that the journal 
continues to play its vital role in the 
Society. Key issues needing attention were 
addressed and a strategy to increase the 
rate and quality of submissions for 
continuous improvement was developed.  
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During the reporting year the journal 
achieved an ISI rating which will contribute 
to the improvement of the national and 
international profile of the journal. 
 
The Grassroots, the official newsletter of 
the Society, continued to grow with the 
range of contributions expanding both in 
terms of field of practice of the authors and 
in terms of geographical spread. Four 
issues appeared during the year and 
articles are now available on the official 
website of the Society. 
 
The official website of the GSSA is an 
active interface for Society members as 
well as for the general public. This is the 
first year that the new website has 
operated and it has been favourably 
received by the membership. 
 
The public relations component ensured 
that the public, with a focus on the youth, 
are made aware of the activities of the 
Society.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Awards are given to promising students at 
school and tertiary level to encourage 
further studies in the field of Rangeland 
Management and Pasture Science. 
Linkages are formed with institutions and 
organisations in similar fields, while 
banners, flyers and posters containing 
information about the Society have been 
distributed. 
 
The financial position of the Society is 
stable and satisfactory, even though the 
income from the Badplaas Congress was 
significantly lower than projected. The 
GSSA trust is a legal body managed by a 
board of trustees. A number of 
disbursements were approved by the 
Joined Allocation Committee of the GSSA, 
which, inter alia, enabled three Society 
members to attend the Combined 
International Grassland and Rangeland 
Congress in Hohot, China in June 2008.    
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MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
__________________________________ 
 
It was a great honour and privilege to serve 
as President of the GSSA, one of the most 
integrated of the societies representing 
natural sciences and resource management 
in southern Africa. Very few societies are 
privileged to embody such a wide range of 
theoretical and practical interests including 
scientists and managers from ecological and 
production sciences.  
 
Communication and participation are the 
pillars on which the Society rests as 
highlighted at the five yearly strategic 
planning meeting held in April 2008. Hence 
the main objectives of the Society are to 
improve the impact and quality of the journal, 
promote good science, maintain the social 
capital of the society and to strengthen our 
collegiality. The social capital and collegiality 
is especially developed at our annual 
congresses with members forming a part of a 
unique community of practice where theory 
and implementation meet. Because there is 
such a wide diversity in employment 
agencies, congress is the place to forget 
about administrative and budget concerns 
and concentrate on exciting discussions 
about new developments and approaches in 
the various fields of interest. Many of the 
older, experienced members started their 
careers with support from colleagues they 
met at these congresses, and are still 
attending, some for as long as 20 years. 
They are attracted by the opportunity to meet 
up with old student friends and colleagues, 
and to get to know the new generation of 
scientists.  For new members this is an 
opportunity to meet the old gurus, and once 
again revitalise their careers with support 
from our senior members. This interaction 
gives the Society a social vibe that makes 
each congress an unforgettable experience, 
a sentiment which should be carefully 
guarded and nurtured in future.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Communicating and the subsequent 
implementation of scientific knowledge is 
essential to the Society and should stay a 
high priority.  Emphasis has been placed on 
staying current with the societal demands for 
information and guidance in rangeland 
ecology, pasture and wildlife sciences but 
new insights are required to address the 
consequences of predicted climate change. 
Scientific publication is very important and 
we are very grateful to our Scientific Editor 
and publishing company, NISC, who have 
managed to get our journal ISI rated. We 
hope that this will not only increase 
submissions but also the quality of the 
articles published. The new mentorship 
program that will be funded by the Society 
will further help train young scientists in 
scientific publication, using the older 
members as mentors, thus contributing their 
valuable new insights to the journal.  
Grassroots, our newsletter aimed at 
practitioners, as well the website, are also 
valuable tools that can be further developed 
to update members with new developments 
and information.    
 
Finally the future of the Society depends on 
its members not only participating actively in 
the running of the Society but also for 
ensuring that research and implementation 
stay vibrant and relevant in a changing 
society and environment. To achieve these 
goals, one of the biggest challenges will be 
to stimulate interest in rangeland ecology, 
pasture science and related fields and to 
ensure the building of sufficient capacity in 
these fields to guarantee the future 
production of high quality science and the 
future of our discipline. 
 
 
Rina Grant 
GSSA President (2007/08) 
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The GSSA is involved and concerned with 
the science and practice of range and 
pasture management.  This broad field 
involves primarily the use and conservation 
of natural resources.  It encompasses 
applied fields such as livestock production, 
wildlife management, nature conservation, 
water catchment management and range 
and mine-dump rehabilitation.  The 
disciplines include amongst others, 
ecology, botany zoology, range and 
pasture science, animal science, soil 
science and genetics. 
 
The GSSA has a multi-disciplinary base 
and promotes interaction between 
environmental practitioners, scientists and 
students who are employed by a wide 
range of institutions including government, 
universities, development, agricultural, 
wildlife and related agencies. 
 
 
VISION AND MISSION STATEMENTS 
______________________________________ 
 
 
During the full Strategic Review conducted 
in 2008 the Vision and Mission statements 
was revisited (see section on Strategic 
Plan). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HISTORY OF THE GSSA 
__________________________________ 
 
The Society held its Inaugural Meeting and 
Congress in 1966 at the then University of 
Natal, Pietermaritzburg. There were 96 
delegates, which included Professor Scott, 
Neil Tainton, Peter Edwards, Pete 
Booysen, Pierre Theron, Rob Drewes, 
Derek Scotney, Winston Trollope and 
Aubrey Venter. The Congress has been 
held each year since 1966 in either 
January or July, sometimes in collaboration 
with other societies and organisations, 
including the International Rangeland 
Congress in 2003, the South African 
Society of Animal Scientists, the South 
African Weed Science Society and the 
Thicket Forum.  
 
Until 1983, a full proceedings of each 
Congress was published. Thereafter saw 
the birth of the Journal of the Grassland 
Society of Southern Africa which was 
published quarterly until 1993 when it was 
reduced to three issues per year. The 
Journal is currently published under the 
name of the African Journal of Range and 
Forage Science.  Since its inception 
publication of work from the Proceedings 
onwards has been peer-reviewed.  
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• Collect and disseminate knowledge 

and information in the field of 
rangeland science through 
congresses and publications 

• Encourage liaison with other societies 
having similar or common interests 
both nationally and internationally. 

• Promote the equitable, efficient and 
sustainable use of natural resources. 

 

 
What are our objectives? 

 
• Promote and advance the science and 

technology of rangeland and pasture 
production. 

• Create awareness and opportunities 
in southern Africa for range and 
pasture scientists, technologists and 
farmers to confer and exchange ideas. 
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STRATEGIC PLAN 
__________________________________ 
 
Over the last few years the GSSA had 
made major efforts to become more 
professional in its approach to managing 
and growing the Society. In the modern 
world, the Society is competing for 
members’ time and resources with a great 
many other priorities. Like any business, 
the GSSA needs to be guided by a clear 
vision and measurable goals.  In order for 
the GSSA to remain relevant to its 
members and true to its core values, the 
Society embarked on a strategic planning 
process ten years ago. At the end of March 
2008, the Council and several Society 
veterans met to revisit the strategic 
objectives of the Society and measure the 
achievement, or relevance, of those 
objectives decided four years ago. 
 
The workshop was facilitated by Harry 
Biggs of SANParks, himself a Society 
veteran and a veteran of many high-
powered strategic planning exercises in 
various organizations.  His experience and 
humor kept the workshop focused over two 
exhausting but rewarding days of intense 
discussion and debate. 
 
Previous strategic objectives 
 
Justin du Toit presented the results of a 
preparatory survey that had been 
conducted among Council members and 
several experienced Society members, on 
the achievement of the original strategic 
objectives decided four years ago. The 14 
strategic objectives could be broadly 
divided into three categories according to 
how well they had been accomplished over 
the past few years.  The objectives that 
had been accomplished well related to the 
Congress, which has attracted enthusiastic  
 

 
 
 
participation for several years from a wide 
range of organizations, the administration 
of the Society (more about that later), and 
some technical and legal issues dealing 
with the publisher of the Journal and the 
Constitution. Importantly, the strategic plan 
developed in 2004 had been used to guide 
the Society’s activities and was extremely 
effective in focusing the resources and 
efforts of Council. Several strategic 
objectives fell into the “mediocre” 
accomplishment category, according to 
members. Although some key role players 
had been informed about the GSSA, many 
more institutions and senior managers had 
yet to be exposed to the Society. ISI rating 
has still not been achieved for the Journal, 
despite constant communication between 
the Society and the journal’s publisher, 
NISC (who have the responsibility of 
seeking ISI rating). An advertising strategy 
for Grassroots and the website has been 
developed, but until recently very little 
actual advertising space was sold.  Finally, 
the portfolios of some additional members 
on Council still needed to be clarified. 
 
Four strategic objectives were considered 
to have been poorly addressed.  With a few 
exceptions, the Society had not really 
achieved its aim of translating scientific 
information into layman’s terms in popular 
media. The Society had generally failed to 
expose itself in the media, particularly radio 
and TV, again with one or two exceptions. 
The role and functioning of the 
Professional Affairs Committee was still 
uncertain. Finally, the GSSA had made 
little progress in developing strong 
partnerships with other organizations. 
 
The members debated the relevance of 
many of the previous strategic objectives, 
and several people were concerned that 
the strategic objectives did not really 
address the core function of the Society.  
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However, it was also pointed out that at the 
time of the original strategic planning 
workshop, the Society was in dire financial 
straits, and the reason many of the 
objectives did not seem so important now 
was because the Society had grown over 
the past few years, and had moved beyond 
the original objectives. The original 
objectives needed redefining, as did the 
vision and mission of the GSSA. 
 
The original vision and mission generated 
some heated debate about the role of the 
Society in society. The membership of the 
GSSA covers a broad range of disciplines, 
and the vision and mission of the Society 
need to be broad enough to reflect this 
diversity. The GSSA is primarily a forum for 
exchange of ideas in the broad disciplines 
of rangeland and pasture science, but also 
plays an active role in the disciplines 
associated with grassland science. 
 
The GSSA was founded 40 years ago with 
a very strong agricultural focus and strong 
government representation. Over the past 
four decades, society has changed and the 
GSSA has changed too: now the Society 
reflects a much broader range of interests 
such as biodiversity, carbon sequestration 
and climate change, in addition to the 
traditional agricultural sectors. 
 
The traditional sources of research funding 
and the direction of research conducted by 
members has changed, with government 
research institutions such as departments 
of agriculture playing a smaller role in 
grassland science research than 
previously. Socio-economic issues have 
become increasingly prominent in 
members’ work. The membership profile of 
the Society has changed dramatically, in 
terms of age, gender and race, over the 
past two decades. 
 
 

 
 

 

Vision 
 
Advancing rangeland ecology and pasture 
management in Africa. 
 

 

Mission 
 
We provide a dynamic and inclusive forum 
and publish quality research. 
Through embracing diversity and change, 
we seek to promote: 
• Science into practice 
• Human capacity development 
• Trans-disciplinary views 
and support the understanding of 
ecosystem services to achieve production, 
conservation and biodiversity goals. 
 

 
Core values 
 
The GSSA embraces a number of 
unwritten core values, which have guided 
its philosophy for decades. Collegiality is 
extremely important – members are part of 
a broader, likeminded and open social 
network. The GSSA is primarily a forum for 
promoting and disseminating original 
scientific research, with a strong focus on 
resource conservation. 
 
The Society promotes diversity and 
recognizes and encourages young 
scientists. The broad membership of the 
GSSA can mean conflicting values placed 
on resources (for example, planted 
pastures versus biodiversity conservation); 
the Society must be broad-minded enough 
to recognize and embrace diverse 
opinions. The GSSA places a high value 
on applied science with strong links to land 
users and practitioners, and leading 
practitioners are recognized and rewarded. 
There is a strong belief in cooperation 
rather than competition between 
institutions and individuals. 
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Unique and special attributes 
 
The following were mentioned as unique 
and special attributes of the GSSA: 
• The membership profile is very diverse. 

The membership is youthful, but the  
• Society has also lost a lot of 

experience; 
• The GSSA is very transdisciplinary;  
• Both agriculture and biodiversity 

conservation are strongly represented; 
• There is healthy interaction between 

scientists, practitioners, policy makers 
and stakeholders; 

• The Society boasts a strong knowledge 
base in many disciplines; 

• The GSSA runs very successful 
Congresses which are social and 
congenial; 

• The GSSA has excellent administrative 
support with good communication 
systems which have allowed the 
Society to grow; 

• There is a high level of trust within 
Council (social capital); 

• Lots of members who are enthusiastic, 
willing and loyal; 

• Long-term and continuous collegiality; 
• The GSSA publications. 
 
All of the above attributes support the 
vision and mission. Although several “soft” 
attributes were identified (such as 
collegiality), they contribute to the success 
of the Society. 
 
Determinants and constraints 
 
The workshop spent some time identifying 
the determinants of the above special 
attributes, as well as constraints and 
threats. Running successful Congresses 
and symposia is largely due to the 
enthusiasm of members, who have been 
encouraged to run their own sessions 
(rather than relying on the congress organi- 
 

 
zing committee to decide the entire 
program). 
 
Excellent keynote speakers, both local and 
international, have contributed to events. 
Congresses are professionally run, with 
good venues and excellent post-congress 
tours and side events involving the broader 
community outside the GSSA.  Importantly, 
the Society has good financial back-up 
from GSSA Trust. Threats to Congress 
include the perception that Congress is too 
general, and there is a perception that 
Congress is too expensive, particularly for 
practitioners in the private sector. Freyni du 
Toit, the administrator, was mentioned by 
name as making a huge contribution to the 
success of the Society through her 
professional, business- minded 
administration of the GSSA. The “back-
office” functions of the Society have been 
significantly improved and streamlined 
through her technological aptitude, 
particularly the development of the 
Society’s database (which handles 
everything from Congress fees to 
requesting contributions for Grassroots), 
and the new Society website. The Society 
is sufficiently financially viable to pay for 
professional administration services. A 
potential threat is complacency on the part 
of Council – loss of key people could have 
a severe impact on the administration of 
the Society. 
 
Other determinants of the success of the 
Society included the congenial atmosphere 
of Society events, the relatively small 
discipline and, interestingly, the fact that 
there is not a lot of money in the discipline 
– the Society is not run by “fat cats”. 
Members are loyal to the Society, which 
contributes to the sharing of experience 
between old and new members. The GSSA 
is a nursery for new scientists, and young 
scientists are welcomed and included in 
GSSA events, rather than patronized.  
 

GRASSLAND SOCIETY OF SOUTHERN AFRICA ANNUAL REPORT 2007/08 

 ADVANCING RANGELAND ECOLOGY AND PASTURE MANAGEMENT IN AFRICA 
 


