BEYOND THE WHITE RHINO

Confronting the

South African land question

The enfranchisement of today’s voteless millions,

who have been

economically and politically marginalised for many years, holds -
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I had much sympathy for many of
the squatters who were victims of
forces which they did not under-
stand ... It was a sad, serious and
complex question, but my duty was
clear. | had to try to save the last
white rhino habitat from being over-
run by human beings and their
stock.

lan Player, 1972.

he unfolding of history has left
a particularly deep impression

in the sphere of environmental
perception and attitude, with the
result that South Africans are today
still struggling to come to terms with
some of the harsher consequences
of actions thoughtlessly undertaken
in the past. The socio-economic
consequences of conflicts over
land, one of the most enduring
features of the South African histori-
cal landscape, have reverberated
down to the present — with particu-
larly negative effects on black envi-
ronmental attitudes.

The land issue is indivisible from
environmental issues, and its bitter,
divisive legacy dates from the first
war between the Khoi and the
colonists in 1659, through the many
wars of conquest and dispossess-
ion in the ensuing centuries, down
to the Group Areas harassment still
taking place today. The implications
of this ongoing conflict should
neither be discounted nor underes-
timated when considering the po-
larised environmental attitudes of
black and white South Africans. This
unresolved conflict manifests itself
in the refusal of mass democratic
organisations such as the African
National Congress (ANC) and the
Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), to
accept the current land dispensa-
tion.

There have been many environmen-
talists in the past, such as Creina
Bond and John Hanks, who have
acknowledged the centrality of the
land issue to conservation and have
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urged that the land hunger of black
South Africans be understood and
accepted as a relevant factor within
the environmental context. Gener-
ally speaking, however, it cannot be
said that environmentalists recog-
nise the political basis of environ-
mental issues or that they fully
grasp the implications that the
democratisation of South Africa
holds for the future of the environ-
mental movement.

In fits and starts, South Africa is
slowly but inexorably moving
through a period of transition which
will hopefully result in the estab-
lishment of a democratic society.
The enfranchisement of today's vo-
teless millions, who have been
economically and politically margi-
nalised by decades of apartheid,
holds exciting possibilities for the
environmental movement. In a so-
ciety which no longer physically
alienates its citizens through dis-
criminatory land legislation, or spiri-
tually estranges them through

tg9%

denying them access to natural and
recreational amenities, non-govern-
ment organisations (N.G.O.s) finally
have the chance to implement
strategies which will result in a
membership composition which is
broadly representative of South Af-
rican society. The establishment of
a participatory democracy, how-
ever, also has serious implications
for the way in which state depart-
ments and N.G.O.s (The Wildlife
Society of Southern Africa included)
have dealt with land conflicts in the
past.

In interviews with the Western Cape
representatives of the ANC, the
Azanian People's Organisation
(Azapo), the New Unity Movement
(NUM), the Pan-Africanist Congress
(PAC), the United Democratic Front
(UDF) and the Workers’ Organisa-
tion for Socialist Action (WOSA), the
land question emerged as the big-
gest stumbling block to the im-
plementation of environmental
literacy. Discriminatory land legisla-
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tion such as the 1913 Native Land
Act (which made it illegal for Afri-
cans to own land in designated
white areas, except in the Cape)
and the 1936 Native Trust and Land
Act (which scheduled just 13 per
cent of the land in South Africa for
African occupation), may be seen
as examples of the type of legisla-
tion which, interviewees charged,
has not only made black South
Africans feel like aliens in the land
of their birth, but has also badly
distorted environmental attitudes. It
was felt that unless and until the
South African environmental move-
ment began to confront the harsh
realities of the land question, it
would remain an insuperable ob-
stacie in the path of future co-oper-
ation between mass democratic
organisations and N.G.O.s.

Several representatives also raised
the legacy of mistrust and suspicion
left by a tradition of imposed con-
servation measures. In this regard,
the story of the creation of game
and nature reserves is often the
story of the dispossession and
forced removal of blacks. Well do-
cumented cases include the remo-
val of the Tonga people from the
Ndumu Game Reserve, which was
created in 1924, as well as the loss
of traditional grazing land to the
Forestry Department by the Fingo
people of the Keiskamma Hoek area
in 1923. More recent removals in-
clude those sanctioned by the Kwa-
Zulu government in order to
proclaim the Tembe Elephant Park
in 1983 and the Kosi Bay Nature
Reserve in 1988. Local inhabitants
have complained of land loss,
forced removals and consequent
material loss, severe social disloca-
tion, as well as being barred from
access to the natural resources
necessary for their survival. Local
residents have also complained of
lack of consultation and of exclu-
sion from the planning process. As
a result, there is substantial opposi-
tion to the KwaZulu Burea of Natural
Resources in Maputaland (AFRA,
1990).

The Wildlife Society is currently
also involved in a “land versus
conservation” dispute. More than a
thousand homeless people have
settled in the protected Dukuduku
State Forest on the western side of
Lake St. Lucia. The Society has
expressed its concern, being of the
opinion that the loss of the forest
would be tantamount to a “national
tragedy” (African Wildlife, Vol. 44
No. 3, p.178). Furthermore, the
Wildlife Society has approached the
Minister of Environment Affairs, who
has taken steps to charge and evict
“the culprits”. As a solution, the
Society has proposed the purchase
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of white-owned farms by the State
and “resettling these people as
soon as possible”. This “solution”
which, in the classic South African
mould, does not appear to incorpor-
ate a consideration of the relevant
historico-political factors, or con-
sultation with the people affected,
opts for forced removal, in the guise
of “resettlement”.

Anthony Bannister and Fred Brid-
gland {1990) have pointed out that,
in the outcry over the St. Lucia
dune-mining, the tragic history of
dispossession and forced removal
of the Zulu people has been over-
looked. For centuries the eastern
shores of Lake St. Lucia were
inhabited by pastoralists, who were
then forced out for strategic reasons
when, first a weapons-testing base,
then a missile-testing range were
established in the area. Unsurpris-
ingly, whites living much closer to
the missile range were not
removed. While it has been pointed
out that only a few of the families
who have recently settled in the
Dukuduku Forest have an ancestral
claim to be there, the basic facts of
dispossession and forced removal
remain unaltered and unaddressed
in the present land conflict.

Another flashpoint which is particu-
larly pertinent in this context, is the
Mier land tenure battle, in which the
ANC has become involved. Under
the Mier Rural Areas Bill, which was
passed by the House of Repre-
sentatives on 13 June 1990, the
management committee of the
remote Mier area in the Kalahari (a
“coloured"” reserve) will be allowed
to sell off land held in trust for the

community. This move towards the
privatisation of land held in trust
since 1883, has been vigorously
resisted by many local inhabitants
who, being mainly stock farmers,
fear that it would deprive the ma-
jority of grazing rights, thus forcing
them to leave the area. The fight of
the Mier Residents’ Association to
retain their communal grazing rights
in the face of claims of environmen-
tal degradation, has been sup-
ported by the UDF, certain civic
bodies, the Surplus People Project,
as well as by Nelson Mandela
(Deputy President of the ANC), who
has twice intervened on their be-
haif. The Mier Bill has been signed
by the State President, but the
Residents’ Association has vowed
to continue the fight.

The Mier Bill holds serious implica-
tions for the residents of similar
reserves such as Leliefontein and
the Richtersveld. Leliefontein was
the scene of a similar land dispute,
with charges of overgrazing and
environmental degradation being
levelled against the system of com-
munal land tenure. The residents
were, however, able to successfully
challenge the privatisation of com-
munal land in the Supreme Court.
The State had been unable to prove
that it was the communal system of
land tenure that was at fault, since
existing regulations controlling
overgrazing had never even been
applied (Seale, 1988).

The Richtersveld has been a bone
of contention for several years as
officials struggled to reach a com-
promise between conservation ob-
jectives and the pastoral way of life
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of the Nama inhabitants. The orig-
inal solution to the conflict between
the nomadic stock farmers and the
National Parks Board, who wanted
to establish a national park in the
area, envisaged forced removals
and resettlement. It was only after a
restraining order was handed down
in the Cape Town Supreme Court
that the parties involved began
negotiations. A compromise has
now been reached, which enables
local farmers to remain on the land,
albeit with safeguards aimed at
protecting fragile areas (African
Wildlife, Vol. 44 No. 1). In addition,
the proposed Richtersveld National
Park will be jointly administered by
representatives of all parties con-
cerned.

This historic agreement has not only
been hailed by environmentalists as
a triumph for negotiation but has
also been cited by a UDF official as
a positive example of the participa-
tion of local inhabitants in Jand
disputes (pers comm, 1990). It is a
pity, however, that the procedure of
consultation at grassroots level was
a last resort, forced on the planning
authorities after a Supreme Court

interdict. Nevertheless, the Rich-
tersveld compromise holds hope for
a successful and satisfactory resol-
ution for the people of Mier and the
Dukuduku forest. Granted, the is-
sues are complex and further en-
croachment by people poses a real
danger to South Africa’s fast dimin-
ishing tracts of unspoilt land. But,
posed against this threat, is the
even greater danger of reinforcing
the negative conservation attitudes
of many black South Africans, who
often perceive conservationists as
placing the threats to endangered
species and pristine habitats above
the welfare of human beings.

In treating rural blacks who have
been dispossessed or who farm
communally as problems to be
‘removed” or “resettled”, environ-
mentalists continue to exploit the
“privilege versus powerlessness”
divide that has characterised the
South African environmental para-
digm since the nineteenth century.
What then, should be done? Firstly,
it must be acknowledged that envi-
ronmentalists cannot resolve the
land question — this remains the
realm of the politicians in partner-
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ship with all South Africans. How-
ever, it is the responsibility of envi-
ronmentalists to confront the land
issue honestly. By recognising the
relevance of historico-political fac-
tors in understanding present day
land disputes and by considering
these factors when devising partici-
patory strategies to resolve 'such
disputes, the foundation of a far
more sensitive and informed ap-
proach will be laid. In this regard,
valuable lessons can be learnt from
the experiences of colonial and
post-colonial Africa.

The mistakes of countries such as
Kenya, where Masai pastoralists
were, and still are, being subjected
to harassment and accused of being
environmentally destructive, are of
great potential benefit to South
Africa as examples of practices to
be avoided.

Secondly, and most importantly, it
must be accepted that the issue of
land-use versus conservation is not
solely an ecological issue but also,
in the words of Archbishop Des-
mond Tutu, “a question of social
justice™ (pers comm, 1989). Envi-

African Wildlife Volume 44, No. 6

comfortable

warranty

90 mm lens diameter gives a brighter image
lightweight and balanced
complete with case, strap and 25-year limited

Please complete this coupon and return it to Intertrans Trading
. Corporation, P.O. Box 783136, Sandton, 2146.
Telephone (011) 883-6267/8/9.

Cut out this ad and yeu’ll cut B700.00 o
a el of bineculars!

7-day money back guarantee

7 x 50 CF Nikon action binoculars

extra large central focusing ring for easy focusing
soft rubber eyecups make viewing more

4
)
3
®

Telephone: .........

Please supply ..........

Total:

Plus R25,00 (registered postage and insurance)plus R64 87 (GST).

(H)

-... pair’s of Nikon binoculars at R499,00 per pair

7xS50CF

Method of payment: {please tick) ’

Cheque{ ) Visa{ ) Mastercard( )

caano. [ [ [T TTT T (T ITIIITIIITT]
'00 Expiry date...... "

R499 ' . Signature Date '

OCONNON Tuess

323



ronmentalists, particularly those in-
volved at official planning and im-
plementation levels, are well placed
to deal with traditional land-use
conflicts as the sensitive socio-pol-
itical issues these in fact are. By
taking into account the needs and
rights of previously ignored com-
munities, environmentalists will be
contributing to the construction of a
new South African environmental
paradigm — one with a much
needed democratic foundation,

This country’s fong and unhappy
history of land conflict, dispossess-
ion and forced removal has created
a festering resentment among black
South Africans who have been fur-
ther alienated by decades of insen-
sitive environmental policies. It is
time that the South African environ-
mental movement unequivocally
demonstrated that, on its scale of
values, the provision of human habi-
tation is at least equal to the preser-
vation of the habitat of the white
rhino. |
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