
consider the dynamics of 
their specific situations 
and apply biodiversity-
friendly principles. 

The list of rules is  
wide in scope and do 
not apply directly to 
local ecosystem or 
management dynamics. 
Rather, they elaborate on 
the differences in grazing 
and burning ecology and 
management in three types 
of grassland ecosystem: 
arid, mesic and coastal. 

ESSENTIAL PRINCIPLES
The guidelines are 
structured around 
three themes:
• How grasslands respond 
to burning and grazing
It is important to 
understand how grasslands 
respond to management 
pressures. The guidelines 
present a model showing 
a potential response to 
stimulate thinking about 
grassland management. 
Grasslands are not static; 
they change over time in 
response to management 
and environmental 
factors, with basic change 

indicators that give early 
warning of degradation;
• Best-practice principles 
for burning and grazing 
These are the principles 
with the greatest 
potential for conserving 
grassland biodiversity 
in an agricultural 
landscape. Best-practice 
burning in terms of 
frequency, seasonality 
and type can also be 
used to achieve specific 
management objectives 
such as bush control.
• A farm-scale approach 
to burning and grazing. 
The guidelines provide 
a template for farm-scale 
grazing and burning 
management planning 
based on a four-year 
rotation system. It 
encourages farmers 
to use an assessment 
system that enables them 
to evaluate the effect of 
their management.
•	 Find	the	complete	grazing	
and	burning	guidelines	at	
biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org.
•	 Phone	the	RPO	on	
012 349 1102	or	email	rpo@
lantic.net.	Visit	www.rpo.co.za.

The department 
of agriculture 
recently released 

its Grazing	and	Burning	
Guidelines	for	Managing	
Grasslands	for	Biosecurity	
and	Livestock	Production. 

The document, which 
draws on the knowledge 
and expertise of grassland 
ecologists, farmers, 
academics and biodiversity 
and grazing specialists, 
represents current best 
understanding of how 
to achieve the mutually-
beneficial management 
objectives of:
•	 Economically viable 
and sustainable livestock 
production based on 
improved or at least stable 
veld and soil conditions;
•	 Conservation of 
grassland biodiversity 
and ecosystems, including 
their component plant 
and animal species.

South Africa’s grasslands 
stretch from the eastern 
seaboard into a very 
large part of the interior, 
and contain many areas 
considered as high 
priorities for biodiversity at 
an international, national 
and regional scale. 

Grasslands also 
provide crucial ecological 
infrastructure and 
significant economic 
benefits to a range of 
end-users in both cities 
and rural areas.

Much of South Africa’s 
agriculture, forestry and 
mining activity occurs in 
grassland areas. While 
vital to the economy, these 
activities often significantly 

modify the landscape and 
their growth continues 
to place pressure on 
the natural systems 
that sustain them. 

As far as agriculture 
is concerned, grazing 
and burning regimes 
can see grasslands 
lose native 
species, resilience, 
productivity 
and ultimately 
the ability to 
continue delivering an 
ecosystem service.

The result is a 
highly degraded and 
unproductive state, 
depriving current and 
future generations of the 
many benefits provided 
by intact grasslands.

Fire and grazing are the 
most important tools in 
managing intact grasslands 
for both production 
and biodiversity. Any 

change in the fire and 
grazing regime that 
supports a more resilient 
grassland ecosystem 
will also support 
livestock production and 
biodiversity, even in the 
face of climate change.

Livestock grazing 
as a form of land use 
can be compatible 
with biodiversity 
objectives when subject 
to biodiversity-friendly 
management practices. 
These can be implemented 
to improve productivity 
and secure long-term 
ecological integrity.

The guidelines are 
designed to encourage 
grassland managers to 
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BELOW:
Fire, along with 

grazing, is a 
crucial method 

of managing 
grasslands 
in order to 
maximise 

production 
and retain and 

encourage 
biodiversity.
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Livestock farmers interested in improving the conservation value and long-term production security 
of grasslands will benefit from the principles described in this new document.

 IF MANAGED CORRECTLY, LIVESTOCK 
 GRAZING CAN BE COMPATIBLE WITH 
 BIODIVERSITY OBJECTIVES 
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