Craigieburn Wetlands Governance Project

NGO Partner: Association for Water and Rural Development (AWARD)

Location: Sand River Catchment, Mpumalanga

Funder: IDRC (International Development Research Centre

Duration of project: June 2006 – June 2009
This project work with farmers in Craigieburn village, and also with local leaders and with government, to set in place more effective governance systems for natural resources, that will support the farmers livelihood needs. The interaction between policies affecting land and tenure reform and environmental management is poorly understood. This particularly affects natural resource management. 

Craigieburn lies in the Sand River Catchment (SRC), in the north-eastern region of South Africa. The area is semi-arid with erratic rainfall and the catchment is regarded as vulnerable in terms of water security. Wetlands occur in the upper reaches of the catchment within the rural, densely populated communal lands of the SRC, and are used for harvesting and cropping. The situation in Craigieburn is not unique to the SRC, nor are problems of degrading natural resources  limited to wetlands alone.
Research undertaken in 2004 indicated an intimate relationship between erosion and a reduction in the water table.  Certain land use practices in the wetlands only served to exacerbate this. The declining soil moisture  resulted in a loss of fertility and hence agricultural production. The implications for local people are profound. These wetlands are important safety-nets for the residents of Craigieburn and indeed, some 60% of Craigieburn uses wetlands to sustain their livelihoods. The overriding profile of users is that of women between 35 and 70 years of age - mainly from single-headed households. In general, livelihoods are very vulnerable with a quarter of all households having minimal income and securing food through what they grow.  Overall, within-wetland practices, the lack of governance and varying levels of awareness regarding wetlands were key issues compromising the integrity of the wetlands and in turn, the livelihoods and catchment water security.
AWARD is the locally based NGO working with Craigieburn wetland users to both preserve wetlands and increase their productivity. AWARD has recognised that for this to work over time local governance of wetlands and the surrounding lands needs to be put in place.  This needs to come out of a thorough process with farmers, local leadership and with departments, understanding what takes place now and why. Form this base it can be agreed how to set in place governance that will be recognised and supported by local people and by external authorities, and that draws on new policies in an informed way. New law on communal tenure is critical here. 

· Natural resources play a critical role in poor rural peoples livelihoods. These resources are at risk, and an institutional vacuum has developed regarding their management.

· The realities and linkages between land and natural resource tenure and natural resource management are complex, but need to be well understood if improved management is to be achieved. 

· To achieve “wise use of wetlands” , institutional arrangements for governance need to be incorporated into wetlands rehabilitation
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