Case study series:

Biodiversity and Land Use project
More efficient water-use on farms:
A positive outcome from the drought in the Western Cape
Between 2015 and 2018 the Western Cape area of South Africa experienced the worst drought in living memory. The vineyards
and orchards in the Cape Winelands District Municipality were particularly hard hit, with declining harvests causing financial
hardship to farmers. Through the Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project, the WWF Conservation Champions programme
was able to assist farmers to become more water efficient during this difficult time. There are many mutual benefits
between good biodiversity management and water management. The farms provide compelling practical examples of how
sustainable practices helped them through the drought.
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Drought in the Cape Winelands
The Cape Winelands District Municipality is one of four
pilot municipalities of the BLU project. It is a highly biodiverse area, encompassing parts of the globally significant
Cape Floral Kingdom and the unique Succulent Karoo. As
the municipality’s name suggests, the Cape Winelands is
a hub for the wine industry, contributing a large portion
of the country’s wine grapes and wine for sale and export.
It is also an important area for fruit orchards and olives,
making agriculture the biggest economic sector and
employer in the district. Agricultural production is centred
in the low-lying western parts of the municipality, where
irrigation opportunities exist. The catchments of the Berg,
Breede, Riviersonderend and Olifants rivers together form
two Strategic Water Source Areas (SWSAs) that are the
basis for irrigated agriculture in the Cape Winelands.
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The Water Crisis
Between 2015 and 2018 the region experienced the worst drought in living memory. A series of poor rainfall years, compounded by El Niño and climate changes, created severe water shortages that affected the entire region. Water levels across
the major dams dropped well below 30% of their capacity. The agricultural sector suffered greatly. Farms struggled to remain
profitable amid very severe water restrictions and diminishing harvests.

Supporting farmers through the drought
The drought years overlapped with the BLU project’s timeframe. On top of the planned project activities to help farmers think more about the biodiversity on their land, the project also had to adapt
its work to the difficult conditions imposed by the drought. However, there are many correlations
between biodiversity management and water management, and the two can be mutually supportive.
The BLU project worked with WWF-SA as its implementing partner in the Cape Winelands. WWF’s
existing Conservation Champions programme assists landowners who voluntarily commit to biodiversity-friendly farming practices, conservation of their natural areas and water efficiencies. This is
achieved through one-on-one engagements between the WWF extension officers and the farmers.
The BLU project helped WWF to extend their advisory services to more farms. An important shift that happened as a result of
the BLU project was the requirement for participating farms to sign an agreement that helped to formalise the commitment.
The BLU project also helped to share information with a wider audience, through workshops, knowledge exchanges and
communications.
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Farms demonstrate water efficient practices
Farms that were already implementing sustainable practices proved that they were more resilient to the drought. Their
efforts meant that they required less water, but also managed to retain more water on their farms. These are powerful examples of the very real benefits that can result from using biodiversity-friendly and water efficient practices. Their stories helped
to encourage others begin using more sustainable farming practices.
The drought was also a strong motivator for farms to seek out greater water efficiencies. It forced many to re-evaluate the
way that they were farming. In some instances, farmers decided to convert to a different crop that would bring them more
profits. In other cases, they stopped work on parts of the farm producing lower quality crops to focus their attention on the
more productive areas. It is hoped that some of these now unused areas may be returned to conservation.
The Conservation Champion farms are often leading and innovating in different ways. Some have taken a highly technological approach to their water usage, while others are experimenting with nature-based solutions. All of these provide
first-hand practical experience, which the extension officers can then share from one farm to others.

Clearing invasive alien plants
at Boschendal
Boschendal Wines is an enormous wine farm near Franshoek. Thanks to
a dedicated farm manager they have prioritised the clearing of invasive
alien plants on the property, investing heavily in clearing operations
even before the drought hit. As a result, the four small rivers on the land
now run all year round. Water remained in their dams even through the
worst of the drought. In addition, indigenous birdlife and animals have
returned.

Testing indigenous cover crops at DeWetsHof
Previous farming methods centred around neat orchards with bare
ground maintained by chemical spraying. There has been a gradual
shift to the use of mulch and cover crops to retain soil moisture and
nutrients, manage erosion and reduce weeds. De Wetshof Wine Estate
in the Robertson valley has taken this a step further and is testing the
use of indigenous vygies as a cover crop. The beautiful rows of indigenous flowers are also a tourist drawcard as well as providing habitat for
indigenous biodiversity.

Spier champions water
and waste recycling
Spier is a wine farm near Stellenbosch. Unlike other wine farms it is not
located in a mountain catchment area where water is abundant. So,
they have to make the best use of the water that is available. Spier has
implemented a complete wastewater recycling system through which
100% of their wastewater is cleaned and re-used. Their efforts helped
give them a buffer against the drought. They have also expanded their
recycling philosophy and are now recycling most of their solid waste
too.
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Achievements and the way forward
Thankfully, the rains returned and the dams filled. However,
the consequence of the drought is that farmers in the Cape
Winelands District Municipality are now much more aware
that water is a finite resource. They accept the reality of
future droughts and realise that it pays to be well prepared.
The examples demonstrated by those farms implementing
water efficient practices are being taken up among their
neighbours. WWF will continue to work with farms that need
support and help them to become more water efficient.
From a biodiversity perspective, farmers also show a growing interest in the indigenous species spotted on their
farms and an understanding of how they can contribute
to conserving biodiversity. Globally, there is a growing recognition that conservation beyond protected areas is the

way of the future. “Other Effective Conservation Measures”
refer to places where conservation occurs outside of formal
protected areas. Across the farms of the Cape Winelands,
there are opportunities for future biodiversity stewardship
agreements, and other conservation efforts.
The next goal for the WWF Conservation Champions programme is to work beyond the farm level. Water doesn’t
belong to any one farm and additional water use efficiencies can be realised if neighbours work together across the
landscape. Working across catchments can help to pool
resources and make decisions about water that cross farm
boundaries. In this way, the positive changes that have
come about as a result of the terrible drought will hopefully
spread to even more farms.

Winelands landscape

For more information:

https://www.wwf.org.za/our_work/initiatives/conservation_champions/
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