Growing Systems

The quest of the urban conservator

Harmony Flats

Harmony Flats, Harmony Flats, Harmony Flats

Jy is die veld van ons gedagtes.

Wanneer ons bedruk en hartseer voel

dan is Harmony Flats die toevlugsoord.

Waar die diertjies, insekte, slange, en plantegroei
met jou gesels soos feétjies op die mére dou se gras.

Harmony Flats ons toevlugsoord.

Jy gee ons vrede, liefde, en harmonie,

Jy gee ons fauna en flora om te reik, verryk en te verkyk.
Want jy is die veld van ons lewe, die verlede en toekoms.

Harmony Flats jy is so spesiaal.

Want jy leer ons kinders, jy bring toerisme, studente, vele
skole na omgewing.

Harmony Flats jou hartjie is net nege hektars groot, maar jy
dra die liefde van die wéreld,

met sy hemels blou lug.

Dankie Harmony Flats, dat jy ons altyd kan aandagtig hou oor
ons kultuur, kuns, erfenis en geskiedenis.

Julian Britz

Translation:

Harmony Flats, Harmony Flats, Harmony Flats

You are the field of our memories.

When we are down and sad Harmony Flats is our safe haven.
Where animals, insects, snakes and plants talk to you like
fairies on the early morning dew grass.

Harmony Flats is a safe haven

You give us peace, love and harmony

You give us fauna and flora to smell and to look at.
Because you are the field of our lives, the past and
the future.

Harmony Flats you are so special

Because you teach our children, you bring tourists, students
and many schools from our surroundings.

Harmony Flats your heart is only nine hectares big, but you
carry the love of the world, with its blue skies.

Thank you Harmony Flats, that you can always keep us aware
of our art, culture, heritage and history.

Julian Britz is a founding member of the Harmony Flats Working
Group, a community-based group of volunteers who assist in taking
care of Harmony Flats Nature Reserve
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We need to develop a people-centred approach to nature
conservation which is about looking for common ground
and mutual benefits, building bridges between people
and nature. It’s a slow, long-term, time and energy
consuming approach that believes that the biggest threat
to biodiversity is not people, but ignoring people.

- Cape Flats Nature'

Let’s face it, the universe is messy. It is nonlinear,
turbulent and chaotic. It is dynamic. It spends its
time in transient behaviour. On its way to somewhere
else, not in mathematically neat equilibrium. [t
self-organises and evolves. [t creates diversity,
not uniformity. That’s what makes the world interesting,
that’s what makes it beautiful and that’s what makes
it work.

- Donella Meadows?

Conservation on the Cape Flats was about protecting
nature from people, but... if people are a threat, there is
no future for nature in this area. We need to break away
from the idea that we are protecting nature from people
— instead we take people and put them right in the middle
of nature.

- Zwai Peter, ex Cape Flats Nature Communications Manager
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1. Why do we need
urban conservation?

Julian Britz is one of urban conservation’s greatest
ambassadors and her poem answers this question most
eloquently. But to put it more simply, there are two reasons
for urban nature conservation: nature and people.

In the past, nature conservation was seen as being for
nature. This understanding evolved in the context of a
worldview which saw humans and nature as separate
from each other and which viewed nature as a limitless
source of raw materials and a limitless dumpsite for
waste. As populations grow, more and more land is
consumed for agriculture, housing and industry, often
leaving only fragments of land with limited commercial
value for nature conservation. In many places, this is
even less than the modest ten percent recommended by
the International Union for Conservation of Nature.

As the consequences of our wasteful lifestyle begin
to turn on us, the threats posed by this worldview
have become urgently apparent. Ten percent is not,
after all, sufficient. This strategy has failed nature. It
has not been conserved. Animal and plant species are
disappearing faster than ever before and ecosystems
are being irreparably damaged or destroyed. We are
finally beginning to realise that nature is not something
that can be fenced off and shown to tourists, but a
complex system that enables every breath we take and
reverberates with all our actions. We are also finally
beginning to realise that natural systems have a tipping
point. We are rapidly reaching that point, where the
ecosystems on which we depend for our survival will
simply no longer be able to sustain us.

As we limp into the twenty-first century with our
burdens of poverty, lifestyle diseases, political conflict,
environmental destruction and climate change, it is clear
that we need to start thinking about things differently.
In the words of Fritjof Capra:

We are also finally beginning to realise that natural systems have a
tipping point...

We need to reconcile ourselves with nature and learn from it

The power of abstract thinking has led us to treat the
natural environment — the web of life — as if it consisted
of separate parts, to be exploited by different interest
groups. Moreover we have extended this fragmented
view to our human society, dividing it into different
nations, races, religious and political groups. The belief
that all these fragments — in ourselves, in our environment
and in our society — are really separate has alienated us
from nature and from our fellow human beings and thus
has diminished us.

- Fritjof Capra’®

We need a radical new approach. We need to reconcile
ourselves with nature, and we need to learn from it.
Nature has survived on this planet for millions of years
because it is self-generating, self-repairing, adaptable to
change and therefore resilient. Nature might even survive
us, but if we wish to survive beyond the next few
generations, we have to find ways of living in and with
nature — and with each other — that are equally self-
sustaining, self-regulating, adaptable and resilient.

Wha+ does this mean {or
urban nature conservationd

To answer this question, let’s think for a moment about
the nature of cities...

The nature of cities

To look at the cross-section of any plan of a big city is to
look at something like the section of a fibrous tumor.
- Frank Lloyd Wright, American architect

Every city is a living body.
- St. Augustine, City of God

A city is a complex network of systems involving the
interaction of a multitude of living organisms — only some
of which are people. There are many others, including rats,
squirrels, moles, dogs, cats, cockroaches, earthwormes, flies,
plants, snakes, raptors, birds, baboons, fungi, bacteria,
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“To look at the cross-section of any plan of a big city is to look at
something like the section of a fibrous tumor”

The animals that share our homes are mostly invisible or viewed as
pests

plants — some African cities even host lions and leopards.
In many respects, a modern industrial city is a natural
system, although it is far from being self-sustaining,
adaptable or resilient. On the contrary, it exacts a heavy
toll on the environment well beyond its borders, so that
it does indeed resemble a cancerous growth, like the
tumour described by Frank Lloyd Wright.

Like tumours, our urban centres tend to grow
extremely rapidly. In developing countries, this growth
is often in unplanned informal settlements. These often
grow in sensitive areas such as sand dunes, water courses,
and flood plains. Rapid urbanisation has caused major
damage to ecosystems in developing countries, and will
continue to devastate them without urgent intervention
and appropriate planning.

Urbanised humans are the most estranged from
nature. Most have only the haziest idea of where the
food in the supermarket or the water in their taps comes
from, or where their mountains of waste are going. The
animals that share their homes are mostly invisible, or
viewed as pests. Cities are thus effectively the frontline,
the trenches in which the war against nature is being
fought. This means that they are also the arenas where
the transformation of our relationship with nature is most
pressing. And urban nature conservation has a critical
role to play in this process.

In order to become self-sustaining and resilient
systems, our cities need to be transformed on two levels:

They need to be transformed physically, so that they
consume much less in the way of natural resources
and produce less waste, through strategies such as
using renewable energy, recycling, use of biodegradable
materials and natural methods of waste management.
We need also to transform their physical spaces to
enable them to sustain a far greater diversity of life.
As ecologist Dr. Michael Rosenzweig, who coined the
term ‘reconciliation ecology’, remarks: “Nothing influ-
ences species diversities more than the amount of area
available to life.” As widespread habitat loss threatens
to cause mass extinctions, it has become increasingly
urgent to ensure that human settlements create habitats
that can accommodate a much greater variety of species.

This demands a massive effort to conserve nature in
our cities, not only in urban nature conservation sites, but
also in private gardens, in recreational spaces, on road
verges, along railway lines and rivers, even on rooftops.
It also demands the minimizing of noise, air, light and
water pollution and creative strategies in city planning
and design to enable natural systems to function better.

But the physical transformation of our cities is unlikely
to happen without a massive shift in the consciousness
of our citizens. In the words of Fritjof Capra:

The survival of humanity... depends on our ability to
understand the principles of ecology and live accordingly. This
is an enterprise that transcends all our differences of race,
culture or class. The Earth is our common home and creating
a sustainable world for our children and for future generations
is our common task.*

This shift needs to go beyond a few visionary city
planners and policy makers. The potential of our cities
to be self-sustaining social ecological systems cannot be
realised without the active collaboration of the majority
of citizens. And this active collaboration cannot happen
unless a significant proportion of people embrace this
consciousness, or eco-intelligence, and are equipped with
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Roof garden in Chicago - transforming our cities means using every available space...

the knowledge and lifestyle choices to enable them to live
side by side with other species. It is here that urban nature
conservators have an even greater role to play.

In recent years, there has been a major shift in nature
conservation away from a narrow ‘cause-and-effect’
understanding towards a worldview that embraces
the complexity of our natural and social systems. This
reflects a global trend amongst scientists, economists and
environmentalists grappling with the complexities that
our expanding knowledge has revealed, and with the
crisis of natural resources that we are now facing. Policy
makers are slowly beginning to appreciate that nature
conservation can no longer be last on the agenda — it has to
be in the forefront of every economic, political and social
decision, at every level of society.

A growing body of evidence suggests that the best hope
for protecting our imperilled resources is if the majority of
humans become instinctive and passionate conservators.
To achieve this, we need to develop a way of managing
our social ecological systems that is both adaptive and
collaborative.” This form of management, also known as
adaptive co-management, has two key components:

Adaptation: Natural systems derive their resilience
from an ability to constantly adapt to changing
conditions. We need to learn from this, and develop
management systems that are flexible, and evolve
through a continuous cycle of implementing, monitoring
and adapting strategies according to experience.

Collaboration: Our ecological and social systems
are inextricably linked, and members of communities
need to be actively engaged in the management of both
the social and the ecological systems in which they live.
Collaborative management also acknowledges that
different knowledge systems are relevant to managing
social ecological systems and enables the management
of natural resources to benefit both from traditionally or
culturally and scientifically acquired knowledge.®

This model is unfolding as a highly successful system
in various locations around the world. However, on the
ground practice has demonstrated that collaborative
management is severely hampered with ineffective

communities. Research has also shown that the most
important ingredient for an effective community is not
wealth or high formal education levels, but social capital
which consists of deeply entrenched relationships of trust
and openness as well as leadership and vision.’

Sadly, South Africa’s divisive past has meant that many
of our local urban communities are challenged by social
deprivation, mistrust and conflict. But as the stories in
this book will show, this does not mean that adaptive
co-management is not feasible in our cities. It is not only
feasible, it is essential if we are to create self-sustaining and
resilient cities that can withstand the disturbances likely
to be caused by climate change. But it does mean that we
need to work extra hard to help create the conditions that
will enable adaptive co-management to emerge.

Community gardens create beautiful spaces and provide habitats
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The implications for urban conservators

Transformation is when the whole system changes. For those
accustomed to setting the standards and guarding the gates,
this is a startling prospect. It means that they (as individuals, but
more importantly as institutions and as whole practices) must
change too.

- Sue Soal et al®

Firstly, like all elements of a successful ecosystem, we
need to adapt. We need to break away from some of the
old ideas, for example: the notion that land is not worth
preserving if it does not command pristine natural
systems or rare and endangered species; that people who
do not wear green uniforms are unable or unwilling to
understand nature conservation imperatives; that the
ecosystem is something that does not include humans;
or that high fences are the solution to all our problems.

Instead, we need to go out with an open mind and
an open heart and be willing to learn from all our
experiences, even if they seem to go against everything
we have been taught. We need to embrace the idea
that nature and humans are inextricably linked in
a wonderfully complex system, and that nature
conservation needs to be practised in a way that benefits
the greatest possible number of people. This does not
mean that we sacrifice nature for people, as we have
often done in the past. It means that by benefitting more
people through nature conservation — and by making
people truly aware of our interdependence with nature —
we develop the consciousness that will create a city of
conservators. Most importantly, it means using our
sites as the great healers and teachers they are to help
us create social capital and effective neighbourhoods —
particularly in those communities that have been most
marginalised and excluded from the benefits of nature
in the past.

Urban conservation needs go beyond just encouraging
community engagement with conservation sites, or
servicing a few dedicated nature-lovers. Instead, we need

Our goal is to enable every citizen to be a conservator of natural
resources

to use sites as springboards for community development,
not in the narrow sense of creating an income, but in
the broader sense of empowering people with the skills,
vision and a network of relationships that will enable
them to participate in shaping a sustainable future. As the
city grows and conservators have to fight the demands of
housing, industrial and other infrastructure development
for their rapidly shrinking corner, our sites need to show
more tangible and visible social benefits.?

+How can USW\S urban conser-
vation sites for communit
development serve V\a—tureg
Shouldnt we just fence oL
+the last vestiges of nature
n the city to protect the
r‘er\/\aiv\iv\a bioo\i\/er‘gi—t_ﬂz

Fencing off sites may seem to be the solution, but
experience has shown that no fence is high enough to
withstand the vandalism and neglect of a hostile or
indifferent community, nor the developers’ bulldozers.
Making a site more accessible may lead to the loss of one
or two species on that sites, but by far the greatest loss is
from the fragmentation of the land and the pressure of
surrounding urban infrastructure. We can serve the cause
of biodiversity far more effectively in the long term if the
community ‘becomes the fence” and defends the site from
efforts to degrade it or deploy the land for other use. And
further, if the community extends the habitat of resident
species by transforming their living environment. The
only way to achieve this is to ensure that surrounding
communities actively engage with these sites, and are
passionately aware and protective of the real and lasting
value that they offer.

Sites can be used as springboards for community development
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Chapter 1

No fence is high enough to withstand the neglect of an indifferent A young nature-lover expresses her feelings about Wolfgat Nature

community Reserve
Tl’\at's a\l verg V\)eu 1%\ V\)ééltl’\ﬂ “| feel that because nature takes care of us then what is the
reason that we won't look after it? And nature is what made
areas, But what about our world likeable.”

areas wlf\ere peop\e are “I feel that | have to take responsibility / care about nature

Struﬂf}“v\ﬂ ,Gor SU(‘\/[\/Q\.Z because (t /:s my surrpunding 'and I respect nature very much
because it is something that is very special to God.”

There is a historical, widely-held view that nature “Nature brings meaning to life. It's a wonderful thing, almost
conservation is a preoccupation of the elite, and similar to miracles SPEND MORE TIME IN NATURE!!!”
not valued by people who are struggling against

deprivation. This view is not borne out by the “I feel very happy to know that there are people out there
experiences of all conservators working with low- who cares about nature and at the same time bad because
income communities. Poverty is a distressing reality in others are destroying our beautiful nature that we have.”
far too many urban communities and people battling

poverty are understandably preoccupied with trying to “Nature looks after me so it’s about time [ look after it.”
earn a living. However, nature sites are still valued by

these communities, even when they have not been used - Comments by Hout Bay teenagers from an economically deprived
to their full benefit. community. 1

This was illustrated in a study by Theo Manuel
to investigate the responses of different community
user groups to Wolfgat Nature Reserve’s biodiversity Teenagers from Langa celebrate their love of nature in their art
conservation. The study showed that residents
bordering the Reserve — including those
living in informal settlements — were
overwhelmingly in favour of
conserving it as a reserve for the
next generation, rather than
using the land for housing. This
was despite the fact that at the
time of this study, few :
people were making S—
use of the reserve.® v T
Other surveys have
echoed these
findings. And in
areas where the
conservators
have engaged
with low-income
communities and
used the site to
benefit them,
many people (like
Julian Britz) have
been enthusiastically
involved with the
site, and given their
time and effort
with no monetary
rewards.
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Conservators have much to learn from collaborative management
with communities

Put what benefits can
conserva-tion sites offer
to people? Dont we risk
\OSfV\S biodiversit\j on these
sites by rep\ad»f\a Al genous
vesetation with lawns
or al\omiV\S unsustainable
l’\ar‘\/ZS't_lv\S or «nglf\fv\s_z

The activities of some people do cause damage to
nature, whether these are driven by survival needs, by
ignorance or by vandalism. However, the destructive re-
lationship that many people have with these sites is born
out of the paradigm — created and perpetuated largely
by the world’s privileged classes — that nature is there
to be used and abused. Our job as urban conservators
is to shift that paradigm in our work with communities.
And the most effective way to do this is to demonstrate
convincingly that their greatest benefit from a nature
conservation site lies in conserving it in as natural state
as possible. There are many values that a site conserved
in its natural state can offer communities, such as:

Employment and other economic opportunities;
Opportunities for community development
and upliftment;
Environmental education;
Access to a beautiful area for emotional,
spiritual and physical well-being, and
recreation;
Historical, cultural or spiritual value;
Valuable and cost-saving ecosystem services
such as carbon sinks, water purification
and flood management;

o Increasing property values.

The more involved communities are in managing
the site, the more conscious they are of the best ways
to conserve nature on the site and the more they will
understand how its benefits can be made sustainable.
Our task as urban nature conservators is thus also to
work in partnership with as many organisations and
institutions as possible to equip our communities with
the consciousness, leadership skills and vision to enable
them to be active and adaptive managers.

However, this learning does not flow in one direction.
Conservators have much to learn from collaborative
management with communities — not only about the
ingenious systems and networks people use to cope with
their myriad problems, but also about traditional ways
of understanding and managing natural ecosystems.
This is not a case of conservators teaching communities,
but of conservators and community partners engaging
together in a cycle of learning and adaptation in pursuit
of a social ecological system that is resilient and self-
sustaining.

2. Our Vision

Urban community greeners and other civic ecologists integrate
place-based activities, such as: planting community gardens or
monitoring local biodiversity, learning from multiple forms of
knowledge including that of community members and outsiders;
and civic activism such as advocating for green spaces, for food
security and for the reduction of crime and violence.

In so doing, they build human, social and natural capital
that becomes integrated into constructive, positive feedback
loops. In this way, community greeners integrate diversity, self-
organisation and learning to create the conditions that spawn
resilience in the face of disaster and conflict.

- Wals et al"

Our vision, to paraphrase Zwai Peter, is to put people in
the middle of nature, to put nature in the middle of people
and to find a way of forging a relationship between them
that is mutually beneficial and self-sustaining.

Traditional healers celebrate the planting of indigenous healing plants
in Table Mountain National Park
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