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Folk and formal, local and national - Damara knowledge

and community conservation in southern Kunene, Namibia

S. Sullivan
Departments of Anthropology & Sociology, and Geography, School of Oriental and African Studies, Thomhaugh Sueer,
Russell Square, London, WCIH 0XG, UK; e-mail: ss71@soas.ac.uk

This paper explores aspects of culturally-mediated knowledge and uses of natural resources
among contemporary Damara farmers in southern Kunene Region, and considers the potential
relevance of these for current ‘community’ approaches to conservation. Two possibly ancient
resource-use practices, the harvesting of seeds and honey, are considered in detail, illustrating
several parallels between folk and formal ecological knowledge. These case studies indicate
that a deeper awareness in policy and planning of local knowledge and practice may foster
culturally-resonant, ecologically appropriate and socially inclusive dialogue regarding resource-
use issues. Grounding national conservation objectives in local contexts implies a shift in
approach which acknowledges the existence and value of cultural knowledge relating to a
range of natural resources other than large mammals.

INTRODUCTION

In post-independence Namibia the conservation
of biodiversity is dominated by national
recognition of the need to transfer decision-
making and management power over natural
resources to local communities. This mirrors a
global trend to reassess the value of Common
Property Resource Management (CPRM)
practices (vide Arnold n.d. 1993; Cousins 1993;
Turner 1996), and to use so-called ‘community-
based management’ as the basis for resource
conservation and rural development (vide, for
example, Bishop ez 2. 1994; Hartley & Hunter
1997; Leader-Williams ez 4l 1995; Metcalfe
1995; Wild & Mutebi, 1996). As a backlash
against the alienating processes associated with
the past creation of national parks, and based on
the premise that resources will be harvested and
utilised non-destructively only if their benefits
are harnessed effectively by the users themselves,
these approaches are considered the most socially
acceptable and long-term strategy for natural
resources conservation.

This type of more liberal conservation-thinking
has led to the establishment of several
‘community-based conservation’ initiatives in

Namibia, under the umbrella programme of
Community-Based Natural Resources
Management (CBNRM). Projects which fall
under the CBNRM rubric include those by the
USAID-funded LIFE programme (Living in a
Finite Environment) and the Namibian Non-
governmental organisation (NGO) IRDNC
(Integrated Rural Development and Nature
Conservation), of which the latter has been
operating in north-west Namibia since 1982; the
conservancy initiative for communal areas of the
Ministry of Environment and Tourism (MET);
and a new project plan for Wildlife Integration
for Livelihood Diversification (WILD), which
again focuses partly on north-west Namibia
(drawn-up by Ashley 1997). Related research
agendas include the resource economics
programme of the Directorate of Environmental
Affairs, MET (vide Ashley et al 1997), and the
natural resources component of the research
programme of the Social Sciences Division,

. Muldi-disciplinary Research Centre, University of

Namibia. Implementation and research regarding
environmental management is also informed by
concerns regarding environmental degradation
through human misuse of resources as articulated
by Namibia’s Programme to Combat
Desertification (NAPCOD) (vide Seely 1998;
Seely & Jacobson 1994; Wolters 1994).
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Particular artention has been paid to creating
pathways, primarily in the form of conservancies,
whereby benefits from non-consumptive and
consumptive uses of animal wildlife can devolve
to communities at the local level, particularly
through local control over tourism revenue (vide
Ashley ez al, 1994; Ashley & Garland 1994;
Ashley & LaFranchi 1997; Jones 1995, 1997,
1998a, 1998b; Turner 1996). The ‘conservancy’
concept emerged from commercial farmland
where individual farmers, who have had legal
rights since 1968 to use animal wildlife on their
farms consumptively, ... realised that it is
advantageous to pool their land and financial
resources to make available a larger unit on which
integrated management practices can be carried
out” (Jones 1995: 4; wide also Barnes & de Jager,
1995). This concept has been taken by the MET
and developed as a ‘conservancy policy’ (MET
1992). In recent years it has been debared and
transformed to increase its relevance for the
conservation of natural resources, primarily
animal wildlife, by farmers on communal land.
As such, it reflects a post-independence agenda
to reinstate African rights to land and resources
in the wake of the alienating policies of this
century’s imposed colonial and apartheid
administrations. Key requirements for the
establishment of a conservancy are thar its
membership and spatial boundaries be defined
(Jones 1998a). Namibia’s Communal Area
Conservancy Programme was officially launched
in September 1998 and four conservancies have
been gazetted by parliament to date. Tio of these
are located in Khorixas District, southern Kunene
Region, and several more are planned in the

Region (MET n.d.).

Not surprisingly, the actual implementation of

these initiatives is potentially hampered by several

interrelated areas of complexity, including:

* aperhaps cavalier and opaque use of the label
‘community’ to describe heterogenous groups
of rural farmers;

* an emphasis on animal wildlife, which
obscures wider dependence on other natural
resources and, in the conventional association
of men with animal resources (both domestic
livestock and wildlife), may act to marginalise
women who, as gatherers and cultivarors, are
typically linked with plant resources (vide
Sullivan in press a);

* and an uncertain land policy framework
defining and supporting access and use rights
to natural resources on communal land.

This paper, however, emphasises a fourth issue
affecting CBNRM objectives: a lack of focus on
the details of how people currently use and
manage natural resources, and the consequent
value for biodiversity conservation of associated.

_ local knowledge regarding these resources.

LOCAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT:
SOME PERCEPTIONS

“Not even the tribal area is regarded as the
property of the tribe [the Damara]. All that
is claimed is freedom of hunting and
gathering of veldkos' with which to supply
daily wants, ... landed property was
unknown to them.... This almost lawless
state can only be explained by the fact that
... he did not yet feel firmly established in
his area to have evolved property rights”
(Vedder 1928: 71).

“Another factor of major importance is the
absence of any effective system of land and
resource rights resulting from the breakdown
of systems of common property resource
management, ... As a result there is a
situation of open access to common lands,
under which vulnerable and scarce resources
have no effective protection ...” (Quan et 2/

1994: 5).
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Common perceptions regarding natural resource
managemeént in Namibia's communal areas are
infused with the sentiments expressed in the above
quotes. These voice surprisingly similar concerns
given the distance in both time and political
environment separating the authors, i.e. that there
is a lack of effective local institutions constraining
access to, and use of, natural resources. In Vedder’s
colonial ethnography this is because he
erroneously treats the Damara as too primitive
to have developed such institutions (vide critique
of Vedder’s work in Lau (1979, 1987) and Fuller
(1993)). For Quan ez 4l it is because indigenous
resource management practices have been eroded
into non-existence by the exigencies of colonial
rule and apartheid administration.

It is argued here, however, that the latter liberal
(or progressive) perspective, which simply states
that traditional systems of resource management
have been so transformed by historical factors that
they are now no longer effective, fundamentally
undermines recognition of either the resilience
of culturally-informed ecological knowledge and
resource-use practice, or the relevance of this for
the conservation of biodiversity in a
contemporary COntext. At worst, this justiﬁes
intervention by development and conservation
‘experts’ in ways which, by overlooking subtle and
complex areas of local knowledge and practice,
may be ecologically and socially inappmpriatez.
As documented exhaustively for situations
elsewhere (vide Carney 1988; Joekes & Pointing
1991; Lane & Swift 1989; Monimart 1989;
Waters-Bayer 1985; Whitehead 1990), this
process has the potential to exacerbate the very
problems which intervention was designed to
solve.

AIMS AND METHODS -
Given this context, my aim in this paper is to
illustrate aspects of local ecological knowledge
among Damara farmers in north-west Namibia
(vide Figure 1) and to highlight the possible role

that local knowledge and resource-use practice
can play as a basis for dialogue and participation
in contemporary conservation initiatives.
Discussion is linked to two suites of gathered food
resources, seeds and honey, as examples of possibly

~ ancient resource-use practices which are guided

by enduring cultural knowledge. The emphasis
throughout is on drawing general principles from
these examples and assessing their implications
for both the strengthening of ‘community-based’
approaches to resource management and the
development of appropriate policy related to land
and resources in an arid communal area’. The
information presented here is based on data
accumulated during two years of anthropological
and ecological field-work in north-west Namibia
from 1994 to 1996. The style of the paper is
necessarily qualitative and descriptive;
quantitative analysis regarding the frequency of
use of specific natural resources by Damara
farmers and the relationship of this use to factors
such as rainfall-driven variable productivity, access
to alternative resources, and land tenure and
settlement history can be found in Sullivan

(1998).

CASE STUDIES OF RESOURCE
MANAGEMENT: RELATIONSHIPS
BETWEEN FOLK AND FORMAL
ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE

SEEDS FROM HARVESTER ANT NESTS

“\|Gaises ai ge séu-e ra ||garabe.
!Oaxaseb ge \nanuba ra lawi,
llnanub gera \awi.
Khoetoma daibas ta aba?

Xoa =+ ga tara h’a tav danaba da lgau
Inara tara b’a tao Inuriba da gau.
INaidadama \\naisore! Ho-ai!”*

“At 1|Gaises we winnow
sdu-i (grass-seeds).
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Figure 2. Damara couple harvesting grass seeds, in this case * haa or Kaokochloa nigrirostris from a
harvester ant nest in calczete hills north-west of Sesfontein, central Kunene Region.

The rain that we've been ('Narab and Purros Damara
longing for is falling, the ‘Arus’ or rhythmic song
rain is falling. recorded in Sesfontein).
Khoetoma, why are you

crying? Harvester ant nests (i.e. © # goburun oms’ or ‘ants’
Collecting (the siun) and house’) provide an important source of seeds for
putting it in (the =goub) both food and for the production of beer and
is making my head break liquor. The extent of contemporary usc of seeds,
(in the sun) both those gathered from the nests of seed-
moving from place to place harvesting ants and directly from the plant, is
(nest to nest) is making my indicated by a recent diet-survey, which recorded
back break. foods consumed and stored by 45 ‘households”
The giraffe nation are in the former ‘homeland’ of Damaraland
singing . (primarily Khorixas District, Kunene Region)
» _ (because they are successful - ~ during 7 repeat-visits between February 1995 and
in collecting siun). July 1996. Data from this survey show that, of
Ouch! (The ants bite my 348 houschold diet-days seeds were consumed
hand when I reach into the on 10% of those days, and were recorded as
nest).” : currently stored by the household on 25% of

those days (Sullivan 1998).
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Figure 3. Seeds collected from harvester ants nests: Sdun or Stipagrostis spp. on the left and bosu or

Monsonia umbellata on the right.

Such a utilitarian description of seed-use, however,
does not convey the full flavour of the importance
of this resource-use practice. For example, the
traditional value placed on this food resource is
apparent in the naming of an ancestral leader of
the Damara as ‘saub’ (Knappert 1981), i.e. the
term used to describe grass seeds of primarily
Stipagrostis spp.s. Songs such as that transcribed
above, also affirm shared experience of the hard
work required in enacting, or successfully
performing (vide Richards 1995), this resource-
use practice, and highlight the enthusiasm
generated by successful collecting in seasons of
plenty (vide Figure 2).

The consumption of grass seeds as cereals is
considered to have been a feature of subsistence
in semi-arid and arid areas throughout human
history and pre-history. Despite the apparently
low diversity of species used in this manner today,
some pastoralist groups in sub-Saharan Africa
continue to gather and consume large quantities
of wild grass seeds. Maiga (1992), for example,
describes the widespread collection of grass seeds

directly from the plant among contemporary
Gourma pastoralist groups of Mali, where
Panicum laetum, Echinocloa colona, E. oryzetorum,
Cenchrus biflorus and wild rice (Oryza spp.) are
the most commonly utilised wild cereals. As stated
in Renvoize et al (1992: 7), “The outstanding
value of grasses as a source of food lies in their
nutritious seeds” which have both high lipid and
protein contents (Carroll & Janzen 1979). Of
further significance in unpredicrable arid
environments is the fact that cereals lend
themselves to storage for later consumption. It is
thus extremely likely that seeds from harvester
ant nests, which can be stored for up to three
years, were important in sustaining the various
groups of people now known as Damara in the
precolonial past. As recorded for Australian
Aboriginal groups, who collected seeds directly
from the plant bur, like the Damara, additionally
relied on procuring large quantities of seed from
harvester ant nests (Latz 1995; O’Connell er 4/
1983; Tindale 1977), sceds could have been stored
in convenient natural caches such as rock
crevasses, as well as in dwelling places?.
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Broadly speaking, seeds collected from harvester
ant nests and utilised for food are from the grasses
Stipagrostis spp. (sdun) and the endemic
monotypic genus Kaokochloa (nigrirostris)
{ # haa), and the Geraniaceae species Monsonia
umbellata (occasionally M. senegalensis) (bosu)
(vide Figure 3). Grass seeds collected directly from
the plant include Setaria verticillata ( + ares),
Setaria finita (\gari-ao-od), Eragrostis spp. cf. E.
annulata and E. cylindriflora (lhomara) and
Danthoniopsis dinteri ( # namib). This diversity
of recognised edible grass species in north-west
Namibia contradicts the general consideration
that “grasses appear not to provide food items for
humans” across eastern and southern Africa
(Peters et al. 1984: 402), and is in contrast to
other arid areas where seeds from woody species
tend to be as, if not more, important (vide

O’'Connell er 2/ 1983; Veth & Walsh 1988).

Once gathered from the ant nest, and in a process
similar to that documented by Tindale (1977)
for Australian Aboriginal groups®, the preparation
of grass seeds involves ‘cleaning’ by winnowing
the seeds in a shallow oval to elongate wooden
dish called #goub (Figure 4). These hard-
wearing winnowing dishes are usually carved from
the soft wood of various Commiphora spp.
(including C. anacardiifolia, C. glaucescens and
C. multijuga), a genus of which north-west
Namibia has a uniquely high diversity of species
(Van der Walt 1974). The seeds are husked, re-
winnowed and milled through grinding using
small upper and large, flat, lower millstones.

As noted above, seeds from Sizpagrostis spp.
grasses, and occasionally Monsonia spp., are also
used as the basis for brewing beer (lkhadi) and
for the distillation of a liquor called bduga. These
processes-add value to the raw resource and; as
documented elsewhere, constitute important
income-generating activities for the women of
many rural households’. The procedure for
brewing siun beer is much simpler than that
described elsewhere (vide Fox 1938), requiring
only that several kilograms of unground seeds are

Figure 4. Using a # goub to winnow or ‘clean’
seeds, in this case primarily lhoe sidun or
Stipagrostis hochstetterana var. secalina, from
harvester ants nests at |Giribes Plains, north-west
of Sesfontein, central Kunene.

~ soaked for two or three days in water sweetened

with sugar or honey. The seeds can be reused over
periods of one to three years during which time
the flavour is improved by topping up with freshly
collected seeds. It is common for women to
prepare beer in 200 litre oil drums and to sell
beer for around N$1'° a pint. The distillation of
bauga from beer is much more time-consuming,
requiring a complicated apparatus of pipes and
containers for heating the beer and collecting the
finished product (Figure 5). The returns are much
higher, however, with a 250ml bottle fetching
upwards of N$5 and higher prices received by
women who have the means to transport the
liquor for sale in urban areas. Saun itself is also
sold informally.
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Together with honey-harvesting, the collection
of seeds from harvester ant nests is guided by
essential knowledge regarding the links between
two completely different orders of the natural
world, in this case ants and plants. Harvesting
practice is thus informed by pragmatic
understanding of both ecological diversity and
the dynamics of seed availability. It is also coupled
with constraints regarding utilisation which are
linked explicitly to ensuring future productivity
(i.e. sustainability), and to informally-recognised
access rights concerning who is eligible to harvest
seeds from specific nests. These areas of folk
ecology and customary practice surrounding seed-
collecting are discussed separately below.

Ecological diversity and classification

As Table 1 indicates, in arid north-west Namibia

a range of seed-harvesting ant nests yield a
diversity of edible seeds, primarily from grasses.
This is in contrast to a recent phytochorological '
analysis of ‘useful’ grass species which recorded
only 8 uscful grass species for the Karoo-Namib
biogeographic region as a whole, none of which
were recognised as human food (5 were important
as livestock forage, 1 for building materials, and
5 recognised as important for ‘land use’ i.e. soil
erosion control, salt tolerance, etc.) (Renvoize et
2. 1992). Similarly; while SEPASAL'? records the
use of seeds for food of 64 species (Renvoize ez a/.
1992) few, if any, of the species consumed in
north-west Namibia feature in this international
database. This suggests that, in this area at least,
local ecological knowledge and resource-use
practice in Namibia can make an important
contribution to international understanding of
economically and culturally valuable biodiversity.

Figure 5. Apparatus for distilling bduga or liquor from grass seeds (siun). Photograhed at l|Gaisoas,
Ugab River, south Kunene Region.
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Table 1. Seeds collected from harvester ant nests: plant species recorded in this study and literature reference.

Grass species

Damara name and ethnoecological information

Additional literature references

Aristida of. effusa

Both the seeds and the planc are called ‘‘gaebiburu # gahe'.
This species is one of a generic class of grasses or ‘|gdn’
called “tinks which has awns which are not hairy or
feathery like those of Stipagrossis spp. (classed as ‘' haburo
lgin', vide infra)

The name ‘/gaebiburu = gahe describes the difficulty of
preparing these seeds before cooking; ‘bury’ refers to the
process of winnowing and * # gahe' refers ro purting the
seeds into the # goub or winnowing bowl.

In Pisani (1978), Schulwze (1907)
is recorded as asserting that seeds
from Aristida spp. are collected
from ants’ nests and usually con-
sumed with milk.

Chloris virgata

This species is called *nanube and its seeds are mixed with
sdun in harvester ant nests and consumed with sdur as a
consequence. This species has a terminal raceme and is
therefore recognised as a ‘ # hara +gal type of grass,
literally translated as “foot at the end’.

Danthoniopsis ramosa
(= Loudetia ramosa)

The similar species Danthoniopsis dinteriis called * = namit/
from which the edible seeds are collected directly from
the plant. When ‘cleaned’ these are reportedly white like

« a3
* W Saun .

Loudetia ramosa is referred to as
“ # u-sait”, collected from
harvester ant nests, by Stare

Museum (n.d.).

Enneapogon desvaxii

The seeds and plant are referred to as * # khari Inabisé , i.c.
‘small’ zabise. This distinguishes it from the larger ‘'nabsse’,
i.e. Monelytrizm leuderitzianum, to which it is considered
similar.

Also referred to as * » kbari bitr' (vide noves for Kaokochloa
nigrirostris). Like Chloris virgata, the seeds are mixed with
siéun in harvester ant nests and consumed with séun as a
consequence.

Eiseb er al (1991: 21) record the
name “l|giri-¢" for this species.

Kaokochloa nigrirostris

The seeds are referred to as » hazin and around Sesfontein
and as * # narabe’ by informants further south e.g. Diureb
Damara. The plant as a whole is called ‘1hiru lgin’,
‘|hurube'or * + narabe .

‘| Hurd means ‘ripe’ as in ripe ears of wheat, e.g. ‘Jhoro ge
go \biird means ‘the wheat is ripe’. This name refers to
the perceived similarly of this and other grasses (e.g.
Schmidiia spp.) when ripe to ears of wheat.

The open, empty seed heads of this and other lhurube
grasses can make sdun and bosu ‘dirty’ and difficult o
‘clean’ or winnow.

The seeds of this species are collected either on their own
in areas of calcrete hills where Kaokochloa dominates or
arc found in a mixture with other species.

Stipagrostis spp.

The seeds are referred to as “sdun’ while the plant as a
whole is called ‘lgaburogu gin’.

1Gén is a generic term for grass and ‘/gaburogy’ describes
the feathery awns characteristic of this genus, which, when
the wind blows, carry the séun to the ground for the
harvester ants ( = goburun) to collect so that they ‘do not
stand in one place’. || Naa-i is the term used o describe
the empty seed head, i.e. the lemma with no seed inside.

Referred to, bur unidenrified, by
Pisani (1978: 14); referred to as
“saawr” by Steyn & Pisani (1984/
1985: 45) and as “sdu-i" by State
Museum (n.d.). Used in
Sesfontein (Van den Eynden et 2l
1992).

Stipagrostis cf.

damarensis

Identified as a “séun |gdb’ i.e. which produces edible seeds.

Diureb Damara respondents towards the south of Kunene

consider that this species produces edible sceds known as
*
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Table 1. cont. Seeds collected from harvester ant nests: plant species recorded in this study and literature references.

Grass species

Damara name and ethnoecological information

Addidional literature references

Stipagrostis cf. Both the seeds and the planc are referred to as | Referred to as “saaws” by Steyn &
birtigluma subsp. Yearibe, a name describing the hardness of the seed (*fgari” | Pisani (1984/1985: 45).
patulazand subsp. means ‘hard’).

hirtigluma

Stipagrostis Both the sceds (which are séun) and the plantare referred | Referred to as “saawi” by Steyn &
hochestettetana var, w as 'lhoe . Distinguishing feathers of the seeds are their | Pisani (1984/1985: 45).

secalina small size and sharpness.

Stipagrostis cf. obtusa

Called * # habo lgi# and described as a ‘tsaurd’ or “soft’
grass which sways and lies on the ground when the wind
blows.

Stipagrostis obtusa referred to as “saui”
collected from “anc-hills” “ # guz-adi”
by Pisani (1978: 14) and called
“ # habob” by State Museum (n.d.).

» o

Stipagrostis cf. As with Stipagrostis cf. hirtigluma, both the seeds and the | Referred to as “saaws” by Steyn &
uniplumis plant are referred to as “Ygwribe’, a name describing the | Pisani (1984/1985: 45).
hardness of the seeds (‘/gars’means ‘hard’).
Other Species Damara name and ethnoecological information Additional literature references
Fabaceae '
Indigofera sp. The small orange seeds are called “/ganikie and are

collected and consumed in small quantities when found
with more abundant seeds in harvester ant nests.

~ Geraniaceae

Monsonia umbetlata

Commonly called *bosid or * + khari bosit, i.e. ‘small’ bosu
wo distinguish it from the larger seeds of M. senegalensis.
Also called “raba’.

Pisani (1983) records that the Nama
refer o the seeds as “aba”, the
orange seed from which the husk
has been removed as “traman”, the
harvester ants’ nests as “|lfunié” and
the act of gathering seeds as
“Neeunire'.

Pisani (1978: 14) refers to the
consumption by Damara settled on
the Ugab River of an unidentified
“red seed” called “bosus”. Steyn &
Pisani (1984/1985: 45) also refer to
the consumption of these seeds in
the same area.

Dentlinger (1977) refers to the use
of Monsonia seeds by the # Aonin
or Topnaar of the Kuiseb River. Van
den Eynden e al. (1992: 74) refer
to Monsonia sp. as “harapab” or
“rapal’ the seeds are “bosui” and
unripe seeds as “surube”.,

Monsonia senegalensis

LY

The seeds of this species are also called “bosi’ with the
addition of a preceding term describing their large size
relative to those of M umbellata, i.e. ‘surubé, \lnurabe
or ‘gaf bosu.

Seeds collected from harvester ant nests by Central and Western Australia Aborigines {from Latz, 1995 and Walsh, pers. comm. 1996)

Poaceae
Aristida inaequighimis
Brachiaria spp.

particulatly Brachiaria subquadripara

Yakirra australiensis

Dadyfacteﬁz‘zsm radulans

Fabaceae Malvaceae
Acacia ancistrocarpa Abutilon otocarpum
Acacia dictyophleba : Sida spp. x 2




