THE KALAHARI GARDEN AND INDIGENOUS VEGETATION PROJECT

Project themes:

· Promoting and protecting indigenous knowledge of wild food and medicinal plants

· Providing appropriate technology to improve food security and establish a renewed sense of self reliance among the San population through household vegetable gardening

Beneficiaries: The San population (!Xoon and Nharo) living in Corridor, Aminuis, Omaheke, Namibia

Project relevance
The San population in southern Africa have traditionally maintained an independent subsistence through hunting and foraging. They are renowned for their abundance of ecological knowledge and ability to survive in the Kalahari, one of the world’s harshest environments. However, land dispossession, cattle farming and regulations prohibiting hunting have severely disrupted their subsistence patterns and self reliance. Accessing a reliable food supply is a major concern and the San today are impoverished and highly dependent on food aid and state welfare for their survival.  

Despite the lifestyle changes experienced by the San over the last century, many San maintain an intimate knowledge of the desert ecology and the natural resources they still depend upon. However, this knowledge is increasingly threatened by limited access to edible wild plants, acculturation and formal schooling.
In the southern Omaheke, the San population includes Nharo and Western !Xoon speaking San. There are less than 1000 speakers of Western !Xoon in Namibia, whose language and linguistic identity are still not officially recognized and whose cultural knowledge remains largely undocumented. With government courses being taught in English and their language and identity not officially recognized, their culture and environmental knowledge is threatened. There are no !Xoon speaking teachers or educational representatives and San culture remains discriminated against. As children spend less time at home and in the bush, and wild plant use is looked down upon within the schooling system, there is a significant danger of their environmental knowledge being lost.

The loss of this plant lore will lead to greater dependency on fewer food types, most of which are currently provided by government food aid, and increase their dependency on health services that take hours to travel to. It will also signify a loss for the world’s understanding of desert environments and the resources that survive there. 

Project summary

The proposed project will assist the San in improving their food security and nutrition, and contribute to building the skills and opportunities necessary for preserving their knowledge of wild food and medicinal plants. Project activities will help to establish a renewed sense of self-reliance within the community through access to a reliable and nutritious food supply and the protection and promotion of indigenous knowledge. 

Despite worldwide acknowledgement of the San’s intimate understanding of desert ecosystems, there has been relatively little research conducted on their use and management of wild food and medicinal plants. Families living in the proposed project site that have maintained this knowledge, wish to promote and participate in its documentation as a means of ensuring the continuation of rich cultural tradition over time.

Over the course of two years the project will document San knowledge and use of edible and medicinal wild plants of the region. This will be done using standard ethnobotanical methods which include plant walks, plant collection and identification, semi structured and structured interviews and photographic documentation. We will also use participatory video as a primary means of promoting and protecting indigenous plant knowledge. These methods will be taught to the San so that they directly participate in the documentation of their plant knowledge. 

A demonstration garden will be constructed in the community campsite, which is a San run tourist project. This will involve transplanting and propagating a variety of wild food and medicinal plants and will provide an environment in which both tourists and San children from the region can learn about the plants and the associated indigenous knowledge. The community campsite will be supported through the project, with the garden, bush walks (in which indigenous knowledge and activities are exhibited) and local crafts promoted throughout the region.
The project will create a forum for the transmission of indigenous plant knowledge between the home and school, and different generations, through the demonstration garden, videos and creation of a field plant database. This database will be accessible through the local primary school, government and NGOs working in the region. 

The project will address food security and self reliance by providing training and assistance in cultivating home gardens equipped with drip system irrigation for fifty San households. The gardens will encourage horticultural and ecological education and contribute towards an improved diet for the San population in the area. Participatory research will be conducted throughout the two year with the aim of monitoring the impact of home gardens on food security and nutrition. 

Outputs of the project will include:

·    Approximately fifty individual household gardens growing a variety of exotic and indigenous vegetables and fruit

·    A local field guide on wild food and medicinal plants in San dialects and English (the national language in Namibia) that includes details on edible or therapeutic plant parts and methods of collection, preparation and consumption. The community has given consent for this and the field guide will be produced upon completion of the garden project and made available through the school and partner organisations.
·    Videos made by locals documenting indigenous plant knowledge and vegetable gardening in the Kalahari
·    A guide to vegetable gardening in the Kalahari and other semi arid environments in southern Africa

·    Improved water infrastructure in each of the six beneficiary villages

·    Regional promotion of the indigenous activities available at the community campsite and improved infrastructure at the site

·    Dissemination of project activities and results to other San communities in Namibia for potential future replication

The project will assist the San in the following ways:

a. Improve the food security, nutrition and health of a population of approximately 550 by providing access to a reliable and nutritious food supply that will supplement their daily staple and increase the diversity of food types consumed

b. Consolidate and expand current knowledge of San plant lore, information that is currently threatened by changing subsistence strategies and increased competition for natural resources

c. Emphasise the value of indigenous plants and associated knowledge and encourage the transmission of this information within the local primary school, homestead and community.

d. Help build the skills and infrastructure necessary for the diversification of livelihood options and the development of empowered, self-reliant communities

Project progress

This project is into the final quarter of its first year (having begun in July 2007), during which twenty gardens have been constructed, fifteen of which are now harvesting. The project has been implemented by Komeho Namibia in partnership with The Global Diversity Foundation, with funding to date provided by the Global Diversity Foundation. The local team consisting of a coordinator, an assistant coordinator and field assistant is in place and the community have participated in gardening training workshops. The project has been monitored throughout to assess the impact of the gardens on food security, and a report will be produced in August 2008 displaying the data. The community have been enthusiastic about the gardens and have recently (February 2008) contributed to the design of the indigenous demonstration garden, suggesting that it be placed in the community campsite. They have actively participated in the discussions regarding the documentation of their knowledge, asserting that this knowledge is being lost due to formal schooling and overgrazing of the land leading to land degradation and loss of certain plant species.
The project has secured funding for the  household garden development until July 2009, but is seeking funding for additional project activities such as the participatory video, plant research and publications, improved water infrastructure, campsite infrastructure and funds to extend the project until July 2010.
Funding required: US$65,800
