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Chairman’s Report – AGM 2012

Introduction

Biological diversity, or biodiversity, refers to the variety of life on Earth.  It includes diversity of ecosystems, species and genes, and the ecological processes that support them. Natural diversity in ecosystems provides essential economic benefits and services to human society—such as food, clothing, shelter, fuel and medicines—as well as ecological, recreational, cultural and aesthetic values, and thus plays an important role in sustainable development.

It is estimated that at least 40% of the world’s economy and 80% of the needs of the poor are derived from biological resources.  Therefore the richer the diversity of life, the greater the opportunity for medical discoveries, economic development, and adaptive responses to such new challenges as climate change.

Biodiversity is under threat in many areas of the world. Concern about global biodiversity loss has emerged as a prominent and widespread public issue.

Why is Biodiversity Important?

Biodiversity boosts ecosystem productivity where each species, no matter how small, all have an important role to play.

For example:
· A larger number of plant species means a greater variety of crops
· Greater species diversity ensures natural sustainability for all life forms

· Healthy ecosystems can better withstand and recover from a variety of disasters.

Biodiversity can be likened to the threads that make up a fabric, start to pull out the threads and the integrity of the entire fabric eventually collapses.

And so, while we dominate this planet, we still need to preserve the diversity.  A healthy biodiversity provides a number of natural services for everyone, which we refer to as Ecosystem services, such as:
· Protection of water resources

· Nutrient storage and recycling

· Pollution breakdown and absorption

· Contribution to climate stability

· Maintenance of ecosystems

As well as Biological resources, such as: 

· Food

· Medicinal resources and pharmaceutical drugs

· Wood products

· Population reservoirs

· Diversity in genes, species and ecosystems

And also Social benefits, such as:
· Research, education and monitoring

· Recreation and tourism

· Cultural values

That is quite a lot of services – which we get for free! The cost of replacing these (if possible) would be extremely expensive. It therefore makes economic and development sense to move towards sustainability. Despite these free benefits, it has long been recognized that we tend to ignore or underestimate the value of those services. So much so that economic measures such as GDP ignores environmental costs.
Putting an economic value on biodiversity
Although some dislike the thought of trying to put an economic value on biodiversity (some things are just priceless), there have been attempts to do so in order for people to understand the magnitude of the issue: how important the environment is to humanity and what costs and benefits there can be in doing (or not doing) something. Benefits that are felt with a long-term horizon (e.g. from climate regulation) are frequently ignored.
The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB) is an organization — backed by the UN and various European governments — attempting to compile, build and make a compelling economic case for the conservation of ecosystems and biodiversity.  These values that are not overtly part of a financial equation are too often ignored and are termed “externalities”.
In a recent report the TEEB estimated that 3,000 listed companies around the world were responsible for over $2 trillion in environmental “externalities” (i.e. costs that have to be borne by society from ignored environmental factors, or “social costs”). This is equivalent to 7% of their combined revenues and up to a third of their combined profits.

Summary

This systematic under-valuation of ecosystem services and failure to capture the values is one of the main causes underlying today’s biodiversity crisis. 
Appropriate conservation and sustainable development strategies attempt to recognize this as being integral to any approach to preserving biodiversity.  Almost all cultures on earth have their roots in our biological diversity in some way or form.  Declining biodiversity is therefore a concern for many reasons.
It comes as no surprise that one of the biggest culprits when it comes to covering up the externalities is the oil industry.  Perhaps the tide is turning.  Last week (Wednesday 16 May) President Barack Obama made an urgent appeal for the American public to wean itself from oil, calling it a "fuel of the past" and demanding that the United States broaden its approach to energy.  "We need to invest in the technology that will help us use less oil in our cars and our trucks, and our buildings, and our factories," Obama said. 
He called on Congress to end tax subsidies to the oil and gas industry, which amount to about $4 billion a year and for Congress to provide $1 billion in grants to local communities to encourage greater use of fuel-efficient technologies. The administration's goal is to make electric vehicles as affordable and convenient as gasoline-powered vehicles by 2020.
Determining the economic value of ecosystem services to society on land that is under private ownership is the focus of a number of studies by non government conservation organizations in South Africa.  The reason is to establish a system of Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) so that landowners who take the custodianship of ecosystems and the environment seriously can be rightfully compensated. We may be a little way off from getting this entrenched in the minds of government and big business but it is coming and landowners that are good custodians, through biodiversity stewardship programmes will eventually be rewarded.   It therefore makes good sense for us as landowners to start seeing our pristine forests and grasslands as an economic resource and not merely as unproductive land.

For those of you who are interested in learning more,  Kevan Zunckle will be doing presentation on PES – paid ecosystems services at the Dargle hosted MCF meeting on 26 July.

The latest Environmental Performance Index conducted by Yale University in 2012 ranks South Africa amongst the weakest performing countries [in terms of biodiversity conservation] over the past 20 years with high rates of biodiversity, air quality, ecosystem functioning, water quality and agricultural and fishery resource degradation. The Index ranks South Africa in 128th position, four places ahead of Iraq, who are last on the list.  

If there is one thing that I would like you take away from this meeting it is this – The future of Biodiversity Conservation is in the hands of the private landowner, our contribution is huge and it is vital. 
It is should come as no surprise that Biodiversity Stewardship and Living Local have been our primary focuses this year and I believe that your committee has not only done the Dargle proud, but I believe, we have also made a significant contribution to putting the Midlands in general on the map in both these areas. The Dargle Conservancy takes seriously its role as custodian of an important water catchment and some of the most vulnerable biodiversity in South Africa. Our actions impact on a far wider community, including Pietermaritzburg, Durban and beyond.

Report Back On Conservancy Activities for The Year


Membership 
A big effort has been made this year to tidy up our various contact databases to get a real handle on paid up members and ‘friends of the Dargle”.  

Our paid up membership (for 2011) stands at 58.  This year we have welcomed nine new members to the conservancy. 
Growing up in the Dargle is a special privilege. COP17 showed us that many of our Dargle youth are deeply concerned about environmental sustainability.  Therefore this year we have also embarked on an initiative to engage with our Youth.  This is still in its infancy however the objective being to engage with the next generation of landowners, many of whom are presently living away from home at universities etc, with a view to keeping them up to date and involved (albeit virtually) with the activities of the conservancy and thereby connected to our community.
Communication:
Healthy communication is another hallmark of a health conservancy.  Part of the task of sorting out our various databases was to use that information to establish a professional contact database system to facilitate better communication with our members and friends.  The system we have implemented is linked to an online management programme that not only allows us to send out professional looking newsletters and communication but also to monitor how many people receive these and how many actually open them! It also allows recipients to opt out of receiving our correspondence through the automated “unsubscribe” feature at the bottom of all e-mails sent out through the system.

We have received some criticism that unless members have e-mail and internet they fall through the gaps.  Unfortunately there is no way we can do what we do if communication was dependent on snail mail.  However if you cannot get internet / e-mail connectivity we also put posters up at the Dargle store and notices in the “What’s On” section of the Village Talk.
Our regular communication related activities include:

· Maintaining and updating the Conservancies website: www.dargleconservancy.org this is no small task therefore we are hugely grateful our voluntary webmaster Paul Van Uytrecht who has donated in excess of 100 hours to this.  This is generosity cannot be over exploited and I propose we need to budget for it in future or find sponsorship for. 

· Quarterly Newsletters
· Monthly Wildlife sightings
At the moment these go out to approximately 300 people who are either members of the conservancy or joined our friends of the Dargle database through attending our walks, talks or movie nights.

Membership Programme   (Walks Talks and Events)
Kilgobbin walks, the 1st Thursday of the month, have continued to grow in popularity thanks to Barend Booysen, with a turnout of over 20 people being a regular occurrence.  This year we also started regular walks from Lemonwood (thanks to Katie Robertson) and have initiated 7 other similar regular walks across the Midlands:

· Midlands Forest Lodge – Balgowan
· Fort Nottingham Reserve – Lion’s Bush 
· Beacon Hill Walk – Howick
· Howick Falls Gorge Walk – Howick
· Elands River – Boston
· Michaelhouse Oribi Reserve - Balgowan
·  Symmonds Stream in Howick.
Other organized outings have been: 

· Kilgobbin to lemonwood walk
· Hillhouse – rehabilitated plantation walk
· Aloe Ridge – permaculture workshop
Conservancy Movie Nights at Tanglewood have continued to be popular and this year we have hosted 8 movies, some new as well as some repeats of popular ones.
The conservancy has hosted 4 Talks / Presentations by specialists on the topics of cranes, fire, permaculture, and house building and supported the well attended Grass talk hosted by Carl Bronner.
As you can see as usual a busy membership programme has been provided this last year, for which I would like to say a special thanks to Nikki Brighton.  In general the movie nights and talks are well attended with folks from Howick, Balgowan, Nottingham Road being regular supporters.  It would be an encouragement to your committee if more Dargle folk attended these!
Dargle Local Living
A vibrant Conservancy is directly related to a healthy sense of community and with this in mind the Dargle Local Living Market and Blog Site(http://darglelocalliving.wordpress.com/)   was launched.  This has been a fantastic successes in terms of building relationships and a sense of community as well as focusing attention on the ideology of living local and the fact that although, as a farming community, we have a significant role to play in the food security of the region, we should also take cognizance of our personal carbon footprint by supporting the local living ideology.  This initiative has generated significant positive publicity for the Dargle through the numerous articles which have appeared in: The Meander Chronicle, Country Life, Property News, Mercury, Green Times, Urban Sprout and the Hilton Times.  

Nikki was also invited to do a Presentation at Sustainable Living Fair and a Short movie clip promo was done by Luke Pallet, for which we are extremely appreciative.
Engagement with Conservation Projects and Organizations outside of the Dargle

Annual Parrot Count

Once again we were involved in coordinating this region.  A comprehensive database of who and how has been developed and we are looking for a volunteer to take this small yet important job on.


Umgeni River Walk
This is a DUCT initiative however due to the Umgeni River strategic importance in terms of the DC we have thrown our weight behind in terms of networking with landowners and providing local contact information.  Therefore I would like offer a huge thank you to all our members who have been so incredibly generous with food, accommodation, money and support.
Research Projects:

· Thank you to all members who were able to assist Nelly Mwango from UKZN with her PhD research project. Nelly is here to give us feedback from her project.
· Unfortunately there was a poor response from members to all the requests to assist with caracal, hadeda, reedbuck and sparrowhawk research projects.

· Roehampton University (UK) is a centre of excellence for primate research and they have expressed an interest in studying Samango Monkeys.  We are waiting for a formal project proposal.

Midlands Conservancy Forum (MCF)

This initiative, started by the Dargle Conservancy, has surpassed all expectations in terms of the buy in it has received from all the Midlands Conservancies as well as government and non government organizations involved in conservation in the Midlands.  At the recent KZNCA AGM many conservancies from across KZN have sent us messages of support for this initiative. I serve as Chairman of the forum and Nikki is Secretary.  One important project that Nikki will be taking on in the next year is to establish a conservancy in Mphopomeni. www.midlandsconservancies.org.za and www.midlandsconservanciesforum.wordpress.com
MCF – Biodiversity Stewardship Project
At last year’s AGM I briefed you on the Critical Eco Systems Partnership Fund grant application which was submitted by the Dargle Conservancy on behalf of the MCF.  This grant was approved. However, to avoid another vacuum in terms of facilitation of the Dargle Nature Reserve (and 3 other stewardship sites in the Midlands) due to the resignation of yet another Ezemvelo BSP facilitator, Gareth Boothway was appointed as project manager on the 15 May 2011, before the funding came through on 01 August.  Thanks to loans from African Insight, Lions Bush, Karkloof and Umgenyane Conservancies we were able to cover his salary until the funding came through.  These loans have been repaid out of the Project Oversight and Management Fee that was built into the budget. At the behest of the municipality a 4th site (Beacon Hill) was added. 
Gareth works closely with Ezemvelo’s BSP Unit and is facilitating the Dargle, Gartmoor, Fort Nottingham and uMgenyane stewardship sites.  He is doing an excellent job and reports to a steering committee chaired by myself and assisted by Nikki, Doug Burden (uMgenyane), Judy Bell (Winterskloof), Caroline Goble (Kaarkloof) and Kevin McCann Wildlands Conservation Trust. With the exception of Fort Nottingham all the agreements and management plans have been completed and submitted via Ezemvelo to the MEC for finalization.
The next phase of the project, to secure a further 5000ha under stewardship, is underway.  In anyone is interested in the programme please to speak to Gareth.
Our funding for the project will run until the end of July 2013.  This project is fundamental to the core purpose of the conservancy’s movement in the Midlands therefore accessing funding to continue Gareth’s work is critical. 
We hosted two meetings for the International delegation of the CEPF attending meetings / field trips to the Midlands. 
KZN Conservancies Association
The KZNCA is in the process of signing a MoA with KZNWCB and amazingly most of the Midlands Conservancy’s have never seen a draft or been consulted for comment, fortunately at the AGM we managed to get a resolution passed preventing it from being pushed through and your committee has until the end of May to comment on it.

At the AGM (17 May) I was been elected onto the KZNCA’s Executive Committee.  This is something that I have mixed feelings about but will be taking on the responsibility with both an open mind and the aim that the KZNCA needs to become more effective in serving the needs of its members which are ultimately the landowners.
Development Monitoring:
Things have been relatively quiet on the development monitoring front, possibly due to the current economic climate.
1. LUMS and IDP. 
We remain in contact with the uMngeni Municipality, however there appears to be a default state of inertia at the municipality with regard to these issues. With the news of a possible consolidation of uMngeni, Umsinduzi, and 1 other municipality (possibly Impendle) into one major municipality, we don’t anticipate much movement until that issue has been settled. A SEA (Strategic Environment Assessment) for the umGungundlovu District Municipality (under which we fall) is currently being drawn up. Barry attended a meeting of stakeholders convened by the consultancy tasked with compiling the SEA and made input.

2. Highgate Wine Estate (Piggly Wiggly). 
This has been a rather protracted affair. As reported at our last AGM, the MEC had set aside the positive Record of Decision, and on review, the housing component of the application was turned down. In August, the applicant appealed the decision, and the Conservancy submitted an Answering Statement to the applicant’s appeal, as in our view, the granting of 26 houses is patently contrary to the Municipality’s LUMS (Land Use Management Scheme) in terms of land subdivision and the establishment of residential estates. We also had serious concerns on the precedent-setting aspect of the application whereby the applicant was insisting that the housing component had to be approved in order to provide him with the finance with which he would establish the wine farm and winery. A slippery slope indeed. We are hearing via the grapevine that a decision has finally been made to grant the 26 houses, but on a sectional title basis with no subdivision being approved, however, we have not received official notification.

3. St Ives. 
The St. Ives conference/wedding venue development received the go-ahead in early 2004, before the inception of the Conservancy, so we had made no input into the original application. There is currently an application to make some changes to the original development, which largely consist of re-siting the chalets and wedding chapel, and consequently, some of the roadways. It appears that the re-siting is generally beneficial to wetland areas. The Conservancy has registered as an I&AP, and has submitted comment.

4. Lions River Low Cost Housing development. The Conservancy has registered as an I&AP, and has submitted comment. Our comments centre largely on issues regarding water supply and sewerage disposal, as well as suggesting that the township be designed in a more imaginative way than is customary. We have also suggested that the development could utilize the fact that it is at the beginning of a Meander route, and that there may be an opportunity to create tourism/craft infrastructure with resulting job creation. Our understanding is that there is still much to be resolved before environmental approval is given.

Lastly, in a meeting held with DAEA&RD, we were informed that our input with regard to development issues is highly valued by the DAE&RD. We have always endeavoured to remain consistent in our responses and input into development applications, and it has become apparent that our concerns are generally aligned with those of the majority of relevant authorities (DAE&RD, Dept of Agriculture and COGTA). We see this as a validation of our stance, and an encouragement to our efforts. We would like to encourage general membership engagement, and would welcome anyone interested to contact us for discussion, or the opportunity to explain the issues involved.

Thanks to outgoing Committee

In closing I would like to thank your outgoing committee for an outstanding year of achievements.  Although not all of them catch the spotlight I assure you each and everyone deserves a medal.  Vaughan Koopman is standing down however the rest have agreed to stand again.  

Finally the committee has embarked on a process of strategic thinking in terms of moving the DC forward as a dynamic, viable entity, which is why we set up the recent online survey. We shall be looking at ways to start (and continue) conversations with members, friends and Dargle residents generally in order to encourage more participation and engagement. It is also with this in mind that instead of the usual guest speaker we have invited Steve Worth to facilitate a participatory discussion on the survey findings to further inform this process and make your conservancy more effective.
Thank you.

