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ABSTRACT

RURAL POVERTY AND LAND DEGRADATION:
A Determinant Study for Natural Resource Management
in Marginal Lands of South Africa

The study started with the “four tenets of conventional wisdom”, namely: (i)
marginal lands are defined in biophysical terms which establish them as
having low inherent productivity for agriculture, being susceptible to
degradation, and involving high risks for agricultural production; (ii) they
support a high proportion of the rural poor, particularly the poorest of the
poor; (iii) the combination of fragility and high density of poor people who
place a premium on current consumption (resulting in over-exploitation of
natural resources) leads to accelerated erosion or vegetation destruction. The
consequence is a downward spiral of poverty and resource degradation with
significant negative externalities; and (iv) the impact of agricultural research
on agricultural productivity increase, environmental protection and above all
poverty eradication has been limited in these areas. The thesis presented
direct empirical verification of the relationship between poverty and land
degradation; explored poverty information, land degradation, and
investigated correlations and models of degradation. This provided the basis
for data collection and analysis, enabled the description of rural populations,
rural poor living on marginal areas, post-harvest activities employed and the
institutional constraints, all of which could potentially contribute to poverty
eradication on “marginal lands”, defined using biophysical characteristics.
The thesis concluded with the rejection of the first tenet and confirmed the
subsequent three. It introduced the concept of “marginal areas” (MA) as
areas where there are concentrations of marginal rural people and where its
geographic location can be derived from a set of relatively homogeneous
poverty related variables together with Biophysical variables. No specific
inferences could be drawn regarding potential poverty eradication gains

from research investment on MAs, be that in the form of new technologies,
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farm and off-farm linkages in family survival strategies, or changes in policy
and institutional frameworks likely to hinder poverty eradication. The study
raises four key issues and recommendations, which will guide future
research and resource allocation decisions for reducing poverty in these

marginal lands.

Keywords:
Rural poverty, land degradation, marginal areas, favoured areas, poverty eradication,

biophysical, soil degradation index, veld degradation index, combined degradation index and

sustainability.
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