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Abstract: Commonly cited requirements for bridging the “science-practice divide” between 
practitioners and scientists include: political support, communication and experimentation. 
The Subtropical Thicket Restoration Programme was established in 2004 to catalyse 
investment in large-scale restoration of degraded subtropical thicket in the Eastern Cape, 
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South Africa. Political support has been strong, with the South African government investing 
more than US$8 million into the programme. Communication occurred regularly among a 
wide range of stakeholders, and a restoration experiment—comprising 12 treatments and 
~300 plots—was established over an area of ~75,000 km2. Despite this support, 
communication and experimentation, many pitfalls were encountered. For example, one 
restoration protocol became entrenched in the programme’s public as well as private sector 
operations without continual scrutiny of its efficacy. This was largely because results from 
the large-scale restoration experiment only emerged a decade after its conceptualization. As 
the programme enters its second decade there is recognition that a full range of “intelligent 
tinkering”—from small, rapid experiments to large, long-term experiments—needs to be 
planned and prescribed. The new working hypothesis is that prescribed innovation will 
reduce costs of restoration, increase survivorship of plants, increase income streams from 
restored landscapes, and promote new financing mechanisms for restoration. 

Keywords: innovation; intelligent tinkering; large-scale restoration; Portulacaria afra; 
private sector; public-private partnerships 

 

1. Introduction 

In 2011 in Bonn, world leaders set the ambitious goal of restoring 150 million hectares of degraded 
forest land by 2020 [1]. The Aichi Biodiversity Target 15 within the Convention on Biological Diversity 
has a similar goal, namely the restoration of at least 15% of degraded ecosystems globally. Despite these 
objectives, there are only a few ecological restoration initiatives (e.g., the Mississippi Valley Project, the 
Atlantic Forest Restoration Pact, the Loess Plateau Watershed Restoration Project and the Shinyanga 
Soil Conservation Programme) [2–7] that operate at the scale of thousands of hectares let alone at the 
required scale of hundreds of thousands or even millions of hectares [8]. To meet the Bonn Challenge 
and the Aichi Target 15, many new large-scale restoration programmes will need to be established over 
the next few years. With this new international focus on upscaling restoration, ecologists are increasingly 
being asked to find ways to cross the well-recognized problem of a “science-practice” divide [9–13]. 
Practitioners, for example, often accuse scientific research of not being focused on topics that are of 
value to them, with the scientific outputs often being delayed and/or too narrowly focused. 

In an editorial “Ecosystem restoration is now a global priority: time to roll up our sleeves”, Aronson 
and Alexander 2013 [14] note that there are numerous obstacles and misconceptions afflicting restoration 
projects at large scales and that the old adage “nothing ventured, nothing gained” applies. Other authors 
have noted the importance of strong political support, effective communication between stakeholders, 
and rigorous applied science in supporting long-term restoration programmes [15–18]. Here we report 
on what was ventured, what was gained and what pitfalls were encountered over a decade of combining 
science and implementation to promote large-scale restoration of subtropical thicket in South Africa. We 
suggest that, in order to realize the ambitious Bonn Challenge and Aichi Target 15, cross-pollination of 
ideas and lessons learned from such large-scale restoration initiatives will need to be applied to other 
current, as well as planned, restoration programmes. 
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1.1. A Decade of Large-Scale Restoration in Subtropical Thicket, Eastern Cape, South Africa 

In 2004, the South African government (through its Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP)) 
established the “Subtropical Thicket Restoration Programme” (STRP) to catalyse public, as well as 
private sector, investment in restoration of degraded landscapes (Figure 1) across the thicket biome in 
the Eastern Cape [19]. It was acknowledged at the outset that the main source of funding would 
ultimately need to be the private sector because the ~$600 million required for appropriate restoration 
of the 1.4 million ha of degraded thicket would be unaffordable for the South African government [19]. 
The assumption adopted by the STRP was that private sector investment could ultimately be attracted 
because restored, dense, thicket landscapes are inherently more productive in terms of generating 
economic benefits—from inter alia ecotourism, hunting, venison production, goat production, water 
production, beekeeping and carbon credit generation—than degraded landscapes [19,20]. It was, 
however, also noted within the STRP that in certain landscapes, where the risk of soil erosion is 
negligible, an open savanna-like ecosystem (although technically a degraded ecosystem) might be most 
appropriate for land uses such as ecotourism and production of livestock. 

 

Figure 1. Fence-line contrasts of degraded versus intact subtropical thicket in the Eastern 
Cape, South Africa. (A) ~45 km NE of Steytlerville; (B) ~80 km SE of Steytlerville. 

1.2. How Science and Fortuitous Restoration Catalysed Funding for the STRP 

Subtropical thicket was chosen by the South African government as an appropriate ecosystem for 
investments into large-scale restoration for two main reasons. Firstly, a comprehensive study of the state 
of degradation of the thicket biome—which highlighted the extreme desertification that had occurred in 
this semi-arid ecosystem as a result of a century of injudicious goat farming—had recently been 
completed [21–23]. Secondly, a small-scale restoration trial undertaken from the 1970s by a land owner, 
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Mr. Graham Slater, on his farm Krompoort (Figure 2), inadvertently provided a proof of concept that 
degraded thicket landscapes could be effectively restored [24] relatively inexpensively and that the 
restoration would sequester large amounts of carbon into soils and plants [25]. Other restoration 
initiatives have also reported on the value of such fortuitous restoration trials. For example, restoration 
in the Atlantic Forest region of Brazil has been informed by restoration initiatives going back more than 
150 years. In particular, in the late nineteenth century, when the city of Rio de Janeiro faced water 
shortages because of the conversion of its original forests to agriculture, the Emperor Dom Pedro II 
ordered the planting of thousands of seedlings from 1862 to 1892. This forest still stands today as the 
Tijuca Forest National Park [3]. 

 

Figure 2. A degraded thicket hillslope that was, starting in the early 1970s, planted with 
spekboom cuttings over the course of three decades. Planted areas are those demarcated 
within the black lines. Location: Krompoort Farm, ~86 km SE of Steytlerville, Eastern Cape, 
South Africa. 

The history of the STRP’s fortuitous restoration trial, by comparison, is as follows. In the 1970s,  
Mr Slater constructed a barn near his homestead, at the base of a degraded thicket hillslope. The flooding 
of the barn with silt-rich water after intense rain events was one of the reasons (G. Slater personal 
communication., November 2003) which led to Mr Slater planting the slope with cuttings of an 
indigenous succulent tree, Portulacaria afra (L.) Jacq.—known locally as spekboom (Figure 3). The 
spekboom cuttings flourished, other plant species established naturally, and ultimately a dense thicket 
was formed over an area of ~2.5 ha, with a botanical composition and diversity similar to the pristine 
thicket [24]. 

Mr Slater also reported that the flooding stopped shortly after the establishment of the spekboom 
cuttings. He was so pleased with the aesthetic result of transforming a brown, degraded thicket hillslope 
into a dense, green thicket—as well as the extra fodder that this slope now provided for his goats during 
the kidding period—that he continued to plant spekboom cuttings until the late 1990s. He noted that 
planting spekboom cuttings was an extremely effective way of restoring the thicket ecosystem because 
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the method (i) did not require a nursery and was, therefore, relatively inexpensive; (ii) was as simple as 
digging a hole and planting a cutting into it; and (iii) resulted in minimal mortality of cuttings even in 
years of severe drought. In hindsight, Mr Slater, was an early pioneer of “ecosystem-based  
adaptation” [26] in that he was restoring an ecosystem to reduce the risks of extreme weather events, 
including floods as well as drought. 

 

Figure 3. Spekboom cuttings planted into degraded thicket. (A) Newly planted cuttings;  
(B) A well-established cutting that has grown for several years subsequent to planting. 

1.3. The Assumption of Multiple Co-Benefits from Restoration Underpinned the STRP 

Although Mr. Slater had initially only planted his degraded thicket hillslope to stop flooding and to 
increase the availability of fodder, the STRP leadership worked with the assumption that the type of 
restoration undertaken on Krompoort upscaled over thousands of hectares would generate numerous 
other benefits such as greater ecosystem productivity, increased biodiversity, reduced soil erosion, 
improved base flow of rivers, reduced sedimentation rates of dams and sequestration of carbon. In 2003, 
a small amount of funding (~US$ 6,000) was provided by government and an NGO to investigate the 
rate of carbon sequestration from restoration on Krompoort. The results of this research showed that the 
rate of carbon sequestration through the growth of spekboom cuttings had been exceptional for a  
semi-arid region (up to ~15 t CO2 per hectare per year over a 27-year period) [25]. Although Krompoort 
was only one site, the proof of concept that restoration was possible and that large amounts of carbon 
could be sequestered in the process (which could potentially be sold on international carbon markets) 
was sufficient evidence for the government to establish the STRP. 
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1.4. STRP Strategy 

Strategic decisions taken by STRP stakeholders were influenced by various institutional factors listed 
in Table 1. This institutional context resulted in the following decisions being taken by the STRP in  
2004 [19]: (i) science was to form the platform for the programme, providing credible information to 
catalyse investment; (ii) managers, scientists and policymakers were to meet quarterly to adjust the 
programme where required; (iii) the main deliverable for the scientists in the programme was production 
of credible information not only in the peer-reviewed literature but also in the form of restoration 
protocols for practitioners to use; and (iv) verified carbon credits were to be generated for sale on the 
international carbon market. The STRP leadership also noted that peer-reviewed publications on 
ecosystem carbon stocks in degraded and intact thicket were critical for providing credible information 
to use for generating internationally accepted and verified carbon credits—a source of income which 
could potentially cover the costs of the large-scale restoration. 

Table 1. Institutional factors influencing the strategic decisions of STRP stakeholders. 

No. Factor 

1 
The involvement of government decision-makers—with backgrounds in economics and  
ecology—who wanted science to guide the programme. 

2 
A scientific review of the extent of degradation in thicket (the STEP programme [27]) and the 
subsequent lobbying for action by the South African National Biodiversity Institute. 

3 
Ecological research that was being undertaken on thicket degradation (e.g., the Global Environment 
Facility project—Conservation of globally significant biodiversity in agricultural landscapes in South 
Africa through Conservation Farming). 

4 Availability of ecological data on fence-line contrasts between degraded and intact thicket [28,29]. 

5 
Experience of government decision-makers in establishing the Fynbos Forum—a network of 
landowners, practitioners and scientists. 

6 
The norm at the time in South Africa of soliciting expert scientific advice when implementing 
environmental projects. 

7 
The leeway afforded scientists by virtue of their numerical dominance at STRP meetings, especially 
the inception meeting. 

8 A large emphasis placed by government decision-makers on publishing peer-reviewed papers. 

9 
The enthusiasm for international carbon markets at the time (the Clean Development Mechanism had 
just been established) and the desire to be at the forefront of this new global carbon credit industry. 

1.5. STRP Ventures and Gains 

Over the past decade, the STRP has created a sizeable knowledge base on the restoration of spekboom 
thicket (S1), with a strong focus on carbon sequestration, and has established a large-scale experiment 
of different restoration protocols. To the best of our knowledge this experiment is the largest ecological 
restoration experiment in the world. The programme has also planted out more than 10,000 ha of 
degraded thicket with spekboom cuttings at a density of 2500 cuttings per hectare. The total cost of the 
science and the restoration over the past five years has been ~US$8 million (based on a 2014 dollar 
value), sourced predominantly from the South African government’s EPWP (which has a primary focus 
on job creation in rural areas). 
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The rate of planting—using both public and private sector funds—over the past three years is 
approximately 2000 hectare per year. Data collected recently in Addo Elephant National Park show that 
average survivorship of cuttings ranged from 0 to ~80% depending on factors such as season of planting 
and density of elephants (Loxodonta africana: Blumenbach, 1797) in the restoration area (unpublished 
data). Importantly, the cost of restoration has decreased considerably over the ten years of 
implementation, from approximately US$3000 to approximately US$300 per hectare, as various 
methods of restoration have been developed and tested [30]. This decrease in cost is largely a result of 
changing the restoration methodology from manual digging of holes using picks to using petrol-powered 
augers. In terms of carbon sequestration: 4.7 million ex-ante carbon credits—using a carbon 
sequestration rate of 80 tonnes CO2e/hectare [31]—have been generated through the validation of two 
projects (one in the public sector and one in the private sector) under the Verified Carbon Standard 
(VCS) and Climate Conservation and Biodiversity Alliance (CCBA). These credits have yet to be sold 
but there is cautious optimism that relatively high prices (>$10 per tonne of carbon dioxide) will be 
achieved because of the impending introduction of a carbon tax in South Africa [32] which is likely to 
allow for some carbon offsetting using VCS/CCBA carbon credits. 

1.6. What Further Sleeve-Rolling Is Required? 

Although there has been a lot of progress in the past decade, the current rate of restoration is modest 
given that more than a million hectares need restoration [31]. Notwithstanding the fact that not all 
degraded thicket should or could ultimately be restored to dense thicket, the rate of restoration needs to 
increase by a factor of fifty if meaningful progress towards restoring degraded thicket across the  
Eastern Cape is to be made over the next decade. For this major transformation in land use practice to 
occur, there will need to be a considerable shift in some aspect of the programme. The pressing questions 
facing the STRP are: “where is the game-changer for increasing the rate of restoration by more than an 
order of magnitude going to come from?”; “how will science inform the restoration protocols?” and 
“how will landowners be motivated and/or incentivized to restore their degraded subtropical thicket?” 
With these questions in mind, the STRP leadership has recently reflected on the last decade of 
experiences to develop a strategy for the next decade. 

1.7. Transforming the Science from a Static Platform into a Dynamic Scaffolding 

At the outset of the STRP, scientific research was viewed as a platform upon which the programme 
would develop. Researchers were going to generate, for example, information on restoration protocols 
for maximising biodiversity versus carbon sequestration [19]. The main step taken in this direction was 
to establish a large-scale restoration experiment—331 quarter-hectare, fenced plots with 12 different 
treatments (including inter alia different size and spacing of cuttings) in a randomized design—over an 
area of ~75,000 km2 across the thicket biome (Figure 4). This experiment took a decade to plan, 
implement and generate results for analysis. In the interim, a restoration protocol was adopted—without 
intensive, continual scrutiny of its efficacy—for implementation across more than ten thousand hectares. 
This protocol for the large-scale roll-out of restoration entailed planting—without careful consideration 
of position within the landscape—spekboom cuttings of ~20 mm diameter (at the base of the cutting) to 
a depth of 15–20 cm vertically in the soil at a density of 2500 cuttings per hectare. 
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Figure 4. Location of the 331 plots within the large-scale restoration experiment conducted 
by the STRP in the Eastern Cape and Western Cape, South Africa. Different colours of 
circles denote average survivorship across all treatments in individual plots. 

A major shortcoming of the STRP was that despite conducting considerable amounts of  
research [24,25,33,34] an adaptive management approach [35,36] of regularly refining the protocol for 
the large-scale roll-out of restoration was not adopted. For example, the effect of landscape position on 
survivorship of spekboom cuttings in the roll-out was not rigorously analysed. Furthermore, the 
economics of restoration, particularly the wide range of potential income streams (e.g., venison, mohair, 
goat meat, honey) were not quantified for the first decade of the STRP. Accurate cost-benefit analyses 
of restoration—the results of which would be of fundamental importance for would-be investors—could 
not, therefore, be undertaken. The resultant uncertainty around efficacy of restoration protocols in 
different landscapes and the returns on investment led to private sector investors shying away from  
large-scale restoration projects. 

In short, the large investment in a well-replicated, large-scale experiment resulted in a relative 
scientific stasis in the STRP, with a notable absence of additional experiments, revisions to the adopted 
protocol and other activities consistent with an adaptive management approach [35,36]. This was 
primarily because stakeholders were patiently waiting for results to emerge from the large-scale 
experiment which was perceived to be the main scientific platform of the programme. Related insights 
gained which emerged during STRP operations, and which are potentially relevant for bridging the 
science-practice divide and catalysing private sector investment in large-scale restoration, are detailed 
in Section 2 below. These insights were collated after discussion and debate with a wide range of 
stakeholders involved in the STRP. Twelve insights—which are likely to be relevant to a wide range of 
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restoration programmes—are presented, covering the following themes: implementation of large-scale 
experiments (Sections 2.1 to 2.3 below); programme management (Sections 2.4 to 2.7); private sector 
operations (Sections 2.8 to 2.10); and prescribing innovation (Sections 2.11 and 2.12). The main 
implications for practice that follow on from these insights are summarized in section 4’s  
“Concluding recommendations”. 

2. Insights Gained 

2.1. Effective Implementation of Large-Scale Experiments Requires Intensive Scientific Oversight in 
the Field 

The three managers tasked with implementing the STRP’s large-scale experiment, with a work force 
of approximately 100 unskilled labourers, were trained by vegetation ecologists to select sites for the 
location of each plot in degraded thicket (which had previously had spekboom as a dominant species). 
They were also trained on the importance of using a randomized design for subsequent statistical analysis 
of the data. Unfortunately the training was not sufficient to ensure effective implementation of the 
experiment especially in terms of site selection and record-keeping. This was evident in that: (i) steep, 
rocky sites—despite being most appropriate for plot locations—were often avoided to make planting 
operations easier to undertake; (ii) insufficient record-keeping during the planting operation prevented 
accurate identification of all treatments in 50% of sites; (iii) considerable mortality of cuttings 
occurred—ostensibly as a result of frost—in plots that had been established inappropriately in 
bottomlands; (iv) certain teams of labourers were more fastidious than others in implementing the 
experimental treatments (unpublished data); and (v) livestock were found to have entered certain plots 
where fences had been poorly maintained. 

In hindsight, a trained vegetation ecologist should have visited each site during the planting operations 
to ensure that appropriate vegetation types were being chosen for the location of each plot, that the order 
of treatments in each plot was being rigorously documented, and that the instructions for implementing 
the 12 different experimental treatments were being carefully followed. More frequent interactions with 
landowners, to get their support on long-term maintenance of fences, would also have been beneficial. 

2.2. A Large Number of Replicates Can Provide a Counter-Balance for the Difficulties of Ensuring 
Rigorous Implementation of Restoration Experiments 

The STRP’s large-scale experiment was designed to enable a statistical analysis using a boundary 
line approach [37–40]. Because this approach requires a large numbers of replicates, more than 300 plots 
were established. Approximately half of these plots were compromised to some extent by ineffective 
implementation or livestock entering the plot (see Section 2.1 above). However, the remaining ~150 
plots provided a sufficient sample size for yielding many valuable insights from the experiment. For 
example, at the outset of the experiment it was anticipated that the survivorship of large cuttings  
(~25 mm stem diameter) would be several times greater than that of small cuttings (~10 mm). A 
preliminary analysis of the data from the experiment indicates, however, that the average survivorship 
of small cuttings, in certain environments, can be considerable even rivalling that of large cuttings 
(unpublished data). A finding such as this has the potential to greatly reduce the cost of future restoration 
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initiatives because small cuttings are considerably easier to harvest and plant. It has also emerged, from 
preliminary analysis, that the topographical position of the planting has considerable bearing on the 
survivorship of cuttings. 

2.3. The Ramifications of a Large-Scale Experiment Taking a Decade to Yield Results Need to be  
Fully Considered 

Despite the STRP’s large-scale experiment yielding valuable insights, it took a decade for these 
insights to emerge. The “intelligent tinkering” approach, advocated by authors such Cabin, 2008 [40], 
Cabin, 2009 [41] and Murcina and Aronson, 2014 [42] is likely to fast-track the learning process.  
Such tinkering ranges from small-scale, rapid assessments [42] to large-scale, long-term experiments [43] 
and enables restoration practitioners to develop a wide range of protocols for different environmental 
conditions. This is invariably necessary because there are inevitably too many important environmental 
variables (e.g., soil chemical/physical properties, topography, climate) to investigate using well-replicated, 
large-scale experiments. 

2.4. Funder’s Objectives Need to Be Well-Aligned with Restoration Outcomes 

The funding of the STRP was predominantly via the South African government’s EPWP—a 
programme which focuses on poverty alleviation in rural areas. Given the funder’s overarching agenda, 
the main implementing agents within the STRP needed to minimise management overheads such as 
scientific oversight while maximising job creation. Notably, the success of the restoration process was 
not specifically incorporated into the implementing agents’ terms of reference. As a result, minimal data 
was collected on survivorship of spekboom cuttings in the STRP’s large-scale roll-out. Furthermore, 
incentive structures within the STRP did not motivate managers or labourers to undertake planting 
practices that resulted in successful establishment of spekboom cuttings because remuneration was based 
simply on planting of cuttings in sufficient densities over a specified time period. A side effect of the 
scarcity of survivorship data was that the main restoration protocol adopted by the STRP continued to 
be used despite numerous anecdotal reports that survivorship of cuttings was poor in certain landscapes 
(e.g., in frost-prone bottomlands). 

2.5. Continual Scrutiny and Reassessment of Assumptions Underpinning Selection of Particular 
Restoration Protocols is Required 

The STRP selected a restoration protocol for large-scale roll-out based on the apparent evidence from 
the farm, Krompoort, that survivorship of planted cuttings would be close to 100% even in severe 
droughts. It was acknowledged within the STRP that survivorship would vary across different 
environments; however, Mr Slater’s experience at Krompoort suggested that the protocol was likely to 
be effective. In retrospect, there was insufficient scrutiny of the protocol used at Krompoort versus the 
protocol adopted by the STRP. For example, at Krompoort, the restoration was conducted by labourers 
who were skilled in digging deep holes for fence poles, and who were overseen by a farmer greatly 
motivated to see his degraded thicket restored successfully. Relatively wide and deep holes were dug 
with sharp iron bars, and the spekboom cuttings were planted into loose soil. By contrast, in the STRP, 
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a planting protocol developed whereby: (i) spekboom cuttings are planted into relatively narrow and 
shallow holes drilled by petrol-powered augers; and (ii) iron bars are often used to open the narrow holes 
by forcing loose soil to the bottom of the holes. This often results in soil at the bottom of the narrow hole 
being compacted rather than loosened. It is not known to what extent the compacting of soil, the relative 
paucity of loose soil, the narrowness of the hole, and/or the relatively shallow depth of planting affects 
survivorship of spekboom cuttings. What is evident, however, is that there has been a considerable 
departure from the original method used at Krompoort in terms of both the planting protocol and 
psychology of management. Preliminary results from the STRP’s large-scale experiment and roll-out 
suggest that relatively shallow planting has resulted in considerable mortality because numerous cuttings 
have been encountered lying horizontally on the ground, as opposed to firmly planted in a vertical 
position. There is also evidence indicating that survivorship of cuttings is, at most sites, considerably 
less than what was ostensibly achieved at Krompoort. This applies to plantings undertaken within public 
as well as private sector operations (Figures 5 and 6). 

  

Figure 5. Percentage survivorship (± standard error) of spekboom cuttings (20 mm basal 
diameter at planting) planted at sites in the Eastern Cape, South Africa. (A) 50 hectare of 
plantings ~40 km SE of Steytlerville; (B) 50 hectare of plantings ~30 km NW of Jansenville; 
(C) 110 hectare of plantings ~65 km SE of Graaff-Reinet; (D) 104 hectare of plantings  
~70 km W of Riebeek East. All sites were planted at an initial density of 2600 to 5000 cuttings 
per hectare. Data were recorded in 2015 from 10 m × 10 m plots and the number of plots 
sampled in each site varied from 5 to 15. Arrows indicate events of supplementary planting. 
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Figure 6. Percentage survivorship of spekboom cuttings planted in different years at sites in 
the Eastern Cape, South Africa. Darlington Dam (within the Addo Elephant National Park) 
is ~85 km SE of Jansenville. Great Fish River Nature Reserve is ~85 km NE of 
Grahamstown. Both sites were planted at a density of 2500 cuttings per hectare. Survivorship 
data were recorded in 2015 from 21 plots (20 m by 20 m). Average percentage survivorships 
(+ standard error) in Darlington Dam and Great Fish River Nature Reserve, respectively, are 
indicated by solid black bars. 

2.6. A Counter-Balance for the Planning Fallacy is Necessary 

Public and private sector operations within the STRP often succumbed to the “planning fallacy”, i.e., 
the tendency to underestimate the time, costs, and risks of future actions and at the same time 
overestimate the benefits of the same actions [44,45]. Examples of STRP operations that were at times 
compromised by the planning fallacy included: (i) restoration roll-outs over large areas; (ii) monitoring 
the restoration in a rigorous manner; (iii) publishing the results in the peer-reviewed literature; and  
(iv) timeous releasing of funds from government. One potential way of avoiding the planning fallacy is 
to contract third party entities to provide a reality-check on estimated costs and timeframes.  
Research has shown that third party entities tend to overestimate costs and time requirements, which 
could provide a useful balance to the bias of optimism by stakeholders within a particular programme or 
business [46]. 

2.7. Ecologists Tend to Be Ill-Equipped for Providing Technical Guidance on Restoration Operations 

The STRP faced typical challenges of the knowledge-action boundary [12,47] and in retrospect did 
not have sufficiently close collaboration between scientists and managers [47] despite quarterly 
meetings. Project managers implementing the planting of spekboom required technical guidance on 
matters such as how to (i) innovate with new equipment; (ii) develop management systems for ensuring 
that all planting is done to specified standards (e.g., size of plant, depth of holes); (iii) reduce the time 
taken for all tasks; and (iv) incentivize staff effectively. Skills in agronomy, horticulture and 
management—as opposed to ecology—are typically required to provide this guidance. However, 
ecologists were frequently tasked, particularly within private sector operations, to fulfil this technical 
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role. As a result, the efficiencies of many operations were compromised. In hindsight, the STRP would 
have benefited from training all scientists—who were visiting the field regularly—to analyse the 
efficiency of the management of the restoration operations, rather than advising solely on ecological 
processes. Also, agronomists, horticulturalists, soil scientists and ecologists should have ideally 
conducted joint field visits. Furthermore, frequent collaboration—via on-the-ground discussions and site 
visits—between scientists and project managers would have assisted in: (i) appropriate site selection; 
(ii) maintenance of planting standards; and (iii) quality control of data collection and archiving 
procedures. For this to have occurred, it would also have been necessary to provide clear terms of 
references for the scientists as well as budget allocations for these visits. Discrete tasks and deliverables 
(e.g., detailed field visit reports on a wide range of management and ecological topics), with associated 
timelines and penalties, would need to have been specified and budgeted for accordingly. 

2.8. Private Sector Operations Require a Greater Focus on Reducing Costs, Exposing Failure and 
Innovating than Government-Funded Programmes 

Flexibility and rapid innovation that reduces costs and exposes failures tend to underpin the operations 
of small businesses [48–50]. As Amara et al., 2008 [51] note: “For many firms, the challenge is … about 
increasing the degree of novelty of their innovations in order to improve their competitive advantage”. 
By contrast, government ministries, parastatal organizations and university departments [52] tend to 
change their paradigms and modus operandi in a methodical, systematic and slow manner. It is 
consequently difficult for a large government programme to guide the establishment of small businesses. 
In particular, small businesses need to identify, expose and manage failures decisively. By contrast, 
governments and universities understandably tread more gently around failures. As a senior government 
stakeholder within the STRP noted: “The danger with exposing failure in any part of the system is that 
individuals involved become threatened. The secret to the successful implementation of a feedback 
system is not to make people feel incompetent but to stick to the facts around the issue. This is easier 
said than done...” 

2.9. Private Sector Start-Ups in Pioneering Restoration Industries will Invariably Face  
Considerable Pitfalls 

The private sector encompasses a wide range of entities from single entrepreneurs (with novel ideas 
but minimal experience in running businesses and setting up systems of management) to large 
corporations (with sophisticated systems of management which create economies of scale and which can 
handle the unexpected events that inevitably occur during the course of implementing an investment). 
During the course of the STRP, numerous small private sector businesses developed on the periphery of 
the programme. This was a successful outcome in that it was part of the STRPs overarching mandate, 
namely catalysing private sector involvement in thicket restoration. Particularly noteworthy small 
businesses that emerged were teams of labourers that subcontracted their services to government as well 
as private sector restoration projects. Each team comprised approximately 10 to 12 labourers, and over 
the course of the STRP, more than a hundred teams were subcontracted. Institutional arrangements with 
the STRP did not, however, guarantee regular income for these teams and consequently their financial 
sustainability was frequently jeopardized. 
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Project development businesses were another type of private sector operation that emerged from the 
STRP. An implicit assumption within the STRP at the outset was that such businesses would be efficient 
and effective, and that uptake by the private sector would be the solution for raising finance for  
large-scale restoration across the thicket biome. What emerged, however, is that project development 
businesses in a pioneering industry tend to have considerable weaknesses. These included insufficient 
skills and managerial capacity for reducing gross inefficiencies in the planting operations (e.g., lack of 
functioning digging equipment) and for innovating to develop new protocols (e.g., for managing hard 
soils or tracking size of spekboom cuttings being harvested). 

In hindsight, project development businesses within the STRP would have benefited from intensive 
training on: (i) developing a mindset of entrepreneurship/innovation (see Section 2.11 below;  
(ii) conducting field trips that focused on the honing of restoration protocols and management systems; 
(iii) collecting rigorous data (e.g., time-motion studies used to assess the methodological 
efficiencies/inefficiencies in planting protocols, survivorship, growth) to quantify weaknesses within  
on-the-ground operations; and (iv) developing and implementing protocols for decision-making, 
communication, long-term strategizing, marketing, and resolution of conflicts within the businesses. 

2.10. Formal Mechanisms for the Exchange of Knowledge between Public-Funded Entities and 
Private Sector Need to Be Established 

Project development businesses were largely unable to capitalize on the experiences of the STRP 
implementing agents—particularly in terms of reducing the costs of implementation—because formal 
channels of exchanging knowledge on management systems were not in place. Indeed, institutional 
arrangements within the STRP often had the unintended side effect of blocking the exchange of 
knowledge between these businesses and implementing agents. As a result, (i) private sector projects 
started with high costs (comparable to the costs the government implementing agent experienced at the 
start of the STRP) because management systems were created from scratch; and (ii) the need for honing 
managing systems was greatly underestimated by the private sector stakeholders. 

2.11. A Strong Ethos of Debate Amongst all Stakeholders Is Imperative for Innovation in  
Restoration Initiatives 

The application—without scrutiny and testing—of one protocol for the large-scale roll-out of 
restoration resulted in several negative effects within the STRP, including (i) considerable mortality of 
spekboom cuttings in certain landscapes; (ii) the halting of private sector projects so that new,  
cost-effective protocols could be developed for a range of soil types; (iii) the inability of private sector 
project developers to produce accurate financial models for a range of landscapes; and (iv) on occasion, 
conflict among STRP stakeholders in terms of how to manage and adjust restoration protocols. On the 
last point, it should be noted that innovation is well-known to emerge from well-managed conflict in 
most disciplines, including the natural sciences [53]. As the renowned business management expert, 
Peter F. Drucker noted: “Decisions of the kind the executive has to make are not made well by 
acclamation. They are made well only if based on the clash of conflicting views, the dialogue between 
different points of view, the choice between different judgements. The first rule in decision-making is 
that one does not make a decision unless there is disagreement” [54]. 
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In hindsight, private sector stakeholders in particular needed a neutral platform within the STRP for 
debating and challenging any entrenched views on restoration protocols to ensure that the most  
cost-effective protocols emerged. For example, instead of accepting that large-scale restoration should 
be undertaken solely using the restoration protocol entrenched within the STRP operations, the  
cost-effectiveness of planting small cuttings and drilling holes with a wide range of technologies (e.g., 
jackhammers as opposed to augers) should have been quantified rigorously and debated intensely. 

2.12. Intelligent Tinkering Needs to be Prescribed, Not Assumed 

At the outset of the STRP there was a spoken—but not documented—assumption amongst 
stakeholders that to catalyse investment in restoration, considerable innovation would be required to:  
(i) reduce the costs of restoration; (ii) maximize survivorship and growth of cuttings;  
(iii) quantify potential income streams from restored landscapes; and (iv) establish bridging finance 
mechanisms for project developers and landowners. Deliverables from the programme’s main 
stakeholders—implementing agencies and ecologists—were not, however, tailored to ensure that this 
specific type of innovation was undertaken. Stakeholders were given considerable scope to undertake 
the work as they deemed fit. As a result there was a tendency for both implementing agents and ecologists 
to gravitate towards their comfort zones of “business as usual”, including documenting the number of 
jobs created (in the case of the implementing agencies) and publishing on ecological processes (in the 
case of the ecologists). Horticultural research, complex economic analyses, structuring of financial 
mechanisms, and data collection on success of plantings were given only minor, if any, attention. This 
experience has led STRP management to reach the following conclusions: (i) within the STRP, 
innovation on specific topics should have been assigned to specific institutions and contracted 
individuals, with the results of their work being publically available; (ii) appropriate incentive structures 
for the institutions and individuals tasked with innovation needed to be carefully developed; and (iii) 
penalties for these institutions and individuals should have been imposed only if there was failure to 
attempt innovation in a rigorous manner, not if there was failure to make a breakthrough and develop a 
successful restoration protocol or financial model. 

3. Towards a Tipping Point 

Ten years on, STRP stakeholders still hold the view that if degraded thicket is to be restored at a 
biome-scale over the next few decades, a new restoration industry underpinned by private sector 
investment (from landowners and investors) will need to develop. This implies the advent of a restoration 
economy, i.e., the development of a restoration industry funded by, largely, the private sector. 
Economists and scientists working on forest restoration initiatives in Sao Paulo state, Brazil, have 
reached similar conclusions [55]. The assumption underpinning the STRP’s approach is that a degraded 
thicket landscape that has been successfully restored through the planting of spekboom cuttings can 
generate, in time, sizeable profits for landowners. The STRP’s working hypothesis is that by reducing 
the costs of restoration and increasing the predictability, as well as size, of income streams derived from 
restored landscapes, a tipping point will be reached during the next decade in which the private sector 
will join the public sector in investing in large-scale restoration. Several large corporates in South Africa 
have indicated their willingness to participate in such private-public partnerships, using corporate social 
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responsibility budgets initially but with the long-term goal of producing carbon credits and generating 
new income streams (e.g., from venison or wildlife sales) from restored thicket. Furthermore, several 
private sector initiatives have started experiments with a wide range of new restoration protocols. 

The STRP’s approach differs from initiatives such as the Atlantic Forest Restoration Pact where 
legislation obliges landowners to restore a certain percentage of their land. The South African 
government, at this point, in time does not envisage legislating restoration of thicket because  
(i) the costs are likely to be beyond the means of many landowners (the returns from farming in degraded 
thicket landscapes are relatively small); (ii) there is a delay of five to ten years between the planting of 
cuttings and potential benefits from improved income streams; and (iii) the restoration protocols are not 
fully tried and tested. 

In terms of reducing costs of implementation, promising avenues of research being explored by 
private sector initiatives include: (i) developing tailor-made equipment for drilling holes rapidly in hard 
soils; (ii) planting small as opposed to large cuttings; (iii) removing the cost of digging holes by placing 
cuttings of different sizes (rooted within a soil mass or non-rooted) horizontally on the soil surface 
(thereby simulating the natural ecological process of African elephant and black rhinoceros (Diceros 
bicornis: Linnaeus, 1758) knocking off branches which propagate on the soil surface); (iv) 
determining—based on the STRP large-scale experiment results—the environmental conditions that 
result in good survivorship (e.g., >70%) of all treatments; and (v) reducing the damage to cuttings from 
frost and browsing by using existing perennial shrubs as nursery/cover plants for the cuttings. All of 
these options need methodical testing using an intelligent tinkering approach [42]. 

An important income stream requiring quantification is the production of game and livestock in 
restored thicket. Agricultural research suggests that restored thicket landscapes are likely to be several 
times more productive in terms of animal production than degraded landscapes [20]; however, research 
is necessary to determine appropriate herbivore stocking rates for restored thicket. Potential income 
streams include venison, mohair and goat meat but also conservation and breeding of endangered 
wildlife species. Subtropical thicket is, for example, prime habitat for African elephant and black 
rhinoceros [56]—an ecological facet which in time could be a major competitive advantage for 
restoration practitioners wanting to raise finance for restoration of degraded thicket. It is not practical to 
undertake research on game and livestock over large areas of fully restored thicket because such 
landscapes do not exist. Consequently, some of this research—like the research on carbon stocks—may 
need to rely on the fortuitous restoration trials undertaken several decades ago by private landowners [25], 
as well as on modelling. 

Social science research is also required to understand what would incentivize a landowner to set aside 
land for the restoration process. Financial returns alone may not be sufficient motivation for some 
landowners to change their land use practices. This is because many of the farms in the Eastern Cape 
have been owned by one family for several generations, and particular land use practices are 
consequently deeply embedded in the farming culture of the region. What is evident is that appropriate 
legislation and institutional arrangements for facilitating restoration and maintenance of thicket by 
different land users are likely to differ considerably across the Eastern Cape. For example, restoration of 
communally owned land will require different institutional arrangements compared with privately 
owned land. Notwithstanding the social complexities in different parts of the landscape, there are likely 
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to be common requirements for catalysing thicket restoration across all geographic locations, such as 
increasing economies of scale and reducing transaction costs. 

Financial models that capture a wide range of income streams from restored thicket, over timeframes 
of several decades, will need to be developed. And appropriate marketing of the models—using, for 
example, the concept of “restoring natural capital” [42,57]—will need to take place to raise the finance. 
Both of these steps will require the expertise of finance and marketing experts. Mechanisms for 
providing bridging finance such as environmental bonds, public-private partnerships or concessional 
loans will, in all likelihood, also need to be established in order to (i) provide finance for the 
implementation of the restoration; (ii) reduce the risk for the private sector [58,59]; and (iii) cover the 
potential loss of farming income during the restoration process. At present, private sector investors are 
only likely to invest in restoration of degraded thicket if public sector funds are used to considerably 
reduce the risks involved. A potential mechanism for reducing risks for the private sector is the use of 
public sector funds to guarantee the purchase of products produced from restored landscapes (e.g., 
carbon credits, water purification, reduced soil erosion, enhanced biodiversity, mohair, goat meat and 
venison). Such guarantees could, for example, incentivize environmental impact investors to invest in 
instruments such as environmental impact bonds. Tax rebates for land owners undertaking effective 
restoration are yet another potential mechanism for incentivizing the private sector to invest in 
restoration of degraded thicket. 

4. Concluding Recommendations 

Based on the experiences in the STRP’s first decade, new, large-scale restoration programmes should 
seek to avoid three main pitfalls. Firstly, institutions tasked with implementing large-scale restoration 
will often be incentivized to entrench a particular restoration protocol into their operations before the 
efficacy of the protocol has been thoroughly analysed. Such entrenchment should be resisted. Secondly, 
large-scale restoration in many degraded environments will require the involvement of inexperienced, 
private sector businesses. These businesses will invariably require intensive training on developing 
management systems to reduce inefficiencies. Thirdly, the private sector, government and academia will 
often have different agendas and requirements regarding the development of cost-effective restoration 
protocols. Government and academia will, for example, tend to innovate more slowly than is required 
by small businesses. To address this mismatch in needs, and to catalyse investment by the private sector, 
government-funded restoration programmes should inculcate an ethos of continual enquiry into their 
operations. Trial and error should be the order of every day for managers and scientists alike in  
such programmes. 

In retrospect, it is evident that the science within the STRP became separated from both the 
implementation and economic analysis of the large-scale restoration operations. What the STRP needed 
was a dynamic scientific scaffolding that grew with the experiences of the implementing agents, as 
opposed to a static scientific platform in the form of a single large-scale experiment. To construct such 
a scaffolding, scientists and managers should have been assigned—at the outset of the STRP—the 
responsibility of refining a wide range of restoration protocols in an iterative manner through numerous 
well-documented, small experiments in addition to the well-replicated, large-scale experiment.  
Such “intelligent tinkering” [42] should also have been used to quantify potential income streams from 
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the restored landscapes. As the STRP enters its second decade, a new approach of embedding 
innovation—as opposed to entrenched protocols—into its day-to-day operations is being adopted. 
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