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BAMBOO FOR GREEN DEVELOPMENT

IN SOUTH AFRICA?

Bamboo is a renewable resource that has many economic and
environmental benefits. Because of its potential contribution to
sustainable development, private companies and governments
have begun to promote Its commercialisation across Africa.
A recent study led by HSRC researchers examined the
opportunities and challenges of commercialising bamboo in
South Africa.
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Figure 1: Bamboo activities in South Africa
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Green Grid Beema Bamboo in
KwaZulu-Natal received funding from
South Africa’s Green Fund and is a
national demonstration project for
generating bioenergy from bamboo.

Smaller bamboo projects also operate
in the Eastern Cape or KwaZulu-
Natal, because these provinces are
considered to be the most conducive
regions for commercial growing due
to soil, climate and rainfall conditions.

In addition to commercial growers,
there are nurseries/tissue culture
companies, specialised retailers,
government agencies and consulting
companies across the country, which
have engaged in the local bamboo
industry (Figure2).

Nurseries and tissue culture
companies have been very influential
in promoting the commercialisation of
bamboo. They propagate and harden
young bamboo species for South
Africa’s commercial growers.

They import selected species and
prepare them for planting. The two
largest projects (EcoPlanet and Green
Grid) established their own nurseries
at the project sites.

Bamboo products can be found in the
major retail stores and there are three
specialist retailers in the Western
Cape, KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng.

Hortus Capensis ‘(Pt_g) Ltdr .
MOSO Africa__~

Several government departments
have provided support to bamboo
growers and have shown interest
in promoting local commercial
cultivation and manufacturing.

Private consultants, who have
developed a wide range of expertise
on local bamboo cultivation, have
provided support and information to
all stakeholders identified.

Major challenges in South Africa

The research project was the

first attempt to assess the local
bamboo industry and identify the
most important opportunities and
challenges of commercial bamboo
growing in South Africa.

The findings revealed promising
opportunities for bamboo products,
but project owners must find

ways to overcome considerable
challenges.

Access to land is a big challenge
because much of the land that has
high potential for bamboo growing
is under traditional authorities and
communal governance.

Project developers face difficulties
with internal community dynamics
and complex land tenure
arrangements. These difficulties
resulted in delays of many of the
projects, some stopped altogether.

Because bamboo is relatively new

in South Africa, there is much
uncertainty over market demand in
local bamboo products and there are
no appropriate insurance instruments
for growers against unanticipated
losses.

Financial institutions are reluctant to
invest because of the perceived risks
and uncertainty.

Bamboo growers face technical
challenges, including problems with
the establishment of infrastructure,
nurseries, planting, growing and
maintenance, harvesting and
processing.

Often, these challenges resulted
in unforeseen expenses. There are
also many policy and regulatory
uncertainties.

For example, it was not clear
whether national government regards
bamboo as a grass or a tree, which,
among other factors, hampered

the development of an enabling
regulatory framework.

Although bamboo is promoted as an
environmentally sustainable resource,
its commercialisation can negatively
impact on the environment through
land conversion, biodiversity loss,
invasiveness and water consumption.
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The invasiveness of some bamboo
species can threaten biodiversity and
ecosystem services. There is also a
lack of information on the total water
usage of bamboo.

Way forward

\We need much more research
and policy attention to support the
nascent bamboo industry and to
create an appropriate regulatory
environment that can maximise
the socio-economic benefits and
minimise environmental risks that
come with commercialisation.

There are many uncertainties

about the social, economic and
environmental impacts of large-scale
commercial bamboo plantations.

Therefore, an important first step
would be to establish inclusive
platforms to discuss the most
important challenges and to identify
solutions.

Pilot projects need to be incentivised
to share lessons learnt and build
national capacity. Stakeholder forums
should be regularly conducted to build
local knowledge and experience.

More market research is required
to better understand the specific
opportunities of bamboo in South
Africa.
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Figure 2: Key stakeholders in South Africa
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