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Session 9:

Exploring sustainability

Summary

Purpose
When we say that livelihoods should be ‘sustainable’ what do we mean? This session examines
different definitions of sustainable development and how to assess livelihoods sustainability. It exam-
ines different criteria and indicators that aim to measure livelihood sustainability and monitor
progress towards more sustainable development.

By the end of this session participants will have:

• compared and contrasted different definitions of sustainable development

• made connections between the sustainable livelihoods framework and broader approaches to
sustainable development

• illustrated the importance of drawing on local knowledge and gender perspectives in the develop-
ment of sustainability indicators

• identified different approaches to indicator development.

Activity overview
This session consists of two linked activities:

• In Activity 1 participants compare definitions of sustainable development.

• In Activity 2 participants engage in participatory indicator development.

Session components and time required
The ‘key ideas’ section introduces debates and ideas about sustainability. This can be photocopied
and handed out at the end of the session. The preparation section alerts the trainer to what he or she
will need to do before running the session. The facilitation section is a step-by-step session plan. The
two activity guides are designed to be photocopied and handed out to participants. The session will
take about 4 hours 45 minutes.

170Learning About Livelihoods



Workshop sessions171

Session 9

Session 7 charted the evolution of thinking about sustainable development.
This used to be a one-dimensional conservation-dominated concept. Over
time it has developed into an approach that can engage with social, eco-
nomic, institutional and biophysical dimensions. However, the terms ‘sus-
tainable development’ and ‘sustainable livelihoods’ are loosely used in
many different contexts, so their meaning is not always clear.

Defining sustainable development
There are many different definitions of sustainable development:

Sustainable development meets the needs of present genera-
tions without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs.

1

Economic growth that provides fairness and opportunity for all
the world’s people, not just the privileged few, without further
destroying the world’s finite natural resources and carrying
capacity.

2

A relationship between dynamic human economic systems and
larger dynamic, but normally slower-changing ecological sys-
tems, in which a) human life can continue indefinitely
b) human individuals can flourish c) human cultures can de-
velop but in which d) effects of human activities remain within
bounds, so as not to destroy the diversity, complexity and
function of the ecological life support system.

3

Indicators of livelihood sustainability
Previous sessions have referred to the Chambers and Conway definition of
livelihood sustainability:

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (including both
material and social resources) and activities required for a
means of living. A livelihood is sustainable when it can cope
with and recover from stresses and shocks, maintain or enhance
its capabilities and assets while not undermining the natural
resource base.

4

Building on this definition Ian Scoones
5
 has highlighted five key indicator

themes that can help to gauge the extent to which livelihoods are sustainable:

Exploring sustainability

Key ideas
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1. How livelihood strategies of different types – on farm, off farm, wage or
subsistence-based – combine to create productive working days, that in
turn result in income, products for consumption and social recognition.
Livelihood activities must combine to create about 200 working days a
year in order to secure a basic livelihood.

2. How livelihood strategies contribute to reducing the poverty level.

3. How they increase household well-being and capability.
6

4. The extent to which livelihood strategies are resilient to shocks and
stresses is discussed in the previous session.

5. How the livelihood activities affect the sustainability of the natural
resource base.

Qualitative and quantitative indicators
Each of these indicators requires different types of measurement. Some
measures like ‘poverty reduction’ can be quantified (measured or counted),
while others like ‘well-being’ and ‘resilience’ are more qualitative (their
quality can be described). Households and household members need to
select their own definitions and indicators of well-being. The process of
setting these indicators must reflect the stratification within a community.
Well-being indicators identified by the very poor might be very different to
those identified by households that are better off.

Comparing time scales and identifying linkages
Indicators also operate within different time frames. Determining impacts
on the sustainability of the natural resource base requires a much longer
time frame that must incorporate a wide range of other data. Environmental
impacts are also specific to people and places. They do not lend themselves
to broad generalisation, as do some other types of indicator.

All the indicators are themselves dependent on other factors – how local
structures, institutions and processes reflect relations of power, and how
they enable different people to get access to resources. Examining this
requires analysing local-level institutions to find out the formal and informal
dimensions of how things work.

Indicators in practice
Measuring sustainability, developing useful indicators and identifying the
factors that contribute to it can be a complex task. Assessing the
sustainability of livelihoods and ecosystems is a process that involves:
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• participatory selection of the essential indicators

• building the capacity to monitor and interpret them

• feeding back the changes and trends in user-friendly, locality-specific form

• identifying strategies to address dwindling asset bases.

The table below revisits assets identified in Session 3, drawing on the five
capitals model and suggesting indicators for livelihood sustainability. You
can also develop a version that classifies assets into social and material
categories which, once broken down, will also yield similar indicators.

Asset types Indicators for livelihood sustainability
Natural assets
Arable and grazing land, marine
and aquatic resources,
woodlands and forests, and the
range of natural resource uses

Extent of resource base and diversity of common property resources
Fertility/quality of soils, grazing and natural resources
Ecosystem conditions including biodiversity, groundwater availability and quality,
catchment management, erosion
Climate, precipitation, seasonal variability, length of growing season
Flood and drought risk

Social assets
(Consider gender, wealth and
power dimensions)

Health – infant mortality, TB HIV/AIDS infection rates, immunisation, diarrhoeal
diseases, etc.
Education – years in school, matriculation rates, adult literacy rates, gender profile
Life expectancy of men and women
Capability and local knowledge systems – skills and competencies
Access to information and ability to use it for innovation – local expertise, radio,
telephone, television, Internet access
Networks of trust and reciprocity – extended family support, friends
Informal organisation – associations, unions, civic and community organisations,
burial societies, savings groups, religious affiliations
Social stability – crime, violence, corruption, aids orphans, homelessness, safety nets

Economic assets
(Consider gender, wealth and
power dimensions)

Employment – people in jobs
Remittances from employed person(s) working away – regularity, number of
dependants supported
State pensions, grants, drought relief
Livelihood diversification opportunities
Access to credit and markets
Cash savings
Livestock, seed and food stocks
Other physical assets and means of production
‘Grey economy’ – illegal activity

Physical assets
(Consider gender, wealth and
power dimensions)

Roads
Housing
Water for domestic consumption
Water for irrigation
Electricity
Sanitation
Public facilities – schools, clinics
Communications – radio, phone, etc.

Institutional and political assets
(Consider gender, wealth and
power dimensions)

Common property resource management systems
Functioning systems of land rights management
Tenure security
Governance
Pro-poor policy and legislation



174Learning about livelihoods

The final formulation of indicators is a much more detailed process. Once
individual categories have been selected for indicator development, they
need to be broken down to identify what data must be collected, what
needs to be measured or counted, and to determine how qualitative assess-
ments will be made.

Given the likely gap between the resources demanded for the process of
identifying and formulating indicators and the capacity to monitor them,
policy makers, development planners and local institutions need to develop
clear answers to these questions:

• Whose responsibility is it to assess the sustainability of livelihoods? Who
are the principal actors that should be involved and how do they relate
to one another?

• What capacity will be needed to identify indicators, monitor them and
feed back the findings into policy, programmes and local area develop-
ment planning?

• How much information do we need? What is the essential information
we require?

• What is the appropriate scale at which this sustainability assessment
should take place? Localities? Districts? Catchment areas? Agro-ecologi-
cal zones?

• How do we formulate indicators, collect and analyse data in a way that
recognises the diversity of people and places, but which is feasible and
cost efficient?

These questions start to focus on the practical implementation of the sus-
tainable livelihoods approach and how to practically assess and promote
livelihood sustainability. The complexity of working with such a holistic
framework is a constraint. As Scoones observes, ‘holistic frameworks, no
matter what their intellectual merits are, are not necessarily good guides to
intervention’.

7

Sustainability indicators

IISD
The International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) defines
indicators as specific measures of a situation or change brought about by
changes in the environment, social actions or activities. They enable vari-
ance over time, space or social category. Indicators may be quantitative or
qualitative, direct or indirect, simple or composite.

8
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Indicators can be developed through a process that involves outsiders and
local resource users first reaching agreement on what indicators are for.
Outsiders and local resource users need to develop a shared concept of
indicators if they to be meaningful to all.

IISD gives an example from Uganda where indicators were conceptualised
as signposts –

something that provides direction to a commonly agreed desti-
nation or goal, like sustainable resource management or a
particular category of well-being. The process of discussing why
indicators are necessary can help the different parties find
common ground. At this initial stage the indicator development
process should also be agreed.

IISD recommends that outsiders experienced in developing sustainable
development indicators and local resource users should develop indicators
independently of each other at the beginning. Outsiders and local resource
users then share their respective indicators and negotiate a consensus set of
indicators.

This process is often complex. Sometimes there can be fundamental differ-
ences in the priorities and approach between external professionals and
local resource users. These differences need to be identified and resolved.
The case in the box below highlights how far apart resource users and
outside professional can be.

THE CASE OF THE CLARENS COMMONAGE – FREE STATE PROVINCE, SOUTH AFRICA9

The process of acquiring land for municipal commonage
10

 in South Africa highlights how
livestock owners and agricultural officials can fundamentally misunderstand each other.
The commonage programme was designed as part of the South African government’s land
reform programme. Commonage schemes aim to provide leased grazing and plots of ar-
able land for the poor residents of small rural towns.

Unemployment in these towns is often very high. Many residents in the townships and
informal settlements have been evicted from commercial farms. Some people have live-
stock, which make an important contribution within their broader livelihood activities.
Other people want land for gardens and cropping.

In Clarens, Department of Agriculture officials assumed the livestock owners wanted to
become full-time farmers who aimed to sell their cattle at auctions. The criteria for good
prices at livestock auctions are the live weight and condition of the cattle. Working from
these assumptions, agricultural extension advice focused on herd improvement. Livestock
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owners were urged to stock fewer cattle of better quality and to stay within the fixed carry-
ing capacity calculated by the department.

11

Meanwhile, the livestock owners had a very different agenda. Their objectives were to
increase the size of their herds. For most livestock owners the quantity of animals has more
value than their quality. They value the multiple contributions that cattle and other live-
stock make to the household and local economy. They provide milk. They can provide
draught power. They are slaughtered at traditional ceremonies, weddings, funerals and
feasts. They represent savings and can be sold if the household experiences a cash crisis.

Livestock owners were not persuaded by the department’s idea of a fixed carrying capacity
for the land. They argued that the quality of the grazing varied from year to year. If there
were good rains, the grazing could support many more animals than the fixed carrying
capacity recommended by the officials. At the same time, they recognised that having
many cattle in good seasons would make them vulnerable in drought years. In the event of
drought, they planned to collect or buy fodder, or find more grazing elsewhere. In general,
these livestock owners considered selling their cattle only as a last resort.

In this example the concept of sustainability itself is contested. Officials are
guided by their training that emphasised fixed and conservative carrying
capacities to ensure ecological sustainability. Their prescribed carrying
capacity is based on a once-off assessment of the site.

Livestock owners, on the other hand, have to juggle economic, social and
ecological sustainability. Their focus is on sustaining their livelihoods today and
tomorrow. Their management strategies are more adaptive. They try to maxim-
ise the opportunities of good seasons and mitigate the hazards of drought years.

Because officials and livestock owners have a different way of looking at
this issue, setting targets for sustainable commonage management could
very quickly become ridden with conflict. If the agricultural officials set
indicators independently and try to enforce them, livestock owners are
likely to resist them. Clearly the two approaches needed to be reconciled. It
was only after a facilitated process that the different concerns and needs of
the parties became clear. This created a platform for thinking more crea-
tively about sustainability and recognising the value of local knowledge.
This created the potential for defining shared indicators and for drawing on
the commonage users to play a monitoring and management function.

UNDP

Authors from the United Nations Development Programme
12

 have also
identified principles and approaches for indicator development. They state
that indicators should:
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• be developed within an agreed upon conceptual and operational framework

• be specific and measurable

• enjoy user ownership

• be readily collectable.

They extend the Chambers and Conway definition of livelihood
sustainability by adding that livelihoods are sustainable if they maintain and
enhance capabilities and assets and enhance opportunities for the next
generation.

They emphasise that sustainability is a process not an event, and that the
process of identifying indicators may demand that outsiders rethink their
assumptions about realities on the ground and acknowledge local defini-
tions and priorities. They argue against indicators being taken at face value,
recognising that they are ‘partial and imperfect reflections of reality’.

UNDP highlights the need to combine quantitative and qualitative indica-
tors. It proposes combining a composite indicator like the Human Develop-
ment Index with specially selected local indicators.

The process of gathering indicators would therefore involve survey work
and qualitative methods like PRA and participatory action research (PAR).

UNDP argues that indicators could be captured in an information system
like a GIS (geographical information system). They propose an approach
that involves identifying the range of assets that people draw on at various
times and developing indicators to assess the changes in the asset base.

IUCN

The World Conservation Union (IUCN) states that ‘indicators are measure-
ments taken to describe the state of something or to monitor changes’.

13
 The

indicators that identify what should be measured should reflect the local
ecosystem and the diverse sources of livelihood of the people who utilise it.
This process involves a participatory analysis of livelihoods and an assess-
ment of how people are doing, coupled with an assessment of the ecosys-
tem to identify assets, hazards and the way in which things are changing.

Once the assessment has been made, attention turns to identifying how
people will know whether things are getting better or worse. This leads to
the identification of specific indicators. The IUCN also notes that while it is
important to identify indicators, there is a risk that discussions about the
details of measurement can obscure the real purpose of the exercise.

14

Indicators need to be framed within a context.
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In particular, the IUCN highlights the importance of identifying indicators
that can identify changes and reveal the relationships between causes and
effects. Knowing that things are changing is insufficient. We need to know
why they are changing, we need to be able to identify and implement
strategies to counter negative changes, and we need to be able to measure
their effectiveness. This highlights how indicators contribute to a long-term
system of monitoring and evaluation.

Gender and sustainability
There are indexes to measure equality between men and women and how
equally men and women participate in decision-making on economic and
political issues.

15
 However, little work has been done on formulating gen-

der-sensitive sustainable development indicators.

Gender must be carefully considered when designing and monitoring
indicators within the livelihoods framework. Because of the ongoing gender
division of labour in the household, indicators that relate to especially to
wood-fuel, water and waste management must indicate gender.

Bringing it all together
So how do we understand sustainable development and how do we meas-
ure progress towards it? How does the sustainable livelihoods approach
contribute to this broader goal? Although there is still no precise definition
of sustainable development, it is clear that it involves balancing human
well-being and ecosystem well-being.

The egg of well-being

The IUCN
16 

developed the metaphor of the ‘egg of well being’ to illustrate
the interdependence of people and the environment.

People depend on the ecosystem which surrounds and supports them much
as the white of an egg surrounds and supports the yolk. At the same time a
healthy ecosystem is no compensation if people are victims of poverty,
misery, violence or oppression. Just as an egg can only be good if both the
yolk and the white are good, so a society can be well and sustainable only
if both people and ecosystems are well.

Livelihoods analysis specifically highlights the importance of natural, envi-
ronmental and ecological assets. However, there is still debate about the
emphasis that should be placed on environmental concerns within the

The IUCN egg of

well-being
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overall livelihoods framework.
17

 CARE has opted for the term ‘livelihood
security’ as it gives prominence to social and economic issues.

The sustainability pyramid

The pyramid introduced in Session 7 highlights the different dimensions of
sustainability and recognises that the social, economic and institu-
tional dimensions rest and depend upon the base provided by the
ecosystem or natural environment.

Our challenge is to reflect this balance in our approach to liveli-
hoods planning. To measure our progress towards livelihood secu-
rity and sustainability, we have to develop baseline information to
clarify the linkages between livelihoods and the health of the
ecosystem. We need to identify the key trends in the overall liveli-
hood context. This will involve drawing on local knowledge of
history, and environmental and livelihood change. A basic set of
practical indicators is required that reflect local priorities and

concerns to enable effective monitoring at local level. The meaning of the
term ‘sustainable livelihoods’ depends on it.

Endnotes for Session 9
1 World Commission on Environment and Development 1987.

2 Pronk & ul Haq 1992.
3 Constanza 1991.

4 Chambers & Conway 1992.

5 Scoones 1998.

6 Scoones draws on Robert Chambers for the concept of ‘well-being’ and Amartya Sen for the concept of
‘capability’.

7 Scoones 1998.

8 International Institute for Sustainable Development. Community adaptation...

9 The Clarens Commonage was a pilot project selected by the South African Department of Land Affairs
(DLA) as part of a DLA/DANCED programme for the integration of environment into the land reform
project process. The Programme for Land and Agrarian Studies (PLAAS) in the School of Government of
the University of the Western Cape in Cape Town facilitated a learning process on sustainable common-
age management in association with Common Ground Consulting. The case study has been constructed
from unpublished reports.

10 A plot of land belonging to the local authority which people can access for grazing their animals.
11 The maximum number of cattle the department believes can graze the commonage land sustainably.

12 Hoon et al. 1997.

13 IUCN 1997a.

14 IUCN 1997b.
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15 Namely the Gender related Development Index (GDI) and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM). See
the Women and Sustainable Development Initiative web page at www.oneworld.org/uned-uk/RandP/
wsd.html

16 IUCN 1999.

17 Ashley & Carney 1999.
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Getting started
Before you run this session, you will need to:

• read through the ‘key ideas’ section of this session and make sure you
understand the different definitions and principal debates around sustain-
able development and the different approaches to indicator development

• make sure you know what the session objectives are (from the summary)
and work through the facilitation section to prepare yourself

• read through the two activity guides.

Materials required
Flipcharts, photocopies (specified below), pens for writing on flipcharts and
material to attach flipcharts to the wall.

Preparing the materials
1. Write the learning objectives (from the summary) and the session outline

on a flipchart.

2. Make enough copies of the ‘key ideas’ section to hand out at the end of
the session.

3. Make enough copies of the two activity guides to hand out to each
participant.

4. Photocopy and prepare enough cue cards for Activity 2. This activity is a
role play with five groups. Each group gets a copy of its own role cue
card. The facilitators’ group is the only one which gets a copy of all five
cue cards. If you feel that the Clarens Commonage case study is inappro-
priate for your group, prepare another case study for this activity.

5. Write the following definitions of indicators which appear in the ‘key
ideas’ section on a flip chart:

Indicators are measurements taken to describe the state of something or to
monitor changes. (IUCN)

Indicators are specific measures of a situation or change brought about by
changes in the environment, social actions or activities. They enable variance
over time, space or social category. Indicators may be quantitative or qualita-
tive, direct or indirect, simple or composite. (IISD)

6. Prepare a brief presentation from the ‘key ideas’ section on the ideas of Ian
Scoones and the IISD on indicators for assessing livelihood sustainability.

INDICATORS

Exploring sustainability

Preparation
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Step 1. Session introduction
1. Introduce the session learning objectives and activities, using the

flipcharts you have prepared.

2. Explain that in this session participants will deepen their understanding
of the different perspectives on sustainable development introduced in
Session 7. They will clarify the concept of sustainability indicators and
examine the difference between quantitative and qualitative indicators.
They will also distinguish between ‘local’ and ‘expert’ knowledge about
the environment. Participants will examine how participatory indicator
development tries to combine local knowledge and livelihood priorities
with the knowledge of development professionals. This session uses a
scenario and role play to highlight the perceptions of different interest
groups and examines their implications for development practice. Par-
ticipants will summarise different approaches to indicator development
and the practical implications of using them to monitor development.
They will also look at the linkage between sustainable livelihoods ap-
proaches and broader concerns of sustainable development.

Step 2. Activity 1: Comparing definitions of
sustainable development

Purpose: To compare different definitions of sustainable develop-
ment and debate their strengths, weaknesses and biases.

1. Hand out Activity Guide 1 and explain what to do if necessary.

2. Reconvene the plenary. Ask each group to present two definitions – the
one on the top of the ranking, and the one on the bottom. Facilitate a
discussion about their choices.

3. Highlight that there is no precise definition of sustainable development.
The activity illustrates that sustainability is a fuzzy concept that is diffi-
cult to measure.

Step 3. What is an indicator?
Purpose: To develop a clear definition of an indicator and to clarify
the difference between quantitative ‘hard’ indicators and qualitative
‘soft’ indicators.

1. Ask participants to buzz in pairs on the following questions:

• What are indicators for?

Exploring sustainability

Facilitation
4 hours 45 minutes

1
25

10

110 40

20
80

2
25

10

110 40

20
80

3
25

10

110 40

20
80



Workshop sessions183

Session 9

• What metaphor can creatively express the concept of an indicator
across languages without losing its meaning?

2. Ask participants to put forward their ideas and facilitate a discussion
about the metaphors they suggest. If necessary you can suggest meta-
phors like a signpost, a school report card, or the IUCN egg of well-
being.

3. Put up the two definitions of indicators which you have prepared.

4. Discuss and elaborate on these definitions as necessary. Ask participants
to provide examples of quantitative and qualitative indicators and to
explain the different types of data and data collection methods to deter-
mine the indicators. Explain that indicators and data collection methods
are scientifically neutral. The way that indicators are framed often re-
flects a set of underlying assumptions and a set of values, as the role-play
in the next activity will illustrate.

Step 4. Activity 2: Participatory indicator
development role play

Purpose: To examine how the different assumptions of different
interest groups are embedded in the selection and framing of indica-
tors.

1. Explain that participants will use a scenario to illustrate the process of
identifying and agreeing indicators. In this process they will examine
how the selection and content of indicators developed by different actors
come from different value systems and assumptions.

2. Hand out Activity Guide 1 and the base scenario to all participants.
Explain that they will be playing the role of one of five role players in the
situation, and that the task is to develop and agree on a set of indicators
that measure how the project is contributing to livelihood sustainability
and the sustainable management of the grazing and other natural re-
sources on the commonage.

3. Introduce the scenario, the task and the different role players:

• larger livestock owners

• smaller, more vulnerable livestock owners

• Department of Agriculture officials

• municipal officials

• the development facilitation team.

4
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4. Divide participants into five role play groups. Explain that each group
will receive a cue card which explains its particular interests, values
and assumptions. The different groups will not see the cue cards of
the others, except for the facilitators’ group which receives cue cards
for all five groups. A member of the facilitation team group could join
each group as an observer but may not say anything.

5. Once the small groups have completed the activity, reconvene the
plenary and ask the facilitation team to take over the session. It must
give each group an opportunity to present its indicators, highlight the
differences between them, and facilitate agreement on a consensus
indicator set. It does not matter if the facilitation team does not com-
plete its task. In reality this exercise would demand much more time
than the workshop allows

Step 5. Reflection
1. Ask the facilitation team to present its own reflection on the activity,

supplemented by people from other groups.

2. Ask what participants can learn from the session to take into their liveli-
hoods planning work.

Step 6. Indicator development processes

Purpose: To present approaches on the process of indicator develop-
ment that incorporate different perspectives and concerns.

1. To wrap up the session, summarise the IISD approach to indicator devel-
opment which involves a stepped process where parties first discuss and
agree what indicators are for, then develop indicators independently of
each other, present and discuss the indicators and negotiate to find
common ground. This is of course what was done in Activity 2. Empha-
sise that the key to reducing division and conflict over indicator defini-
tion lies in the discussion about what they are for and what sort of
shapes they can take. Also emphasise that you need to be selective about
what indicators to monitor. It is very easy to become bogged down in
complex and multiple indicators which cannot be implemented.

2. Introduce the five indicator areas of Ian Scoones for assessing livelihood
sustainability and make the connections between sustainable livelihoods
and the broader sustainable development agenda.

3. Hand out the copies of the ‘key ideas’ section for participants to keep as
a reference.
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Learning objectives
By the end of this activity you will have:

• critiqued and ranked different definitions of sustainable development

• debated their strengths, weaknesses and biases.

What to do
1. Read through each definition of sustainable development:

• Sustainable development meets the needs of present generations
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs.

• Economic growth that provides fairness and opportunity for all the
world’s people, not just the privileged few, without further destroying
the world’s finite natural resources and carrying capacity.

• A relationship between dynamic human economic systems and larger
dynamic, but normally slower-changing ecological systems, in which
a) human life can continue indefinitely b) human individuals can
flourish c) human cultures can develop but in which d) effects of
human activities remain within bounds, so as not to destroy the
diversity, complexity and function of the ecological life support
system.

• Improving the quality of life while living within the carrying capacity
of supporting ecosystems.

• A sustainable society is one that to all intents and purposes can be
sustained indefinitely while giving optimum satisfaction to its mem-
bers.

2. Discuss each definition and list its strengths and weaknesses. Assess its
clarity, how well it combines different dimensions of sustainability and
examine whether it shows any particular bias. How comprehensive is
the definition? How well does it balance human and ecosystem needs?
How effectively does it highlight the interests of the poor and vulnerable?
How easy will it be to develop indicators to assess progress towards
achieving the concept of sustainable development expressed by the
definition?

3. Once you have read and critiqued each definition, rank them in order,
starting with the best one. Prepare to explain your ranking.

4. Prepare to present your work to the plenary.

Exploring sustainability

Activity Guide 1: Comparing
definitions of sustainable development
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Learning objectives
By the end of this activity you will have:

• developed indicators that reflect the interests and priorities of different
actors

• examined how the choice of indicators and methods often reflects differ-
ent world views and knowledge systems

• analysed the assumptions underlying the selection and framing of indicators.

What to do
This activity involves reading about a scenario in which there are five
different interest groups, each with different perceptions and assumptions
about sustainability. You will take on the role of one of the interest groups.
The task of all the role-players is to develop and agree on a set of indicators
that can measure how the project is contributing to livelihood sustainability
and the sustainable management of the grazing and other natural resources
on the commonage.

1. Once you have read the base scenario in plenary, the facilitator will
allocate you to a group. Each group will be given the cue card for one of
the roles. The facilitators’ group will get cue cards for all five groups.

2. Read the card and clarify what your interests and concerns are in your
role. In your group identify a set of indicators that express your under-
standing and priorities about sustainable management of natural re-
sources and how this fits with sustainable livelihoods.

3. Prepare to present your indicators to the plenary group. If you are play-
ing the role of a facilitator, prepare to help the interest groups negotiate a
consensus set of indicators.

Exploring sustainability

Activity Guide 2: Participatory
indicator development role play
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BASE SCENARIO: CLARENS COMMONAGE, FREE STATE PROVINCE,
SOUTH AFRICA

How commonage works

The commonage programme was designed as part of the government’s land reform pro-
gramme. Commonage schemes assist municipalities to buy agricultural land so that they
are able to lease grazing and arable land to poor residents of small rural towns at a nominal
rate. The land remains the property of the municipality which is ultimately responsible for
its management. Municipalities often look to the Department of Agriculture (DoA) for man-
agement support and often enter into an arrangement with the DoA to provide services to
commonage users.

Introducing Clarens

Clarens is a small town in the eastern Free State. Much of the formal economy of the town
revolves around tourism. However, there is a large and poorly understood informal economy
that is the source of livelihoods for the largely unemployed residents of the townships and
informal settlements. These areas accommodate large numbers of households who have
been evicted from commercial farms. Several households have some livestock, which make
an important contribution within their broader livelihood activities.

The Clarens municipality applied for a commonage grant to buy two farms adjacent to the
municipal boundary. The two farms provided about 360ha of grazing land. The DoA rec-
ommended a fixed carrying capacity of 70 large stock units for the two farms. The livestock
owners had about 400 head between them, including heifers and calves.

In the process of drawing up the lease agreement, the municipality engaged the DoA to
determine a management framework for the commonage. At the same time, a separate
initiative led by the Department of Land Affairs engaged with the commonage users to find
out their ideas on how the commonage should be managed and natural resources utilised.
The DLA found that livestock users fell into three different categories:

• larger livestock owners who made up 15% of the total of livestock owners and who
owned between 15 and 20 head of cattle each

• medium livestock owners who comprised 25% of the total and who owned between 6
and 12 head each

• smaller livestock owners (many of whom were evicted farm workers) who comprised
60% of the total and who owned less than 6 head of cattle.
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Role cue card: Municipal officials

Your main concern is that the grazing on the commonage must not interfere with the formal
economy of the town which revolves around tourism. You are worried that the commonage
will be an invitation to overstocking and overgrazing. You already have a problem with
cattle straying in the roads. Parts of Clarens are declared as a conservancy area and contain
species of endangered plants. You would like to see strict enforcement of a conservative
grazing regime on the commonage. You are not aware of the important contribution that
livestock make to local livelihoods. You see job creation as the solution to the unemploy-
ment and poverty in the town.

Develop a set of indicators for sustainable management of the commonage that reflect your
concerns and prepare to table them in the discussion that follows.

Role cue card: Department of Agriculture officials

Your mandate is to develop emerging commercial farmers. You engage with livestock own-
ers on the assumption that they want to become full-time livestock farmers. Most of your
interaction is with the few larger livestock owners. You assume that cattle owners aim to
sell their cattle at livestock auctions where the criteria for good prices are the live weight
and condition of the cattle. You have advised the livestock owners to focus on herd im-
provement. You urge them to stock fewer beasts of better quality, operate a rotational graz-
ing system and to stay within the fixed carrying capacity calculated by your department.

Develop a set of indicators for sustainable management of the commonage that reflect your
concerns and prepare to table them in the discussion that follows.

Role cue card: The facilitation team

Your job is to bring the stakeholders together once they have independently developed a
set of indicators. You will give each group an opportunity to present its indicators and
respond to the questions and concerns raised by other stakeholders. Once the different
groups have presented their proposals, you will try to facilitate the development of a con-
sensus set of indicators. You may have access to all the cue cards and may observe the groups
at work in order to develop a strategy. You will also need to report back your reflections on the
overall process and the different approaches taken by the players once the role play is over.
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Role cue card: Larger livestock owners

Your objectives are to increase the size of your herds and gain access to additional land.
You all have multiple sources of livelihood. A few of you have formal jobs in Clarens or
neighbouring towns. Others run their own small businesses and engage in a range of infor-
mal sector activity. Your cattle are an important resource, but you do not depend totally
upon them. For you the quantity of animals has more value than their quality. Cattle have
many uses and play a variety of roles in the local economy. They provide milk. They are
used in traditional ceremonies, at weddings, funerals and feasts. You occasionally sell live-
stock to other residents in Clarens. For you cattle are a form of savings and investment.

You are not convinced about the fixed carrying capacity proposed by the Department of
Agriculture. You know that the quality of the grazing varies from year to year. If there are
good rains, the grazing on the commonage can support many more animals than the fixed
carrying capacity recommended by the department. You recognise that having many beasts
in good seasons will make you vulnerable in drought years. However, when drought strikes
you plan to collect or buy in fodder, or find additional grazing elsewhere. You may be able
to benefit from drought by pressuring government to provide more land or supplementary
feeding. You would only consider selling stock if all else failed.

Develop a set of indicators for sustainable management of the commonage that reflect your
concerns and prepare to table them in the discussion that follows.

Role cue card: Smaller livestock owners

As recently evicted former farm workers, you are amongst the most vulnerable people in
Clarens. You have weaker rights to commonage grazing and resources in Clarens as you
have only arrived recently. Your few cattle are a key resource and represent your life sav-
ings. For you the quantity of animals has more value than their quality. Cattle provide milk.
They are used in traditional ceremonies, at weddings, funerals and feasts. They can be sold
if the household experiences a crisis. They can also provide draught power and pull carts.
Ploughing and transporting for others could be a livelihood opportunity.

The notion of a fixed carrying capacity proposed by the Department of Agriculture seems
to threaten your livelihood. You fear that because your land and resource rights are weak,
you could be forced to sell or move your cattle. You will resist this with everything in your
power. At the same time you recognise that the availability of good quality grazing is cru-
cial if you are to be able to increase your herd.

Develop a set of indicators for sustainable management of the commonage that reflect your
concerns and prepare to table them in the discussion that follows.


