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PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

The Heiveld Co-operative is a member-owned organization
of indigenous, small-scale rooibos tea farmers in Northern
Cape Province, South Africa. Formed in 2001, the coop’s mission is to sell exceptional quality cultivated and
wild rooibos tea to organic and fair trade markets for the
betterment of their community. The co-operative pays
fair prices to its members, produces local jobs, follows
sustainable land management practices, promotes gender
equity and reinvests profits back into the local community.
As a result of its work over the past 14 years, Heiveld Cooperative members, once a disenfranchised group, have
greater food security, higher incomes, greater self-esteem
and tighter social cohesion.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2014
FOUNDED: 2001
LOCATION: Suid Bokkeveld (nearest village, Nieuwoudtville), South Africa
BENEFICIARIES: 74 members and their families
AREA OF FOCUS: Biodiversity, Fynbos biome
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Background and Context

The Heiveld Co-operative is situated in the Suid Bokkeveld Plateau
in the Northern Cape Province, a windswept, remote, forbidding
environment 360 kilometers northeast of Cape Town. The region is
arid, receiving on average 150-300 millimeters of rainfall per year.
The soils in the region are low in nutrients and poorly suited to most
forms of farming. Temperature variations are extreme, with freezing
temperatures in winter and summer temperatures as high as 48 degrees Celsius. In recent years, the area has experienced drought and
erosion of soils by wind and rain. These climatic events have caused
mortality in crops and livestock, exacerbated food security and had
a negative impact on the livelihoods of small farmers.

people in search of work and greater opportunity. Afrikaans speaking descendants of the Khoisan who stayed in the region as farmers
throughout the apartheid years faced grinding poverty and discrimination. Although rooibos was an important economic crop for the
farmers, they had few options but to sell their product to large, whiteowned farms at low prices. Even wild rooibos, which is superior in
color and flavor to cultivated rooibos and often mixed with inferior
rooibos to boost quality, failed to earn a premium price. The remote
location of the Suid Bokkeveld, lack of transportation and poor roads
made connections to better markets all but impossible.

The predominant vegetation in the area is fynbos and geophytes.
Fynbos is a fire-adapted vegetation exhibiting great biodiversity and
high endemism. One of the most economically important species of
the fynbos biome is rooibos, or red bush tea, an herb discovered by
the Khoisan, South Africa’s “first people,” and brewed as a medicinal
tea. Rooibos is endemic to the Northern Cape and is only found in
a narrow 20,000 square kilometer band. Rooibos forms symbiotic
relationships with fynbos soil micro-organisms and is dependent on
local species of bees and wasps for pollination. Attempts to cultivate
the crop outside of its native habitat have repeatedly failed. This
mineral-rich, caffeine-free drink, once known as “poor man’s tea” in
South Africa, has recently experienced growing popularity and demand worldwide.

A history of discrimination
During the colonial years, native Khoisan Africans were dispossessed
of their ancestral lands and most were forced into servitude as farm
workers. A few were able to relocate to marginal lands such as the
less hospitable parts of the Suid Bokkeveld. Here they eked out a
living from subsistence farming, raising livestock (sheep and goats),
working as farmhands for white landowners and collecting rooibos.
Government services in the region were few and educational and employment opportunities were limited, sparking an exodus of young
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Key Activities and Innovations

The formation of the Heiveld Co-operative was the direct result of
a group of disenfranchised people seeking to be self-sufficient in a
physically and socio-economically hostile climate. Once the group
banded together as a co-operative, they used their pooled resources
to tap distant markets with the help of organic and fair trade certification. The purpose of seeking greater profits was not self-serving.
Rather, from its inception, Heiveld committed to a “triple bottom
line” emphasizing ecological, economic and social sustainability.
The co-operative achieved these goals through careful ecological
stewardship of cultivated and wild resources, offers of employment
and fair prices to members, promotion of gender equity and investment in the Suid Bokkeveld community. Perhaps the greatest innovation within the group has been the adoption of participatory action research, which has served to bring the community closer while
producing iterative learning around issues of sustainable management and climate change.

local, conventional market. The co-operative obtained its organic
certification in 2001. The co-operative saw immediate premiums for
their rooibos and were able to re-invest in their company as well as
their community. Two years later, Heiveld became the world’s first
Fairtrade certified rooibos tea producer. The dual certifications allow
the co-op to export its products directly without having to trade via
a middleman.
During their early years, Heiveld processed its tea at a nearby facility owned by a large-scale rooibos farmer. Heiveld paid a rental fee
to the farmer, but the arrangement was short-term and provided
insecure access to the processing facility. In 2005, the landowner
revoked the agreement. Using premiums from its organic and fair
trade sales, supplemented by grants, Heiveld built its own tea court
(tea processing facility) in 2006. This new infrastructure gave the
group more commercial stability as well as a greater level of autonomy. As the co-operative’s membership grew, so did its production,
rising from 30 tons per year to more than 70 tons per year.

Linking rural farmers with urban and global markets
The farmers who formed the Heiveld Co-operative knew that they
produced a highly marketable product. Their challenge was how
to turn rooibos, a plant Heiveld Co-operative’s first tea maker Barry
Koopman refers to as “the gold of the Suid Bokkeveld,” into real gold
for the community. In 2000, a group of rooibos farmers from the Suid
Bokkeveld paid a visit to the Wupperthal Rooibos Tea Association, a
collective business of rooibos farmers in the Cederberg Mountains
to the south. There they saw an indigenous group that had managed to achieve better prices for their tea through access to the fair
trade market. The visit was inspirational to the men and women of
the Suid Bokkeveld and upon their return, 14 farmers came together
to form the Heiveld Co-operative, which was formally launched the
following year. As their members did not use any chemical inputs
in their farming practices (historically because it was cost prohibitive, but also due to resistance to fertilizers and pesticides on the
part of members), the Heiveld Co-operative concentrated on the organic market as a means of circumventing the low prices paid in the
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to problem-solving by adopting participatory action research.
Participatory action research is community-driven research that is
assisted by research institutions and NGOs. Rather than being a “top
down” process, it is designed to be inclusive, even for members with
limited formal education.
Heiveld’s efforts to create guidelines for the sustainable management
of wild rooibos and its quarterly workshops on climate change have
both employed participatory action research. This strategy allowed
community members to take ownership of the processes. In the
case of the wild harvesting guidelines, the results were particularly
empowering as local knowledge was validated and community
members were able to demonstrate their expertise with scientists.
In the case of the climate change workshops, the process has been
more of an iterative learning process requiring the formulation of
future plans and actions.
Both the climate change workshops and the wild harvest standard
workshops created avenues for peer-to-peer learning. They also
built community, serving as safe social events for a widely dispersed
community. Mentor farmer positions, supported by Heiveld, fulfilled
a similar function. Heiveld paid four individuals to share knowledge
with co-op members about organic farming, resource mapping, soil
conservation, pest control and other production issues. This fostered
greater community-wide learning, thereby increasing community
capacity.

Heiveld Co-operative’s rooibos meets EU, NOP and Naturland
standards for organic certification and is fair trade certified by FLO
International and Naturland Fair. Heiveld tea is sold in South Africa
and exported to Australia, Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, Italy,
Japan, New Zealand, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. In a business landscape where 98% of all rooibos is
produced by large-scale, white-owned farms, the tenacity and success
of Heiveld’s effort is remarkable. The Heiveld’s tagline, “produced
with pride,” is a testament to the group’s accomplishments as well as
their unstinting focus on producing a quality product. Of all the fair
trade certified rooibos on the world market, the only teas produced
by indigenously owned companies come from Heiveld Co-operative
and the Wupperthal Original Co-operative (successor to Wupperthal
Rooibos Tea Association). Speaking of how fair trade certification
changed the fortunes of the co-operative, Heiveld board member
Lionel Louw remarked, “There is a huge difference from when we
sold to the large farmers. In the past, the link between buyer and
seller was missing – the buyer just gave whatever price they wanted,
it wasn’t enough to sustain, let alone improve our standard of living.
Fair trade changed this.”

Building community capacity
One of the founding tenets of the Heiveld Co-operative is transparency
and the group has extended this ideal to its membership’s approach

“There are always good years and bad ones. The important thing is to be in a position to
recover when the natural cycles swing back to a more unfavourable situation.”
Hendrik Hesselman
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

a cultivated plant. In addition, wild rooibos survives drought much
better than cultivated rooibos and is also more resistant to pests.
Codifying the best practices for the sustainable management of wild
rooibos is, in a way, a hedging of bets against climate change. That
is, if cultivated rooibos cannot withstand future climate shifts, members of the Heiveld Co-operative may have to rely more heavily on
managing populations of wild rooibos.

The Heiveld Co-operative is committed to sustainable land
management. This is evidenced by the group’s embrace of organic
farming standards, the co-operative’s work to develop best
practices for the management of wild rooibos populations, and
implementation of soil and water conservation projects.

Sustainable land management
Two local NGOs, the Environmental Monitoring Group and Indigo
development & change, created a handbook on organic rooibos
production in Afrikaans for Heiveld members in 2001, which has since
become a reference and training manual. The manual covers aspects
such as the use of organic seeds, best plowing methods, enhancing
soil carbon and controlling soil erosion. In addition, meetings with
mentor farmers and community conversations at quarterly climate
change workshops produced additional ideas for organic land
management, such as the use of owl perches to control field mice or
the necessity of retaining native vegetation as pollinator habitat.
Heiveld’s greatest contribution to sustainable land management is
the formulation of guidelines for the harvest of wild rooibos. The
guidelines draw on the traditional knowledge of the community.
The manual identifies best practices such as: harvesting plants only
every second year, timing of harvest, cutting methods, and permissible percentage of plant parts to take (varies by species and climatic
conditions). The manual also covers the use of prescribed fires, with
cautions about their frequency, intensity and impact on the wider
ecosystem.
The wild rooibos harvest guidelines demonstrate Heiveld’s leadership in the area of sustainable management. Because cultivation of
rooibos entails the plowing up and removal of native vegetation, the
guidelines are a critical contribution to the conservation of fynbos
vegetation as well. Wild rooibos, with its ability to re-sprout from the
roots after fire, can live up to 50 years, compared with 5-10 years for
7

Soil and water conservation

day. The change in economic circumstances has brought about
changes in behavior. Researchers note that community members
can now engage in heretofore unheard of “luxuries” such as buying
stationary for school children or visiting a doctor or dentist. Some
community members have established their first bank accounts.
Says Heiveld member Drieka Kotze, “I’m able to make my own money
now and take care of my children. I don’t have to worry about where
my next plate of food will come from.”

Climate change models predict that the Suid Bokkeveld will
experience hotter summers and more erratic rains in the future. In
response to the 2003-2006 drought and climate forecasts, Heiveld
Co-operative members have been experimenting with a number
of soil and water conservation measures. One strategy to conserve
water involves caching rainwater during the winter rains and
storing it for use in the summer. Removing alien species from the
fynbos vegetation is another water conservation measure, as all
alien tree species use much more water than native species. The
removal of alien species also protects the fire-adapted ecosystem
because certain alien species burn longer and hotter than the native
vegetation, causing greater damage to the biome.
Soil conservation measures enacted by co-op members include:
varying the frequency and intensity of plowing, the construction
of contour bunds, and the creation of shelter belts from native
vegetation. The shelter belts have proven particularly effective in
protecting young rooibos from desiccating high winds. Shelterbelts
also help retain soil and soil moisture, create “seed nurseries” by
trapping native seeds, preserve fynbos vegetation and enhance soil
carbon. Co-op members are also experimenting with the creation of
livestock camps to control the adverse impacts of grazing livestock.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
The social and economic benefits of Heiveld Co-operative’s work
have been dramatic for its membership. They include greater
employment opportunities, increased educational opportunities,
higher wages, preservation of traditional knowledge, local capacity
building, empowerment of women and increased food security.

Strengthening community ties
The residents of the Suid Bokkeveld are widely dispersed. Many
lack basic transportation. Since the founding of the co-operative,
community members have had greater opportunities to meet and
exchange information, whether through co-operative meetings,
farmer trainings, or climate change workshops. The net result is a
more cohesive, interactive and interdependent community. The
knowledge that community members can appeal to Heiveld for assistance in times of need (for example, the repair of a solar water
pump) provides a social safety net as well as a measure of pride in
the community’s ability to be more self-sufficient.

From its inception, the Heiveld Co-operative’s commitment to
bettering the social and economic lives of the residents of the Suid
Bokkeveld has been a bedrock value. The co-operative reserves 30%
of its profits each year for the benefit of the disadvantaged in the
community. Finance for production costs is available to members in
times of need. In addition, the co-operative donates money to the
local school and church, has subsidized the maintenance of village
water supply systems, and provides educational scholarships to
youths.

Creating employment opportunities

On the frontline of climate change

Thanks to direct market connections forged through organic and
fair trade networks, the Heiveld Co-operative has received premium
prices for its wild and cultivated rooibos. As a result, the incomes of
member producers in the Heiveld Co-operative have quadrupled.
Heiveld is also a job creation engine; the organization employs
3 people full time and 22 people seasonally to harvest and process the
tea. Additional funds are spent on farm mentors and paid to members
who implement soil and water conservation projects or remove alien
species from the fynbos. The availability of jobs decreases emigration
pressures on youth, improving family and community ties.

The Suid Bokkeveld lies on the northern edge of the winter rainfall
area of the Cape of South Africa. Scientists predict the area will be
severely impacted by climate change. From 2003 to 2006, the Suid
Bokkeveld experienced a prolonged drought. Farmers lost between
40 and 100 percent of their cultivated rooibos crop. According to
co-op member Hendrik Hesselman, the 2003-2004 drought, “just
burned my plants up.” Livestock died or were stressed and many
water sources dried up. Rooibos harvests fell by as much as 50
percent. The Heiveld Co-operative responded by using its cash
reserves to offer members free rooibos seedlings and small loans to
bridge the lean years. But the lesson was stark and forced Heiveld
members to take a more active interest in climate change.

Since its inception in 2001, minimum daily wages paid to the cooperative’s workers have risen from R45.00 per day to R125.00 per
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The community established quarterly climate change preparedness
meetings. The meetings gave farmers a forum to exchange
information on climate, farming, and the interaction between the two,
e.g., observations on rainfall, temperature fluctuations, incidences of
pest infestations, weight and condition of livestock, differences in
plowing techniques, responses to wind erosion and a host of other
topics. Community members were then given predicted long term
weather forecasts and asked to brainstorm and devise strategies to
respond to projected weather changes. These workshops enhanced
farmer’s knowledge and provided them with ideas and tools to
respond to climate change. Recently, four scientific weather stations
were established in the Suid Bokkeveld to complement and triangulate
local weather data gathered by community members, thus creating a
baseline for future climate change discussions and planning.

women now comprise more than 40 percent of the membership.
Three women are employed full time by the Heiveld Co-operative
and two women serve on its board of directors. Two women’s groups
in the community have been able to establish income-generating
ventures relating to the co-operative. The first is an eco-lodge for
tourists interested in visiting the fynbos and its associated rural
farming communities. The second is a group that sews the bags used
for packing the co-op’s tea. Katrina Kotze of the women’s sewing
group remarks, “We get a good salary from making bags for the cooperative. After we started working with Heiveld, our women’s group
was able to open a bank account with the income from the bags.”

POLICY IMPACTS
Heiveld Co-operative’s guidelines for the collection of wild rooibos
draw upon traditional knowledge and have been validated by
science. Many of the best practices for the management of wild
rooibos identified by Heiveld are now reflected in the “Right Rooibos”
code of conduct, an industry-wide standard. Heiveld’s wild rooibos
harvesting guidelines address the sustainability of rooibos as well as
the wider fynbos biome which hosts rooibos. Proper management
of fynbos vegetation insures the preservation of genetic diversity,
including wild strains of rooibos which may be of importance to
future rooibos farmers. These “bottom-up” developed standards
could have far-reaching policy implications for the management
of other wild species, where and when local communities agree to
share their traditional knowledge (with prior informed consent) of
species and ecosystem management.

GENDER
Heiveld Co-operative promotes gender equality and supports
initiatives to provide economic opportunities for women. The number
of female members of the co-operative has grown from 2 to 30, and

Heiveld is a successful example of a small-scale, farmer-owned cooperative. It has been widely studied in South Africa by academics,
environmental NGOs and development agencies and lessons
from its social, economic and environmental initiatives have been
disseminated in popular articles, academic journals, books and
videos. Heiveld’s implementation of participatory action research,
sustainable management of natural resources and institutional
development have been adapted for use with communities in
Namaqualand, the Western Cape and the Southern Cape.
The co-operative’s work on climate change has made the group
nationally and internationally known. Members of the Heiveld
Co-operative traveled to Cape Town to address the South Africa
Parliament on the impacts of climate change on their environment
and livelihoods. Members of the co-operative have also attended a
variety of national and international fora addressing climate change
issues held by organizations such as the Cape Action Programme
for People and the Environment, the Desert Research Foundation
of Namibia, the Arid Zone Ecology Forum and the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change. The Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change’s 2012 publication, Managing the Risks
of Extreme Events and Disasters to Advance Climate Change
Adaptation, noted Heiveld Co-operative’s participatory action
research into climate change as an innovative blending of local and
scientific knowledge that fostered greater community resilience.
The Heiveld Co-operative is also highly visible in the Fairtrade Africa
network, giving voice to small scale producers by participating in
conferences within South Africa and further abroad.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

change impacts are, for now, providing the community with tools
to address the situation, but more strategies may be needed in the
future.

Beginning as a co-operative of 14 with little experience in
management, marketing and accounting, Heiveld relied heavily
upon outside technical assistance and donations in its early years.
Accessing organic and fair trade markets proved profitable and
Heiveld was soon able to reinvest in its own infrastructure. The
installation of solar photovoltaic panels and a rainwater harvesting
system at its tea court has improved the co-op’s self-reliance and
independence. The purchase of an office and storage facility in
the village of Nieuwoudtville permitted further expansion of the
operation, and more importantly, direct contact with overseas
customers via high-speed internet. Annual co-op meetings,
democratic decision making and externally performed audits of
the co-operative’s ledgers have solidified membership confidence
in the sound management of the organization. At the same time,
Heiveld steadily built its internal capacity to ensure self-sufficiency.
Heiveld staff are able to keep their own financial records and have
established strict chain-of-custody protocols needed to comply
with fair trade and organic certification schemes. Heiveld members
also engage in direct marketing outreach and promotional activities
with trading partners around the globe.

Poor access to land by members and potential members (especially
youths) remains a major limitation to the further improvement of
the quality of life of the members. Some have access to less than
one hectare of land suitable for rooibos production, which is entirely
inadequate for sustaining their livelihoods. More productive land in
the higher-rainfall areas of the district would enable members and
their collective business to weather serious droughts more easily,
and to benefit from high production in times of plenty. To this end,
Heiveld has established the Three Fountains Trust, with the intention
of acquiring land for use by members.

In addition to investing in infrastructure, professionalizing personnel
and boosting internal capacity, Heiveld’s actions in the community
have gone a long way toward promoting socio-economic
sustainability and community pride in the organization. Despite the
impressive successes to date, Heiveld Co-operative faces two distinct
sustainability challenges. The first challenge relates to markets. At
present, the co-op is overly-reliant upon a single product which is
sold in the ultra competitive, and at times, volatile global market.
To remain competitive, Heiveld’s staff and the board of directors will
need to continue to improve its capacity. The second challenge to
Heiveld’s long term sustainability is climate change, which threatens
the fynbos habitat and the rooibos plant upon which the community
is economically dependent. The development of sustainable harvest
standards for wild rooibos and the continuing monitoring of climate
10

REPLICATION

Monitoring Group and Indigo development & change, provided crucial
early support to the co-op in the areas of organizational development,
fiscal management, marketing, sustainable land management,
organic and Fairtrade certification, and most importantly, introduced
the co-operative to participatory, farmer-led research. Local and
international donors helped the Heiveld Co-operative obtain key pieces
of infrastructure, insuring a greater level of autonomy and self-reliance.
Funding for the construction and expansion of the tea court, purchase
of tea processing machinery and a tractor, and the installation of solar
electricity at the tea court were provided by The Canada Fund, The Old
Mutual Foundation, the European Union and the Global Environment
Fund Small Grants Program (GEF-SGP). The Finnish Embassy supported
the redesign of Heiveld’s website and product packaging. Partnerships
with various fair trade organizations around the globe have resulted in
reliable markets for Heiveld Co-operative teas as well as donations of
technical assistance and funding. Links with numerous environmental
NGOs, donors, universities and research institutes have allowed cooperative members to learn about and participate in research initiatives
addressing climate change, sustainable land management, and soil and
water conservation. More recently, a one million Rand loan provided
via Tembeka Social Investments in 2012 enabled Heiveld to finance
the purchase of their premises in Nieuwoudtville. This loan and the
accumulated interest have since been repaid in full.

Heiveld’s success is predicated on its commitment to a “triple bottom
line” of social, environmental and economic sustainability. It serves as a
model for disenfranchised farmer communities because of its founders’
commitment to co-operation, transparent democratic leadership,
sustainable environmental practices, fair wages, inclusion of youth
and women and peer-to-peer knowledge exchange. As an example
of community self-empowerment and niche marketing success, it
may be replicable for other fynbos products (e.g., honeybush) or
unique products from other ecosystems across the globe. Heiveld’s
most significant contribution to community self-empowerment lies in
its participatory peer-to-peer learning networks which have resulted
in sustainable harvest standards for wild rooibos, implementation of
water and soil conservation measures, strategies to adapt to climate
change impacts and community cohesion. These peer-to-peer
learning processes have the potential to be replicated in communities
across the globe with relatively little expense, particularly in areas with
active government or university extension offices.

PARTNERS
The co-operative’s growth and success owes much to the partnerships it
has formed with donors and NGOs. Two local NGOs, the Environmental

“It is so important to sustain the soils and the vegetation so that we can always
depend on them to sustain us.”
Hendrik Hesselman
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