OUTDOOR RECREATION ON STATE FOREST LAND

Many of the State forests scattered throughout the country have recreational facilities or sites of historic and landscape value. These areas receive more than 220 000 visitors per year, taking part in 22 types of recreation activties. The southern Cape receives the lion share of visitors. The activities and facilities range from picnicking, overnight hiking, daywalks and viewsites to luxury chalets, white water rafting and the first tree top canopy slide on the African continent. Most of the facilities are provided by the Department of Water Affairs and Forestry (DWAF) and forestry companies and consortiums leasing State forest land. An increasing number of facilities and activities are operated by private concerns under lease agreements, such as a tour guide for birdwatchers at Blue Swallows Flats in Mpumalanga, and the ‘blackwater tubing’ venture run by Storms River Adventurers in the Tsitsikamma.

The variety of access needs and the sheer volume in the number of visitors in some areas pose a formidable challenge to State forest managers. Outdoor recreation is managed as one of the multiple-uses of State forests, and potential conflicts with other uses such as timber harvesting and protection must be avoided. They must also manage the sensitive forest resources in a manner that minimises the potential impacts of recreation on the one hand, but without placing undue restrictions on people. It requires a system of rules, maps and forestry signs, as well as strategic management planning which includes the assessment of needs and the development of facilities to meet those needs. In the southern Cape, for example, a recreation guide plan has been drawn up to guide the development and maintenance of facilties in the Knysna and Tsitsikamma forests.

In terms of the National Forests Act No 84 of 1998 the owners (or managers) of State forests must designate areas for recreation, education, culture or spiritual fulfilment, and must exercise control over such activities. While access to State forest areas for non-consumptive use is recognised as a basic right in the Act, such access is thus confined to designated areas and must be subject to rules or conditions. From January 2003 all the managers of State forests must provide visitors to State forests with access maps indicating where the facilities and viewpoints are, together with a set of applicable rules. Access by local communities for cultural or spiritual purposes such as the visiting of ancestral graves, is usually guided by their traditional rights and by agreements with local forest managers. 

In compliance with the National Forests Act DWAF has drafted a new set of access conditions for the State forest land currently under its management. These conditions are aimed at environmental protection, avoiding conflicts between activity types, preventing fires and pollution, preventing safety hazards, avoiding interference with forest management and avoiding damage to State forest property. Access maps have already been prepared for such State forest land where recreation facilities occur. Guidelines have also been developed to guide the new system of access management, which include a new set of signage. 

A task team was recently created to develop a new policy for outdoor recreation and to decide how the Access Trust Fund should be used. This fund replaces the fund once administered by the disbanded National Hiking Way Board for projects to improve the hiking way system. The concept of Participatory Forest Management will also form part of the new policy approach. Outdoor recreation and tourism on State forest land present opportunities for the upliftment of neighbouring communities, especially the poor and disadvantaged sector of society. Some lease agreements between the department and touring operators aleady provide for the training and employment of local people as guides, and for a percentage of the profits to be assigned to community trust funds which may be used for upliftment projects. The next step would be to initiate public-private partnerships which involve local communities in the development, maintenance and operation of recreation facilities and touring activities.

