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Background

The Southern African Botanical Diversity Network (SABONET) is a GEF/UNDP-funded (IUCN and USAID co-finance) capacity-building project involving southern African plant taxonomists. Ten participating southern African countries are involved in botanical inventories, national plant checklists, plant collecting expeditions, computerisation of herbaria, postgraduate studies in systematics, biodiversity science, training courses and Red Data Lists. Regular monitoring and evaluation is an important part of the project. Staff have been appointed at all the participating herbaria. Since the inception of the project in 1996, SABONET has made a significant contribution to the networking and capacity building of botanists in southern Africa. All our efforts have contributed positively towards providing baseline information for the in situ conservation of the flora of the southern African region. This presentation provides an update on the capacity built within the project and outlines the specific strengths and weaknesses of the network. Recommendations are given, based on SABONET activities and procedures, that may assist similar projects to function successfully as regional networks.

Regional participation

All ten southern African countries are participating in the project and include Angola, Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The project is guided by a regional Steering Committee comprising the National Coordinator from a focal institution each participating country, and strengthened by inclusion of representatives of the UNDP and IUCN ROSA. The focal institutions are Universidade Agostinho Neto (Angola), National Museum (Botswana), National University of Lesotho, National Herbarium and Botanic Gardens of Malawi, National Institute for Agronomic Research (Mozambique), National Botanical Research Institute (Namibia), National Botanical Institute (South Africa), Malkerns Agricultural Research Station (Swaziland), University of Zambia and National Herbarium and Botanic Garden of Zimbabwe. The Steering Committee meets twice annually in rotation and by mutual agreement in one of the SABONET countries. In addition, a National Working Group, comprising a broad based representation of research institutions, governmental departments, universities and NGO’s, has been set up in each participating country in order to monitor the progress of the project and to make recommendations to the regional Steering Committee. Annual workplans for the project are agreed upon during Steering Committee meetings and implemented by the SABONET Regional Office and participating institutions.

Major project outputs

Major outputs for SABONET were defined in the project document (Huntley et al. 1998) and were subsequently broadened to include new core activities within the project (Huntley et al. 2002). The current major project outputs are:

♦ A formally established collaborating Southern African Botanical Diversity Network.

♦ Trained professional southern African plant taxonomists and plant diversity specialists.

♦ Electronic information systems to document the region's plant diversity.

♦ Herbaria capable of producing National and/or Poaceae Checklists.

♦ Herbaria provided with the necessary capital equipment for taxonomic research.

♦ A regional Plant Red Data List.

♦ Production of regional human and infrastructural inventories.

♦ Production of regional herbarium and taxonomic manuals.

♦ Evaluation and monitoring of plant diversity within the region.

♦ An Action Plan for southern African botanical gardens.

♦ Threatened Plants Programmes initiated in each of the participating botanical gardens.

Success of the project

SABONET takes great pride in the documentation of the region’s rich plant diversity and the building of capacity in the regional herbaria. There are great potential scientific and economic opportunities attached to this process of knowledge gathering and regional cooperation. SABONET boasts many successful contributions towards the projects objective to "develop a strong core of professional botanists, taxonomists and plant diversity specialists within the ten countries of southern Africa, competent to inventory, monitor, evaluate and conserve the botanical diversity of the region in the face of specific developmental challenges, and to respond to the technical and scientific needs of the Convention on Biological Diversity". Siebert et al. (2001) and Willis & Huntley (2002) have previously reported on the accomplishments of the project, but to summarise, SABONET has:

♦ Networked 16 regional herbaria and 22 botanical gardens in 10 countries.

♦ Appointed 75 contract staff at participating institutions for project activities.

♦ Conducted 25 regional courses and trained 342 participants.

♦ Supported 26 postgraduate students for 14 B.Sc. Hons and 22 M.Sc. degrees.

♦ Provided herbaria with capital equipment, e.g. 4x4 vehicles, GPS, microscopes, etc.

♦ Computerized 350 000 herbarium specimens (160 000 grass specimens).

♦ Published a regional Plant Red Data List with 4 300 threatened species.

♦ Prepared National and Poaceae Checklists for publication by each country.

♦ Supported participating herbaria to attend the AETFAT Congress.

♦ Conducted two regional plant collecting expeditions (collected 3000 specimens).

♦ Undertook approximately 20 national collecting trips to under-collected areas annually.

♦ Supported up to 40 internships between herbaria or botanical gardens per year.

♦ Initiated end-users of plant taxonomic information workshops in each country.

♦ Developed a Action Plan for botanical gardens in southern Africa.

♦ Initiated Threatened Plants Programmes in each of the 22 participating gardens.

♦ Provided support for participating gardens to attend the African Botanic Gardens 

congress.

♦ Published 15 numbers of the SABONET Report Series.

♦ Published 6 volumes of SABONET News, totaling 1 159 pages.

♦ Encouraged articles on Botanical Garden Living Collections and Southern African herbaria.

♦ Kept a dedicated website for the project: www.sabonet.org

♦ Provided a dynamic Information Technology support system to develop the database and visit the participating institutions.

♦ Provided sufficient funds for participating institutions to send staff on management, computer and related courses.

Recognition of the project

It is easy to imply from a SABONET point of view that the SABONET Project is successful. However, on the international and national front, the Project’s contribution has also been recognized and can be seen as one of the precursors to the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). The following comments directly and indirectly emphasizes SABONET’s importance as a regional taxonomy project:

♦ SABONET was one of 12, out of the over 1 000 GEF projects worldwide, mentioned in the Second Study of GEF’s Overall Performance. It was commented on its interaction and networking between institutions and countries, its use of media and newsletters, the implementation of database technology and its potential to serve as a base for the development of new projects. 

Source: Dr Alan Rodgers, GEF/UNDP Regional Bureau for Africa, 11th SABONET Steering Committee meeting.

♦ SABONET is recognized as having a major role to play in increasing human and institutional taxonomic capacity directed at meeting the needs of implementing the CBD. In addition, SABONET was cited as a pilot at the regional level for the development of a coordinated global taxonomy information system.

Source: http://www.biodiv.org/decisions/, 6th Meeting of the Conference of Parties, Global Taxonomy Initiative, Programme of Work, Planned Activities.

♦ Regional taxonomy networks, with assistance from BioNET International and UNESCO, should be strengthened to facilitate regional cooperation in taxonomy as part of Planned Activity 6 of the GTI Programme of Work. 

Source: Letter from Hamdallah Zedan, Executive Secretary, Convention on Biological Diversity, to Prof. Brian Huntley, Chairperson, SABONET Steering Committee.

♦ The definition of sustainable development is harder to apply than to understand – since ecosystems and natural resources sprawl across borders, a “high degree of cooperation and knowledge-gathering between nations” is needed to gain a holistic view of sustainability.

Source: South Africa’s Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, Official Brochure to the WSSD, “People, planet, prosperity: Towards a new global deal”. 

Strengths of the project

The accomplishments of the project and its international recognition can be ascribed to various strengths within the project. These strengths are central to the success of the network and can be ascribed to a:

♦ Champion dedicated to the development of the project – Prof. Brian Huntley, CEO of South Africa’s National Botanical Institute, was prominent in initiating the network, sourcing the donor funding, developing the project proposals and chairing the Steering Committee, all since 1990.

♦ Steering Committee with a passion for taxonomy – ten national coordinators from the ten coordinating institutions fitted the project into already full schedules and went out of their way to attend Steering Committee Meetings, coordinate SABONET staff and students, submit the quarterly and APR reports, manage the country finances and initiate national project activities.

♦ Strong, dedicated Regional Office – a committed Regional Coordinator, Administrative Officer, Financial Officer and Editor provides the network with the necessary back-up to ensure that deadlines are met, activities initiated and completed, finances managed, countries informed, meetings and courses organized, publications produced and links fostered between countries.

♦ Established executing agency – the National Botanical Institute is one of the strongest taxonomic institutions in the southern hemisphere and provides the necessary infrastructure, linkages, knowledge, information technology and human resources to assist with the many activities of a ten country project.

♦ Experienced implementing agency – the United Nations Development Programme has a lot of project management experience and is well represented within southern Africa, which positions them well to provide the necessary support and personnel, to insure that the correct procedures are followed and to implement activities to evaluate and monitor the Project.

♦ GEF funding mechanism – projects receiving GEF funds are allowed to revise their budget and logframe each year, which allows the Project to be flexible in its activities and outputs, to have addressed new issues after the Midterm Review and to reallocate funds which are locked in budget lines/logframe activities not linked to core outputs.

♦ Collaborating network – approximately 200 taxonomists from across the region have actively collaborated in SABONET activities and this willingness to partake in the project has drawn together a wide range of expertise to meet the many objectives posed by the project document.

♦ Effort to meet sustainability – SABONET is has built a solid base of botanical researchers and plant information databases that could sustain future projects to continue the documentation of the region’s flora, to assist with bioregional planning and to contribute towards conservation initiatives of southern Africa.

♦ Spirit of regionalism – the large area covered by the Project and the collaboration between different cultures is a victory in itself, which indicates the shared goals that exist within the subcontinent and this provides the necessary political backing for taxonomic research which is not always available at a national level.

♦ Regular monitoring and evaluation procedure – the UNDP/GEF’s Annual Project Review, Project Implementation Review, Midterm Review and Terminal Review, and the Project’s own Annual and Quarterly Reports, are invaluable in their ability to insure that relevant project outputs are set, implemented and met by the end of the project’s life.
♦ South-south solution – Taxonomic expertise within southern Africa were predominantly of a colonial origin and lost after independence in most countries; subsequently the void was filled by local people and strengthened through the SABONET Project. 

Lessons learned

The execution of the SABONET Project and the implementation of its activities across the region has not always been a smooth process and many obstacles were encountered during the past five years. Many lessons were learned in overcoming the many obstacles and these issues and lessons could be of assistance to other developing networks and for the programme of work of the Global Taxonomy Initiative. A few lessons learned during the SABONET Project that could be considered by other networks are:

♦ Activities of participating institutions in the region were hampered by staff shortages and to counter this problem SABONET appointed over 70 contract staff in the region. Due to the nature of contract positions, postgraduate studies and absorption by other institutions, the project has experienced a high turnover of trained staff that resulted in a continuous knowledge drain and a need to repeat many courses. Most participating institutions have failed with efforts to retain trained SABONET staff. Future projects should encourage participating institutions to appoint project staff into permanent positions in order not to lose the capacity that has been built.

♦ The coordination mechanism of the Project in each country was given to a single individual (head of institute/department/herbarium) that runs the project in collaboration with a National Working Group. This set-up proved successful, however, making use of an already occupied individual as National Coordinator has had negative effects on the project. Coordination of up to ten projects in addition to already large national workloads in some under-staffed institutions has placed coordinators under a lot of strain. Future projects should consider appointing a National Coordinator in each country and the head of institute/department could be elected as the Chairperson of the National Working Group.

♦ At the start of the project it was assumed that all staff were computer literate and able to manage computer systems and databases. It soon became clear that this was not the case and computer courses were implemented which alleviated the problem. However, computerisation was still hampered by many problems and was only countered when a SABONET Information Technology (IT) section was put in place to react to problems and break-downs experienced by the countries. Future projects should therefore consider seriously involving IT specialists at a early stage to provide support and training to any project making use of extensive computerisation activities.

♦ All projects have a set of major outputs at the end of its life to illustrate its relevance to donor agencies and the broader society. A major output of the SABONET project was a strong core of professional botanists and plant information databases. The Midterm Review of the project highlighted that these outputs were excellent but not tangible to the end-users of taxonomic information. It was therefore recommended by the Midterm Review that National and Poaceae Checklists should be seen as priority outputs for the Project. As not much thought was given to train staff to adequately compile and produce these during the life of the project, a lot of strain was placed on the countries to get these publications out. Future projects should structure their training programmes to be output driven and linked to the priority outputs of the project.

♦ As is the case in any project, not all participating countries are at the same level of development and exhibit different capacities to achieve project objectives. As a result some participating institutions seem to fair poorly when compared to the achievements of the stronger institutions. Institutions with low capacities are therefore not as motivated as the stronger institutions that meet deadlines and project activities with ease. Future projects should consider a reward system to recognise to good progress made by some countries. These rewards can for instance be in the form of internships to work with partners at stronger institutions to achieve project objectives.

♦ Capacity building is seen as an important component of development by southern African governments and SABONET has contributed significantly towards this vision. Unfortunately governments do not show major buy-in into the SABONET project, as substantial national funding has not surfaced in any of the countries to fund the ongoing initiative of the activities in the region after the Project has ended. Although SABONET has marketed itself internationally, nationally there has been very little exposure to governments in some countries. Future projects should consider to seriously involve themselves with national objectives and to be active in their contribution towards and participation in development initiatives of the respective countries.

♦ End-user needs have not been considered a priority for the development of SABONET project activities, although most of these have been in line with the needs of the region. The Project’s Midterm Review has highlighted this weakness and has recommended a strategy to involve stakeholders in the process of determining project objectives. Recent national workshops to determine the needs of end-users have brought to light many taxonomic needs that can be considered by future projects.

♦ All donor funded projects come to an end and hardly ever last longer than ten years. In the light of sustainability, countries were not led or taught how to raise their own funds to start up new projects. Participating institutions are therefore dependent on SABONET to lobby for funding for a new project to enable them to continue with the good work that came from the current project. Future projects must realise that there is not always a possibility for a follow-on project to sustain the activities of the current project and must guide and support participating institutions to initiate their own initiatives.

♦ When regional boundaries are followed and not cultural ones, countries with different national languages are thrown together. In the SABONET project, the majority of countries has English as a official language, which put language constraints on the two lusophone (Portuguese speaking) countries with regards to postgraduate training in South Africa and optimal learning at training courses which were all presented in English. Future projects should consider this issue and implement necessary steps to enable minority groups to partake in project activities.

♦ Participating institutions of the SABONET Project are situated in different countries that are at different stages of economic and social development. Communication with some institutions by the most efficient means such telephone, fax and e-mail are not always possible and/or very limited and during critical situations can become a draw back to the Project. Communication blocks can be overcome by making use of recognized courier services and future projects should consider this option as a back-up or a suitable alternative that will suite their needs.

♦ Donor funded projects have large budgets and are usually managed within systems of the implementing or executing agency. SABONET placed the burden on the National Botanical Institute as the executing agency, because delays were experienced when transferring funds through the overloaded implementing agency, UNDP. Future projects should therefore consider basing their Regional Office in the most established institution in the project to make use of its financial management system and because finance management may become daunting to non-financial managers, it is wise to appoint a dedicated Financial Officer for financial administration.

♦ Two regional expeditions were conducted during the life of the Project. These expeditions were extremely successful and have contributed considerable towards the botanical knowledge of two centres of plant diversity that have not been studied in detail. Expedition shortcomings have been listed in relevant papers and these can be followed by future projects that might consider on embarking on similar endeavours.

♦ SABONET has developed various courses to train herbarium assistants and data entry clerks to achieve the objectives of the Project. Not much effort was put into the training of national project managers and they were unable to assist their staff sufficiently when they experienced problems or had relevant questions. The Midterm Review realised this weakness and subsequently many courses for managers were implemented to try and improve their capacity to manage project activities. Future projects should consider training all management staff to equip them to manage those that work for the project.

♦ Regional projects usually have as a direct output a requirement for publications to inform the world of their activities and to deliver major outputs. Participants were not adequately trained and encouraged to take up their pens and publish due to a lack of editorial support within the project. Future projects could consider including this aspect in training courses and appointing a focal point dedicated to editorial needs of the countries.

♦ Outputs within SABONET have been based on work done by developed countries and this information have in many instances been difficult to come by. Where available, access to information has also been limited because it is not available electronically. The compilation of Checklists would have been much easier if institutions had easy and complete access to electronic versions of already published lists. Future projects must consider, as a major output, to obtain electronic versions of work needed or to digitise available information as a major output.

♦ Although SABONET has been a regional project recognised for documenting plant diversity and has contributed significantly to the development of southern Africa, no assurance has been given to a SABONET follow-on project. Donor agencies have, despite the taxonomic impediment which is recognised worldwide, not committed themselves to fund future taxonomic projects in southern Africa. Future projects should lobby extensively for the recognition of the value of taxonomic work to ensure that there is a continuous process of follow-on projects to document the rich biodiversity of Africa.

Challenges and opportunities

Considering the lessons learned, the major outputs of SABONET and laying the foundation for a future follow-on initiative, the following challenges and opportunities will be pursued during the remaining 18 months of the Project:

♦ Articulate importance to national governments;

♦ Further develop existing internship programme;

♦ Consider relevance to and needs of end-users;

♦ Linking with governments to consider national policies;

♦ Greater media coverage of project’s accomplishments;

♦ Create partnerships with high capacity countries;

♦ Active involvement in the GTI programme of work;

♦ Optimise current resources to meet priority outputs;

♦ Prioritize important areas for future involvement;

♦ Investigate cross border projects;

♦ Make databases accessible to potential users;

♦ Consider sustainability in capacity development needs.

Constraints to improvement

SABONET has identified its major priorities and has become focussed after the Midterm Review. Unfortunately the official closing date of the Project was 31 March 2002, which means SABONET has now entered its Exit Strategy and will be scaling down on its activities. However, many constraints have been noted and a few of them are:

♦ Lifespan of the project is to short to complete the computerisation process.

♦ Not all the countries are at the same level of development which hampers outputs.

♦ Political believes and negative management situations affect productivity.

♦ National priorities within institutions are not always the same as for SABONET.

♦ Many institutions have staff shortages and use SABONET staff for unrelated duties.

♦ Lack of infrastructure and equipment shortages negatively affects research.

♦ Staff lack high level computer skills to sort out computer or network breakdowns.

♦ A lack of staff with higher degrees in taxonomy to complete comprehensive checklists.

♦ Governments are unaware or ignorant of the region’s undocumented rich plant diversity.

♦ Networking is limited to participating institutions in the region and hardly reaches beyond

♦ There is no dedicated or only limited government budget for research after SABONET comes to an end.

Complementing other networks

Despite the constraints experienced by SABONET, it still remains a flagship capacity-building taxonomy project that has been recognised throughout the continent and even the world. Many similar projects developed their networks and projects based on the same principles as SABONET:

♦ the SABONET Project Document and initial newsletter prompted East African taxonomists to initiate a similar project in their region called BOZONET.
♦ the SABONET network and the capacity of its information systems, formed the basis of an Italian-funded useful-plants project called SECOSUD.

♦ the SABONET national coordinators are supported to present their research and work in the project at AETFAT meetings congresses.

♦ the SABONET project has initiated a Southern African Botanical Gardens Network and will subsequently take part in the first African Botanic Gardens Congress.

♦ the SABONET herbaria are kept up to date with activities in SAFRINET and BioNET International.

♦ SABONET is represented at taxonomy related meetings and actively takes part in the Global Taxonomy Initiative and the Global Taxonomy Workshop.

♦ SABONET institutions are subscribed to Plant Talk to keep in touch with news and views of plant conservation worldwide.

Recommendations

When considering the strengths of the project, the lessons learned, the challenges and opportunities and the constraints to improvement, recommendations can be made based on the SABONET experience to act as a recipe for future projects. SABONET has taught us many things, but certain important issues are pivotal towards the development of a functional and effective regional network. A 20-point plan to develop a regional taxonomy network comprises:

♦ Strong, dedicated Regional Office (Secretariat);

♦ Financial Officer for efficient management;

♦ Regular interaction between participants;

♦ Clearly defined and formulated project objectives;

♦ Project activities realistic and within timeframe;

♦ Reporting requirements of the donor agency;

♦ Provisions for management/evaluation costs;

♦ Job descriptions for participating staff;

♦ Strong linkages with donor and/or executing agency;

♦ Clearly defined role of donor/or executing agency;

♦ Flexible project design to adapt to change;

♦ Appropriate, regular feedback of evaluation and/or monitoring findings;

♦ Annual logframe allocation and budget revision workshops;

♦ Balance between reporting and implementation activities;

♦ Study similar projects and learn from mistakes;

♦ Diplomacy and good management is essential;

♦ Take part in national conservation initiatives;

♦ Excellent training programmes and opportunities;

♦ Regional collaboration and mentoring through internships;

♦ Facilitate a realistic approach to sustainability

Conclusion

The process of managing and executing a ten-country donor funded project has been a steep learning curve for all those involved. Efforts to achieve project goals were hampered by many obstacles, but the participants’ willingness to succeed was a major ingredient to the Project’s success. SABONET and its associated achievements have filled a niche in southern African plant taxonomy that has, for various reasons, been vacant. The goodwill, diplomacy and hard work of the Steering Committee and the cooperation, active participation and mutual support by all involved, have ensured the success of the project. As a result of this dedication to the Project, SABONET has become a network that the rest of the world can hold up as an example of how a group of countries can put aside their differences and work together towards a common goal.

Opportunities for regional collaborative taxonomic research are now greater than ever before in Africa. What now remains is to lobby national governments, Convention on Biological Diversity focal points and donor agencies to demonstrate the need for the initiation and continuation of regional networks to document plant diversity as part of the GTI Programme of work. It is hoped that the successes of SABONET will motivate donor agencies to invest in African development programmes and that the lessons learned through SABONET will aid other networks in the development of similar taxonomic capacity building projects.
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