The three corners of the Cederburg
(local community, environment and research management)
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The Clanwilliam cedar tree, once a prominent feature of the Cederberg region, is now an endangered
and protected species. Historically, the tree was widely harvested for its wood, which was used in
construction (for doors, chairs, and church pews), shipbuilding, fencing, and even telegraph poles. In
fact, in 1879, the telegraph line between Piketberg and Calvinia was constructed using over 7,000
cedar poles.

To learn more about the conservation and restoration of this iconic species, | visited the Cederberg
as part of the Darwin 200 program. For over 20 years, CapeNature has led various initiatives aimed at
increasing the population of the cedar tree in the Cederberg Mountains. The area is made up of private
tourist farms that still support surviving populations of the tree. Some farms have established cedar
plantations, where seeds are collected and grown into seedlings that are later replanted across the
landscape.

| had the opportunity to speak with Dawie Burger in Driehoek, the farm and conservation manager of
the Sustainable Cedar Project, who has been working on the restoration of the cedar tree for the past
15 years. He realized that in order to successfully restore such a vast landscape, it was essential to
reconnect local communities with their natural environment. The project began by engaging with the
community, building trust, and collaborating to co-design restoration techniques. Fundraising efforts
were also essential to provide equipment for seed harvesting, hiking gear, plant backpacks, nursery
tools, and wages for labour. This long-term project has required time and dedication to establish a
strong foundation of trust and a sustainable restoration strategy.

During my visit, | also interviewed elderly members of the community who have lived in the Cederberg
since childhood. They shared stories of using the land for food, medicinal plants,andherbs,and described
the changes that there has been major changes they’ve witnessed in the region’s vegetation. They
spoke about how they witnessed the overharvesting of cedar trees by colonial settlers nearly drove
the species to extinction. | also spoke with a member of the Algeria local community in Cederberg,
who emphasized the cultural and ecological importance of the cedar tree and the surrounding fynbos
habitat. The community continues to preserve its cultural heritage through storytelling and drama,
which are used to pass down traditional knowledge to younger generations on the importance of plants
especially the ceder tree that has been standing for more than 200 years. | also visited two rock art
sites in the Cederberg. The art was stunning, depicting livestock, traditional clothing, and aspects of
daily life from ancient times.

Finally, after our time in the Cederberg, we travelled to Cape Town to speak with an archaeologist
and botanist who has conducted research in the area. She revealed that cedar wood has been used
since the Stone Age, based on archaeological evidence showing its use for fuel, planks, and tools. Fire
played an important role in early communities’ lifestyles; they would burn the veld to make land more
accessible, to gather food, and to hunt. It’s believed that fire also improved the taste of certain edible
bulbs by breaking down tannins through chemical reactions that were facilitated by high temperatures.
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