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South Africa is one of the world’s most biodiverse 
countries, ranking third overall. The country Is 
home to the Cape Floral Kingdom or the Cape 
Floristic Region (CFR), which is situated for the 
most part in the winter rainfall Western Cape 
province but also extends into the Northern 
and Eastern Cape provinces where it transitions 
into summer rainfall. The CFR is a biodiversity 
hotspot home to about 9 500 plant species, of 
which seventy percent only grow in this region 
(are endemic to the region) and nowhere else in 
the world. The CFR is nestled in the southwest 
corner of the province encompassing just more 
than a million hectares. It is dominated by the 
commonly known Fynbos vegetation, followed by 
Renosterveld and to a lesser extent the Sandveld 
and Afromontane forest vegetation types. Its 
area is considered small in comparison to many 
biomes, but it is classified as a floral kingdom 
because of the richness of its biodiversity and 
unique vegetation. It is one of only six in the 
world. The CFR was declared a World Heritage 
Site in 2004.

Although the CFR is home to so much endemic 
vegetation, only nine percent of it is formally pro-
tected according to the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute. A considerable proportion 
of the CFR vegetation is considered endangered 
or critically endangered. The biggest threat to 
the CFR is population growth and the resultant 
pressure on land from urbanisation and urban 
sprawl. Another significant threat is alien inva-
sive plants that easily out-compete and replace 
the indigenous vegetation. The transformation 
of land for agriculture purposes, dominated by 
conventional monoculture and grazing practices, 
also threatens the integrity of the region. The 
effects of climate change are predicted to further 
endanger the CFR, with estimates that around 
half could be destroyed without intervention. 

Another threat posed to the CFR is the unsus-
tainable wild harvesting of indigenous plants. 
There is a growing demand for many indigenous 
plant species, historically from the sale and use 
of fynbos flowers and medicines, and more re-
cently for plants used as food. Many livelihoods 
in South Africa depend on the harvesting and 
selling of indigenous plants, particularly in infor-
mal markets. 

The wild harvesting of indigenous plants for 
various purposes continues to increase as de-
mand for these plants grows with a shift away 
from subsistence cultural methods of harvesting 
to more competitive trade market practices. The 
growing demand means that they are less likely 
to be sustainably harvested, and face the risk of 
becoming threatened species. In certain areas 
of South Africa, several important indigenous 
species have reached extinction levels due to de-
mand exceeding supply. A good example being 
the pepper bark tree (Warburgia salutaris) in 
KwaZulu-Natal that can now only be found in 

protected areas. Much of the vegetation in the 
CFR is at risk of the very same fate. 

The continued wild harvesting of indigenous 
plants will result in the loss of plant species and 
also the loss of livelihoods and income for the 
many people who depend on the trade of in-
digenous plants, particularly for medicinal and 
cultural purposes.

Some work has been done to promote sustain-
able wild harvesting of indigenous plants in 
the country by various actors. One example is 
wildflower harvesting in the Agulhas Plains in 
the Western Cape. One of the largest economic 
industries in the Agulhas Plains is fynbos flowers 
with a significant number of people dependent 
on the trade and sales of wildflowers for their 
livelihoods. Conservation efforts have resulted 
in the development of sustainable best practice 
guidelines for wild harvesting or picking, which 
has had significant impact in the protection of 
the flowers and continued livelihood support.

There is an opportunity to cultivate indigenous 
plants and thus replace unsustainable wild har-
vesting practices. Cultivation means indigenous 
plants can be grown for human use to meet the 
demand in a way that protects the wild species, 
make use of the indigenous plants more respon-
sibly and supports sustainable livelihoods. But 
there is still little uptake or interest in cultivation 
because there is still little knowledge on how to 
properly cultivate many of them and uncertainty 
as to whether cultivation will be economically 
beneficial for many growers in current markets. 

The purpose of this book is to contribute to 
and build on ongoing research and knowledge 
about the cultivation of indigenous edible plants, 
particularly in the CFR. The Sustainability Insti-
tute, through various projects, aims to support 
the growth and development of small-scale 
farmers in building socioeconomic and ecological 
resilience through the utilization of agroecolog-
ical farming practices. One of these practices 
is incorporating the use of indigenous vegeta-
tion into farming systems. Higher levels of crop 
diversity and the addition of indigenous vegeta-
tion builds resilience at the farm level, and, more 
importantly, contributes to the form and function 
of the local ecosystem. They are better suited to 
the local climatic conditions, provide habitat to 
organisms and support ecosystem services that, 
in turn, support the farm.

This manual aims to encourage the integration 
of indigenous plants into agricultural systems, 
and to show how to properly cultivate indigenous 
plants in a sustainable manner that is useful for 
farmers to grow for beneficiation. It also aims to 
contribute towards the reclaiming of the history 
and knowledge that once existed about the use 
of indigenous plants as foods and medicine, and 
contribute to revitalising and celebrating culture 
that was held by the native populations of the 
Cape. 

Rirhandzu Marivate
Project Manager: Sustainability Institute Learning Farm
Stellenbosch, 2021
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Each of the entries in the five categories gives 
the same sort of information about the plant 
concerned. The icons give useful quick visual 
information about the size the plant will grow, 
what spacing to use, if it needs sun or shade, 
and where the plant occurs naturally in South 
Africa. 

Then, in the written text, under the heading 
GROWING, there is information about what 

For quick and easy reference, icons are included on each plant description page.

Grows in full sun

Herb, indicating the height and spread to which it grows and the distance 
apart to plant

Shrub, indicating the height and spread to which it grows and the distance 
apart to plant

Medium-sized tree, indicating the height and spread to which it grows 
and the distance apart to plant

Clipped hedge, indicating the height and spread to which it grows

Supported climber, indicating the height and spread to which it grows

Strap-leafed plant, indicating the height and spread to which it grows 
and the distance apart to plant

Ground cover, indicating the height and spread to which it grows and 
the distance apart to plant

Grows in part shade

Attracts pollinators

Home garden, indicating that the plant is suitable for small-scale home 
planting. Use the icons indicating height, spread and spacing when plan-
ning your planting

Crop, indicating that plant is suitable for farming at scale in farm condi-
tions. Use the icons indicating height, spread and spacing when planning 
your planting 

Street planting, indicating that the plant is suitable for or might be 
found in public street planting. Use the icons indicating height, spread and 
spacing when planning your planting

Map, indicating where the plant occurs

Harvesting time, indicating the season and months during which har-
vesting can take place in the wild. Note that this will vary if plants are 
cultivated or irrigated

Spacing

Spread

Height

Spread

Height

Spread

Height

Spacing

Spread

Height

Spacing

Spread

Height

Spread

Spacing

Height

Spread

Spacing

Height

type of plant it is (a shrub, tree, ground cover, 
etc.) and where you would find it growing natu-
rally. It also notes what it looks like, how it grows, 
and how to propagate and harvest it.  

Under the heading USING, it will say what parts 
you use in cooking and it gives some ideas of the 
kinds of dishes or recipes you could use it in.

KEY TO ICONS

THE PLANT DESCRIPTIONS 
BY CATEGORY
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DUNE SPINACH
Tetragonia decumbens | Aizoaceae
Sea spinach, duine spinasie, kinkelbos, klapperbrak

GROWING

A flat-growing sprawling perennial that grows natu-
rally on coastal sand dunes all the way from southern 
Namibia to the Eastern Cape province in South 
Africa. It is most common along the winter rainfall 
Western Cape coastline.

It has long runners that can multiply and thicken into 
large mats that form a dense cover. Sweet-smelling 
yellow flowers cluster along the runners, producing 
many four-winged seeds in spring. 

It has a long, strong perennial root that branches to 
anchor the plant against sand erosion from wind or 
high seas, so is a useful plant for dune rehabilitation. 
It is well adapted to dry periods when its runners 
often die back. New ones, however, resprout from 
the root after rain. The leaves are larger and soft-
er in the rainy season. In the dry season, the leaves 
thicken, becoming greyish and rough textured. Even 
limited irrigation will ensure the leaves remain soft 
and tender for year-round harvesting. 

Its runners are often seen creeping up shrub or mesh 
supports, making it suitable for growing vertically 
as a hedge or windbreak, or as a way of saving on 
ground space. 

leafy green potherbs

Propagate from seed or cuttings and plant at least 
2 metres apart at the start of the wet season so that 
strong roots can establish, particularly if there is no 
plan to irrigate. 

Pruning hard and harvesting encourages regrowth 
from the leaf nodes and will help to keep the plant 
more compact. Harvest lengths of runner and tip 
rosettes for use in cooking.

USING

Pull the leaves and leaf tip rosettes off the stems. 
Avoid using the stems that have become too fibrous. 
Wash very well to remove the sand that likes to stick 
to their textured leaves. Use the wet season leaves 
whole or chopped, either raw or cooked. Drier season 
leaves are best cooked. 

Use in the same way as chard and the many greens 
referred to as marog or potherbs, in a wide range of 
traditional as well as contemporary recipes. The ten-
der leaves can be used raw in salads, though many 
people prefer them cooked because of their texture. 
Use them in soups, stews and stir fries or patties, or 
included in fillings for pies or muffins. They can also 
be fermented or pickled.

Full sun Attracts 
pollinators

Home garden Crop Street
planting

Ground cover Supported 
climber/hedge

Harvest
time

2m
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