
Who are the “Eco-Estate” developers kidding? 
An esteemed client requested me to identify some large grassland gardens in 
Gauteng area (or even wider) that he could possibly visit. His intention is to establish 
a substantial grassland garden and wanted to look at what has already been 
achieved in this field locally. 
 
Not one. Not a single one. But if you look at billboards, there should be many. 
 
It must be borne in mind that the whole of Gauteng (and much wider) lies in the 
grassland biome. That is what the local birds and the bees are used to. That is their 
shelter, their food, and their home. 
 
When we develop, we first destroy every single plant on site (engineers like a 
clean slate) before development starts. When construction is finished, the developer 
allow some pittance to get greenery back on site. Not related to what was destroyed 
but some convoluted perception of African outdoors, mostly based on the Victorian 
perception of a garden that is swathes of manicured lawn, clipped evergreen shrubs, 
and pretty flowers that need replacement every three months or so. 
 
Needless to say, not a bird in site and if an insect dares to enter this aberration, it 
gets sprayed out of existence. 
 
To destroy is cheap – bulldozer rates are not that heavy. But to put back is another 
story. It does not happen by itself. 
 
A friend of mine who owns a property near Lanseria told me that his grandfather 
used to farm with tomatoes. This activity stopped some fifty years ago and not a 
single grassland specie (except pioneer grasses) has returned to the erstwhile 
tomato fields. I believe the same is true for areas incorporated into the 
Suikerbosrand Nature Reserve that was farmed 100 years ago. 
 
It does not look like it, but the Gauteng landscape is ancient. So is some of the plant 
species it harbours, such as Boophane disticha and Crinum graminicola. 
 
Even our local botanical gardens do not have a grassland garden where visitors can 
appreciate the diversity of plants occurring in the grasslands. 
 
What is upsetting is that many developers have jumped on the bandwagon and call 
their developments “eco friendly” or even worse, ”claim your piece of nature in the 
city”. Closer scrutiny revealed none of the sorts. There are numerous examples I can 
quote but am sure I would be sued if I mention names. But think Meyerton, Lanseria, 
Hartbeespoortdam, Modderfontein and Pretoria East, amongst others. 
 
To try and put some credence to the concept I presented a paper (together with Ivan 
van der Walt) at the 2016 ILASA conference with the theme “Re-interpreting 
landscape” where I proposed a rating system for developments that claim to be 
nature estates or eco estates. (You can get it here).  
 
Afterwards, an official from the Department of Environmental Affairs approached me 

https://wildflowernursery.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=1697a9d0f9ce0f2c34f639807&id=da7bc0d5ac&e=266cead262


and was very excited. The Department planned something similar and we should 
work together. Two workshops were held with all the important players in the 
field  and the Department playing the leadership role.  
 
Up to date (more than two years later) nothing has emanated and it seems to have 
died a slow death. So currently, terms such as “back to nature" and "eco-friendly” are 
still being bandied about by developers/estates to lure potential buyers without any 
responsibility to define or quantify the terms used.  
 
Charles Dickens coined the term “Great Expectations”. In my opinion, the buyers do 
not get what is advertised but there is nothing that the developer’s claims can be 
measured against.  
 
Maybe it is time to revive the concept? Please share your thoughts with me. 
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