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Book Review

A Practical Grass Selection Guide (South Africa)
By Waltman Botha and Ivan van der Walt
2018, Diverse Ecological Solutions (Pty) Ltd, PO Box 910-1482, Pyramid 0120, South Africa. Email: ivan@ecologicalsolutions.info 
or waltman@hydroseeding.co.za 
184 pages, softcover
ISBN 978-0-620-73888-0. Price R395.00

Botha and van der Walt are experienced horticultural and 
landscape design consultants. In response to stakeholder 
feedback, they have self-published this book to share their 
extensive knowledge gained through the production and 
supply of indigenous seed and plant material to the rehabili-
tation, environmental and landscape industries. 

They aim to provide a practical grass selection guide 
and aid to decision-making, for people and practitioners 
that need to select grasses for specific projects. Engineers, 
landscape architects, environmentalists, landowners and 
farmers, as well as universities and government depart-
ments, will all find it an invaluable tool.

The grass family is the third largest plant family in 
South Africa with close to 1 000 species, and careful 
consideration is required in choosing the right grasses for 
projects such as mine rehabilitation, veld restoration or 
landscaping. This book simplifies this task and lives up to 
its name; it is indeed a practical guide to choosing the best 
grasses for a project. 

The authors identify 101 grass species that they use 
regularly, that are widespread and important grasses for 
restoration and landscaping, and were chosen based on 
ecological, utility and ornamental values, as well as factors 
such as availability and ease of seeding and cultivation. 
This evolving and growing list is based on the authors’ 
extensive experience, systematic approach and detailed 
research. There are already an additional 25 species the 
authors plan to include in future revisions. 

The book provides numerous reference tables for these 
species, across a range of useful criteria. These reference 
tables are valuable tools to aid informed decision-making 
quickly and easily, using the data synthesised from two 
sources: (1) vegetation types in Mucina and Rutherford 
(2006) are used to match the grass species list with informa-
tion on biomes, bioregions and vegetation units, and (2) van 
Oudtshoorn (2012) is the source of information on grass 
identification and plant features. For example, readers can 
quickly see what grasses are suitable in a specific area, 
and also see which of them have good grazing value, or are 
useful to control erosion, or useful in landscaping.

The introductory chapter introduces the purpose, 
scope and structure of the book. It briefly discusses the 
importance of local grasses in restoration and rehabilita-
tion, emphasising the need for a high level of biodiversity 
and a structured approach taking into account, among other 
factors, site structure, species composition and management 
(e.g. cutting, grazing, fire and weed control). A brief overview 
of the restoration planning process is also provided.

The introduction only touches on these topics as they are 
outside the scope of this book. Of interest to this review is 
that comprehensive books on veld and pasture manage-
ment and physical restructuring required for rehabilitation, 

such as those by van Oudtshoorn (2015) and Coetzee 
(2005), do not make specific species recommendations 
for different areas, a gap that Botha and van der Walt 
cover comprehensively.

The second chapter on Vegetation Classification breaks 
down the broader distributional information of each species 
into biomes, bioregions and vegetation units. This informa-
tion is grouped by province for seven of South Africa’s nine 
provinces. The Eastern Cape and Western Cape provinces 
are excluded in this first edition, but the authors suggest 
they will probably be included in subsequent revisions. 
Readers can easily select a province, identify the biome, 
bioregion and vegetation unit applicable to their project, 
and quickly see what species to use there. For example, 
it only took me a few moments to find the 34 species 
recommended for Rand Highveld Grassland in Gauteng 
or the 23 species recommended for Eastern Free State 
Sandy Grassland.

In the third chapter on Plant Characteristics, specific 
plant characteristics for the 101 species are provided. At 
a glance, you can check the species list against criteria 
such as:
1. Identification: growth habit (growth form, height and 

leaf blade characteristics), perenniality (annual, weakly 
perennial and strongly perennial), flowering times, and 
colour (leaf blade and spikelets)

2. Ecology: plant succession (pioneer, subclimax and 
climax species) and ecological status (decreaser and  
increaser I, II or III)

3. Habitat: light (sun, semi-shade and shade), disturbance 
(disturbed, overgrazed and stable veld), soil condition 
(shallow, gravel, sandy, loam, clay, rocky and limestone) 
and wetness (rainfall, preference and wetland)

4. Utilisation: grazing (grazing value and grazing status), 
erosion control, ornamental (overall rating and plant 
features – plant shape, texture, colour, seed shape 
and colour). 

Plant Profiles of 35 individual species are presented 
in the fourth chapter. The chapter covers species that 
are mostly selected for ornamental plantings, although 
some are naturally also useful for other purposes. Each 
species is afforded a single A4 page for a clear colour 
photo of the whole plant and an individual inflorescence, 
a map of its distribution in South Africa, and a tabular 
summary of all the relevant information in chapters 2 and 
3. Thus on a single page readers can see the plant and 
inflorescence, see where it occurs naturally, view the 
summarised information on identification, ecology, habitat 
and utilisation (derived from van Oudtshoorn 2012), and 
also see in which biomes and bioregions it occurs (from 
Mucina and Rutherford 2006). All of this information is 
represented in a summarised form, sparing readers many 
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hours of extracting the information from the two reference 
sources used. 

The book concludes with a Case Study in chapter 5 that 
provides a brief example of how the authors used their 
approach for the grass selection and planning phases of a 
mine rehabilitation project in Mpumalanga. 

This is followed by a short bibliography and a useful 
glossary of terms.

The book is pitched at just the right level for a broad 
audience, allowing for simple understanding coupled 
with comprehensive but concise information for informed 
decision-making. It is an invaluable aid for anyone wanting 
to re-establish or enhance vegetation communities 
that have been transformed as a result of construction, 
erosion or any other disruption. Government is using it 
in the Working for Water programme (and others), and 
universities are already ordering more copies as its value 
as a teaching aid becomes more apparent. It complements 
the current literature by providing much-needed 

practical advice on what species to plant where, and for 
what purpose. 

The only error observed (an incorrect picture used for 
the inflorescence of caterpillar grass) was pointed out by 
the authors and will be corrected in future revisions. The 
book was otherwise remarkably error-free and well written. 
I highly recommend it and commend the authors for filling 
this gap in the market so well.
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