
BOULDERING 
IN ROCKLANDS
EVALUATING AND UNDERSTANDING PERCEIVED IMPACTS

RESEARCH FEEDBACK REPORT
ALEX WEISS
MARCH 2019



Cover photo by Andy Court.

BOULDERING 
IN ROCKLANDS
EVALUATING AND UNDERSTANDING PERCEIVED IMPACTS

RESEARCH FEEDBACK REPORT
ALEX WEISS
MARCH 2019

This feedback document is a summary of a research report submitted in partial 
fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of BA (Honours) in Environmental and 
Geographical Sciences at the University of Cape Town submitted in October 2018. 
The project was completed with the supervision of Jaci van Niekerk and Associate 

Professor Rachel Wynberg.

The full report is available online.

For any enquiries contact Alex Weiss at alexw032@gmail.com.

https://static.wixstatic.com/ugd/71c865_ad85d2fd427942be9faec1f8352be8fe.pdf
mailto:alexw032%40gmail.com?subject=RE%3A%20Rocklands%20Research


1

Contents

Background 2
Summary of Results 3

Expansion of tourism and bouldering 3
Drivers of growing popularity of bouldering 4

Natural growth and good quality bouldering 4
Population demographic trends 4

Impacts 5
The EMP 7
Permits 7
Environmental Awareness, Communication and  7
Stakeholder Engagement 7
Socio-Economic Benefits 8
Recommendations 8

Concluding Remarks 10



Background
Outdoor-adventure niche-based activities are growing in popularity across the world and 
greater attention is being paid to the associated environmental, social and cultural impacts. 
This feedback report summarises the findings of an Honours study conducted within the De-
partment of Environmental and Geographical Science at the University of Cape Town in 2018.  
The study sought to explore the perceptions of various role-players involved in bouldering at a 
world-renowned site, Rocklands, in the Western Cape Province of South Africa.   

Since 2005, bouldering at Rocklands has grown exponentially and there is rising concern that 
the implications of this growth are not being managed effectively. This study thus set out to bet-
ter inform current management actions and enhance socio-ecological outcomes at Rocklands 
by garnering the views of climbers, landowners and conservation officials involved in 
bouldering. 

A total of 14 individuals were either interviewed or took part in focus groups; whilst 84 respon-
dents replied to an online survey targeted at climbers who have visited Rocklands.
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Climbers returning from The French Side crag.
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Summary of Results

When rock climbing and bouldering in the 
Cederberg began to gain prominence, the 
Environmental and Access Sport Climbing and 
Bouldering Management Plan for the Ceder-
berg Wilderness Area (hereafter ‘EMP’) was 
drawn up in 2005 by the Mountain Club of 
South Africa on behalf of CapeNature. Since its 
inception there has been an estimated aver-
age growth in climbers visiting Rocklands of 
25% per annum. The consensus across stake-
holders is that growth was consistent until 
2010 and progressively escalated from 2013 

onwards. The number of climbing crags has 
increased from four (on Cederberg Wilderness 
Area land) in 2005 to over 53 in 2018 across 
the Rocklands region. Estimates suggest that 
in 2011 there were ± 600 climbers throughout 
the climbing season compared to the 2017 
financial year during which 2 494 climbing 
permits were issued.

Expansion of tourism and bouldering

2005 2010 2013 20182000

± 10 ± 40 ± 500

< 2 500

< 1 200

Graphic 
representation  

of the growth in 
the number of 

visitors to 
Rocklands.

Map of the Rocklands bouldering area. Boulder locations were plotted based on the database on 27Crags as at September 2018

https://27crags.com/areas/rocklands


Figure 1: Survey respon-
dents who acknowledged 
that there was a growth in 
visitors to the area, from 
both South Africa as well 
as overseas were asked to 
account for the nationality 
(black) or region (grey) of 
the visitors that they had 
become aware of and/or 
most notably interacted 
with at Rocklands. The 
graph shows the number 
of times each nationality 
was cited.

Climbing has grown in popularity across 
the world, and Rocklands is no exception. 
Largely spread by word-of-mouth, Rocklands’ 
world-renowned reputation  is mainly 
attributable to: 

• The perception of much unexplored 
terrain, enticing more advanced climbers to 
open up new boulders and set new routes. 

• Many climbing routes, of various 
difficulties on offer with many climbers 
returning to complete projects1 which are 
bountiful at Rocklands. 

• Good quality all-round climbing experi-
ence.

The snowball effect has been accentuated by 

the growth of publicity in the mainstream as 
well as social media. Initially (2000 to 2010), 
publicity was gained through international 
magazine publications and feature length 
films2. Subsequently, the growth of online 
websites and social media has made a 
significant impact3. Celebrity appearances on 
social media have also drawn more attention 
to the area. The development of better in-
frastructure (i.e. roads, shops etc.) is another 
contributing factor to the growing number of 
visitors. Furthermore, overwhelmingly for in-
ternational climbers, it is suggested that South 
Africa is an extremely affordable climbing 

destination.
Whilst growing numbers of climbers are both 
local and international, landowners and climb-
ers are noticing a rise in the number of inter-
national climbers. Overall there is a 50/50 split 
in visitors who are local and foreign, although 
one climber suggested that at the height of 
the climbing season, 80% of the climbers are 
likely to be international (Figure 1; Table 1). 
This is attributable to the favourable climbing
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Population demographic trends

Drivers of growing 
popularity of bouldering
Natural growth and good quality 
bouldering

1 A specific route that a climber is attempting to or has ambitions to complete without falling or resting.  
2 Annual film festivals such as REEL ROCK Film Tour showcase a compilation of outdoor adventure and climbing related films. 
REEL ROCK is screened across the world at over 500 screenings (https://reelrocktour.com).
3 Popular websites and mobile sites include 8a.nu (https://www.8a.nu) and  27crags (https://27crags.com). The most prominent 
influencing social media platform is Instagram, followed by Facebook and Vimeo.

In general, the tourism industry has grown in the area although in Rocklands climbing has 
become the main industry and climbers now form the main clientele of accommodation 
providers in the region, especially during the climbing season - May to September.



conditions coinciding with the Northern Hemi-
sphere summer, traditionally a vacation period. 

The impacts associated with climbing depend 
less on the total number of climbers than on 
the spatial and temporal concentration of 
climbers in particular areas. Most climbers 
have not noticed a big impact on the area as 
Rocklands contains multiple bouldering sites, 
and climbers are spread out. Nevertheless, in-
dividual boulders in popular areas were identi-
fied as being particularly heavily affected, both 
landowners and climbers citing ecological 
impacts to be of greatest concern.

Overwhelmingly it was deemed important 
to recognise the scale of impacts relative to 
other industries and the number of climbers 
venturing through the area, which in 2017 was 

approximately 2 500,  primarily over a four-
month window. Other conservation threats 
in the Cederberg include the conversion of 
natural habitat to agriculture, rapid and inten-
sive development, over-exploitation of water 
resources, infestation by alien species and 
inappropriate fire management. For instance, 
the severity of the impacts of bouldering path-
webs and erosion was  intensified by a fire 
which swept through the area in 2013. Had the 
affected area been closed off for rehabilitation, 
the severity of the impacts could well have 
been diminished. 

Cederberg sandstone fynbos, the vegetation 
type where the bouldering sites are located, 
has been severely impacted by the cultivation 
of rooibos tea and vineyards. Survey respon-
dents were asked to rate ecological impacts, 
as seen in Figure 2, erosion and widening of 
staging areas - a result of climbers ‘stashing’
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Impacts

Climbing Organisation/Gym mem-
bership

Region Number of 
Respondents

Mountain Club of South Africa (MCSA) South Africa 24
Bloc11 Climbing Gym South Africa, WC 24

No affiliation N/A 16
City Rock Climbing Gym South Africa 15

UCT Mountain and Ski Club (UCT 
MSC)

South Africa, WC 13

Berg- en Toer Klub (BTK) South Africa, WC 5
Exploratio South Africa, KZN 3

Southern Rock Climbing Gym South Africa, KZN 3
Rocklands Association for 

Development
South Africa 2

German Alpine Club Germany 1
Italian Alpine Club Italy 1

Royal Dutch Mountaineering and Rock 
Climbing Assoc.

Netherlands 1

Norwegian Alpine Club Norway 1
Wits University Mountain Club South Africa, GP 1

Western Cape Climbing South Africa, WC 1
Longmont Climbing Collective Climb-

ing Gym
USA 1

Movement Climbing and 
Fitness Climbing Gym

USA 1

Access Fund USA 1
American Alpine Club USA 1

Table 1:
Survey respondents 
were asked if they were a 
member of any climb-
ing-related organisation 
or gym. This was asked to 
identify which organisa-
tions to potentially target 
for future communication 
strategies as climbing or-
ganisations can be useful 
for outreach to climbers 
and further gauge where 
climbers come from.



6

Figure 2:
Survey results depict-

ing the significance of 
the climbing related 

impacts of bouldering. 
The dark shaded bars 

represent biophysi-
cal impacts and grey 
bars represent social 

impacts. 

boulder pads on vegetation on the fringe of 
staging areas - was rated as the most signifi-
cant biophysical impact and crowding at boul-
ders as the biggest social impact. Other highly 
rated concerns include uncontrolled waste 
disposal - incorrect etiquette for establishing 
‘bush toilets’ and toilet paper litter – and ero-
sion of paths and proliferation thereof.
Scouting for new sites continues to be the re-
sponsibility of climbers. Originally it was pur-
sued by experienced climbers with an intimate 
knowledge of the area, who had an under-
standing with landowners that they would 
do it in a responsible manner. This is still the 
case, however, with the advent of social media 
and mobile applications, a greater number of 
climbers are sharing information about new 

boulders which then have to be verified and 
logged by experienced climbers and mainte-
nance on paths done accordingly. It is in this 
way that climbers monitor their own impact. It 
is, however, a challenge to maintain new areas, 
for instance, when during an isolated event in 
2017 a protected yellowwood tree (Podocar-
pus latifolius) was damaged during the open-
ing of a new route (Figure 3). 

The overall mean for climbing-related social 
impacts found in Figure 2 are low, attesting to 
the high-quality experience and good reputa-
tion of bouldering at Rocklands. Despite these 
being low they remain important as metrics so 
that they do not become issues in the future. 
Impacts on rock art sites are site-specific and

Figure 3:
The indigenous yellowwood tree 
which was damaged during the 
opening of a new route.



fairly limited in extent and have been attribut-
ed to a lack of cultural awareness. Should 
climber numbers continue to increase, the 
nature of the impacts on rock art networks may 
require further investigation. 

The EMP is structurally sound and the impact 
criteria appropriate when levelled against 
other such documents (i.e. the Environmental 
Management Programme for Climbing on the 
Peninsula Mountain Chain) and aligns with 
other management plans and guidelines (i.e. 
The Access Fund). Conservation measures and 
management need to be reflective and adap-
tive to changes; and findings from this study 
suggest there is a need for a review to en-
hance the EMP’s effectiveness. Notwithstand-
ing an apparent failure of the implementation 
of aspects of the EMP, such as information 
dissemination and monitoring strategies, the 
lack of adaptiveness in a systematic manner 
has meant that the legitimacy of conservation 
governance and acceptability of conservation 
management has been undermined. This, in 
part, has led to the severity of  biophysical im-
pacts (erosion and uncontrolled waste dispos-
al) that have occurred in the area.

Overlapping interests in a web of relationships 
and processes of land ownership and access 
has heightened the complexity of the man-
agement of this socio-ecological system. The 
development of the all-in-one permit system 
(including CapeNature and landowners) which 
was established in 2014 signaled an adap-
tive shift in management. The structure of 
this agreement was initiated, however, in the 
absence of a proper, revised Bouldering EMP. 
Findings suggest that landowners perceived 
that the scale of the impacts at the time of the 
initiation of this agreement did not warrant 
an EMP. However, the rapid increase in visitor 
numbers has spurred a need for the review of 
a formal plan beyond the stipulations currently 
stated within the landowner permit arrange-
ment.

Overall, climbers assume that the funds raised 
through permits are reserved for conservation 
measures but also recognise that it is used 
for access control. There are no regulations 
or obligations imposed by the permit and it is 

completely at the discretion of each individual 
landowner as to how the funds are spent. This 
has however fostered confusion among climb-
ers as to the purpose of the permit. In terms of 
access control, it is perceived by climbers that 
the funds generated from permit sales would 
be used for monitoring and administrative 
costs, whilst infrastructure development would 
entail path maintenance and information dis-
semination. Whilst CapeNature has a  mandate 
to conserve the area, there are no conserva-
tion obligations for private landowners. Find-
ings indicate that there are a lack of conserva-
tion measures in place across Rocklands and 
that greater action is needed in this regard. 

Whilst the permit system successfully assists in 
building a database of visitors, it fails to re-
duce numbers of visitors to high impact zones, 
does not necessarily restrict access nor does it 
foster environmental consciousness. Policing 
of permits does not seem to be an appropriate 
strategy to ensure climbers purchase them as 
most climbers do purchase them (only 3.7% of 
climbers never purchase a permit). Most of the 
rehabilitation and environmental management 
measures as well as information dissemination 
is done voluntarily by the climbers themselves. 
The lack of disclosure and transparency on the 
bona fide benefit and use of funds generated 
from the permit system has fostered ambiva-
lence towards CapeNature in particular and 
as a result undermined its legitimacy and the 
acceptability of its management. An emblem-
atic example of this is the installation of two 
eco-toilets by CapeNature at the parking lots 
of two sites in early 2017. These toilets are 
perceived to not be the correct measure to 
alleviating the issue of human waste dispos-
al. This example is indicative of conservation 
measures that are out of touch with the nature 
of bouldering and the views of the climbing 
community. An emergent issue surrounding 
attitudes to permits is that it is not covered by 
the Wild Card4. The Wild Card was removed as 
a cover for permit fees due to complications 
with the involvement of the private landown-
ers in the permit agreement of 2014.

A salient perspective on environmental aware-
ness is that context matters. Most South Afri-
can climbers suggest that foreign climbers

The EMP

Permits
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 4 A Wild Card is a chip card used for the Wild Card loyalty program designed to incentivise an annual membership for the pub-
lic to cover conservation fees at a number of protected areas throughout the country.

Environmental Awareness, 
Communication and 
Stakeholder Engagement

http://www.climbing.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Environmental-Management-Plan_Redhill_For-Approval_vs3.pdf
http://www.climbing.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Environmental-Management-Plan_Redhill_For-Approval_vs3.pdf
http://www.climbing.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Environmental-Management-Plan_Redhill_For-Approval_vs3.pdf
https://www.accessfund.org/uploads/ClimbingManagementGuide_AccessFund.pdf
https://www.wildcard.co.za


have a lower environmental awareness. This 
is attributable to the different social contexts 
in which people grow up and their inherent 
cultural norms. However, climbers generally 
are considered avid outdoor people who have 
environmental awareness ingrained into their 
psyches and are considered to have a higher 
level of awareness than the general popu-
lation. However, a lack of education about 
norms and practices in different areas means 
that people are not necessarily aware of the 
sensitivity of the vegetation, the importance of 
rock art, nor the correct etiquette of disposing 
of human waste in the wilderness. There is a 
wide consensus among climbers and land-
owners that education and awareness are the 
most important aspects in mitigating the im-
pacts of climbing. This view is shared by land-
owners, with one landowner suggesting that 
the focus be on awareness rather than formal 
regulations.

Private landowners generally have a very good 
relationship with the climbers and recognise 
the value that they bring to the region. Climb-
ers are considered easy to deal with and there 
appears to be a high level of mutual respect 
between climbers and landowners. The pri-
vate landowners engage with the climbers on 
a daily basis and have personal connections 
with the climbers. The biggest barrier to a 
good relationship is the lack of communication 
between climbers and the conservation man-
agement in CapeNature. Senior CapeNature 
management personnel in the Cederberg on 
the other hand, are not based in the Rocklands 
area (rather at Algeria 30 km south), seeming-
ly rarely interact with climbers, and are thus 
perceived to be out of touch with the climbers 
and the dynamic of the sport and its influence 
in the region. 

The expansion of the sport has meant that 
bouldering has become the main economic in-
dustry of the Rocklands region. Estimates from 
the mainstream media in 2011 indicate that 
climbing generated between R4m – R5m to 
the economy of Rocklands/Clanwilliam. A cur-
rent threefold growth in the number of climb-
ers suggests that this figure is now significantly 
higher. Local resident communities experience 
a small benefit from catering to climbers in ad 
hoc laundry work and catering to their food 
needs during climbing season. There are also 
small-scale entrepreneurs who sell locally har-
vested wood to the tourism market. 

There has been a concerted outreach effort 
initiated by climbers involving the local Eliza-
bethfontein School which has been running 
for over nine years. Projects involving the 
school have included the construction of a 
bouldering wall, initiation of a climbing club 
with mentorship by climbers as well as the de-
velopment of a vegetable garden. The season-
ality of climbing and very hot summer weather 
conditions present a major hinderance to the 
sustainability of these programs. These and 
other related issues are being addressed with 
the establishment in 2017 of the Rocklands As-
sociation for Development (RAD), a non-profit 
organisation which aims to assist in ecological 
conservation, youth outreach, and to develop 
and foster greater socio-economic inclusion of 
local communities in the Rocklands region. 

1. Monitoring and data collection

Developments and integration of technolo-
gy into scouting are currently underway (e.g. 
27crags.com website and mobile application) 
and should be built upon. The information 
online would be accessible to landowners 
and can be used for monitoring purposes and 
facilitated by outreach to the climbing commu-
nity. Landowners suggest that scouting should 
be a more standardized process, facilitated by 
better communication, where climbers should 
seek permission and report back to the rele-
vant landowner accordingly. More outreach 
and communication based on mutual trust and 
responsibility can assist in updating CapeNa-
ture’s database of climbing areas. The latest 
edition of Rocklands Bouldering5 is a valuable 
source of GPS locations of boulders and accu-
rate maps, which can assist in monitoring. Inte-
gration of community-contributed information 
on mobile-based application platforms could 
assist in future monitoring. 

2. Erosion control

Whilst erosion measures are already in place 
(such as padding staging areas and using 
cairns and signage to demarcate paths), these 
measures need to be scaled up and coordinat-
ed. Integration of technology (i.e. mobile-ap-
plication based navigational maps) can also 
assist in this regard.

3. Human waste control

There are a variety of solutions to combatting

Socio-Economic Benefits

Recommendations

 5 Rocklands Bouldering. 2018, 2nd edition. Scott Noy.
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the issue of human waste. Whilst toilets have 
been built and may assist to some degree, this 
is likely to be minimal as they are not posi-
tioned in a viable area relative to climbing (i.e. 
they are situated at trailheads/parking lots). 
For toilets to be effective they would need to 
be within 5 – 10 minutes walking distance from 
main bouldering areas and be clean. With the 
continuous expansion in climbing areas this is 
not a viable option. Basic information on the 
desired etiquette (‘The dig and drop’ method 
is seen as most effective) on defecating in the 
wilderness needs to be communicated. This 
can be done in innovative ways incorporating 
various media (e.g. videos, on trailhead signs 
and on pamphlets (Figure 4). 

4. Permits

Disclosure and transparency around permit 
fund allocation that is communicated effec-
tively and is publicly available (such as is the 
case in Table Mountain National Park’s activity 
cards) could assist in clearing up mispercep-
tions around the need to purchase permits. 
However, due to the different obligations of 
the landowners, more visible conservation in-
tervention and outreach to the climbing com-
munity could be a viable alternative. 

5. Information dissemination

Potential strategies for communicating with 
visitors are diverse and should make use of 
a variety of multi-media platforms (Figure 4). 

Communication is vital among both stake-
holder groups, landowners and climbers. 
Conscientious engagement has been shown 
to work in other bouldering cases, such as 
in Cape Peninsula in the City of Cape Town. 
Currently substantive co-ordination exists be-
tween climbing organisations, individuals and 
between stakeholders, but this needs to be 
enhanced to cater for the global demographic 
of climbers and climbing clubs (Table 1). 

6. Management structures and EMP

There is currently a good working relationship 
between landowners and in the absence of 
a formal management plan, this relationship 
needs to be built upon and enhanced with 
greater co-ordination with climbers. The most 
cited proposal to achieve this is through the 
establishment of a new forum dedicated to 
conservation and management of bouldering. 
Such a forum could build on what is already 
established in the Bouldering EMP. The current 
EMP needs to be reviewed and steps taken to 
ensure it is formalised and implemented effec-
tively. Consensus is needed among managers 
for the most appropriate conservation strat-
egies and the guidelines, standards and eti-
quette that is desired or required by climbers.

Figure 4: Survey results showing the mean ranking of information dissemination strategies. Ranking of each strategy was de-
fined according to its level of effectiveness as follows: 0 = None; 1 = Very low; 2 = Low; 3 = Moderate; 4 = High; 5 = Very high.

mailto:https://www.sanparks.org/parks/table_mountain/tourism/access-cards-permits.php%23permits?subject=
mailto:https://www.sanparks.org/parks/table_mountain/tourism/access-cards-permits.php%23permits?subject=


Incorporating tourist preferences and perspectives into conservation management have been 
underestimated within broader policy and management frameworks. This research assists in in-
tegrating these in working towards more sustainable conservation and management. Improved 
and coordinated outreach and communication between landowners and climbers, building on 
strong existing relationships and with the use and integration of various media, can enhance the 
monitoring and reduction of impacts associated with the sport. Further revision of the permit 
system needs to be undertaken so as to avoid undermining the relationships between stake-
holders. Future research is needed to assess the operational requirements and cost-benefit 
analysis of permits and organisational structures that can best ensure substantive implementa-
tion of conservation and management plans going forward.

Tourism is a major contributor to the economy of the Western Cape and adventure-based 
tourism in Rocklands is an extension of this. Implementing the recommendations made in this 
report may enhance the sustainable management of the sport and environment simultaneously, 
whilst also generating long-term economic gains. The socio-economic benefits of bouldering at 
Rocklands emphasises the growth of adventure-niche based tourism and the ability of ecotour-
ism to generate income and infrastructure development. Thus, the sustainable management of 
the sport should be seriously considered by CapeNature and prioritised by the Western Cape 
government as the benefit yield is vast and has the potential to further stimulate 
environmentally sensitive regional socio-economic development. 
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Climbers at The Plateau crag.

Concluding Remarks
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