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What is this booklet about? 

This book is about recognising wild harvesters of 

Honeybush for the important role that they have played, 

and continue to play, in the commercial development 

of a most remarkable South African tea. It highlights 

the crucial value of their local ecological knowledge, 

which they have freely shared and practically employed 

to the benefit of the entire value chain. Their intimate 
and highly respected knowledge of Honeybush species, 

and the environment in which they grow, quite simply 

underpins the sustainable sourcing of material from 

the wild. Of course, the benefits of such ecological 
knowledge are much broader, for in supporting 

responsible extraction of a handful of tea species 

there are collateral benefits for many plants that 
occur alongside.

Rapidly passing are the days when one could expect the 

national and provincial governments and their agencies 

to fully manage the environment on our behalf; rather, it 

is a responsibility that we all share as a nation if there is to 

be hope that future generations are to benefit to anything 
like the same extent as the present one. In this vein we 

can gratefully thank the harvesters of wild Honeybush 

for their various contributions. They are custodians 

that we need now and into the future; custodians whose 

contributions should be appropriately recognized and 

rewarded. This book is a small step towards this. 

Prof Neil Crouch                                                                                                                                           

SANBI, Bioprospecting Economy, Biodiversity Research, 

Assessment and Monitoring

Wild harvesting

Wild harvesting is not an easy job. Wild harvesters go up into difficult terrain, where they cut the 
Honeybush plants and bundle it. From there they bring it down for processing to make Honeybush tea. 

A lot of wild harvesters have been doing it for 

many years, with the skill and knowledge 
passed from one generation to the next. Before 

Honeybush became commercial and mostly 

an export product, families went up into the 

mountains to cut what they need for use at home. 

About Honeybush

Honeybush only grows in South Africa in Fynbos veld. 
There are 23 species of honeybush in the Cyclopia 
group, but only seven are used for tea production.
Wild harvesters mostly harvest Vleitee (Cyclopia subternata) or 

Bergtee (Cyclopia intermedia) with Bergtee especially favoured for 

its quality and taste.
Bergtee Vleitee
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What knowledge do the wild harvesters have? 

They know how often and when the Honeybush 

has been harvested.

Wild harvesters bring their knowledge of the local environment and conditions 

to their job. By using and sharing this local ecological knowledge they 

are also stewards of the land and the Honeybush plant. 

They know the land and where wild Honeybush 

grows. They know the weather of the area and the 

impact it can have on what they do. 

They know if there has been 

a fire or not. 
They know when to harvest and 

when to give an area a break for 

the Honeybush to recover. 

They have a conservation mindset. 

They know the ecosystem their Honeybush 

thrives in, including its companion plants. 

We know which plants are strong and we know which ones are tired. You can see it in the 

colour. If they asked us, we could tell them how the plant is doing. It's not just what it weighs.
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