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Abstract
The impending projected climatic changes in the Limpopo region of Botswana prompted a study of adaptation options in several sectors supporting livelihoods under stressful conditions. In the food sector, forest products were found to be heavily relied upon by rural communities for food security, and compete successfully with normal arable agriculture activities for labour time. There is however, inadequate knowledge on the resource potential and how these products are affected by climatic factors, and possible impacts of climatic changes. This study has investigated the influence of climatic factors on one of the most economically important forest product, Phane caterpillar (larvae of Imbrasia belina moth), found in the Limpopo region. The objective was to determine the type of climatic factors that affect the life cycle and growth performance of the caterpillar, in order to assess its potential to contribute to adaptation strategies necessary to mitigate against impacts of climate change in the Limpopo region. The study relies on production and export trends of Phane caterpillar, observed climate data and climate scenarios information scaled to station data through the assistance of the AIACC AF07 study based at the University of Cape Town. In addition ground surveys and experimentation provide primary data for detailed analysis of resource potential, production trends and influence of climatic factors. The study also focuses on possible stresses on mopane vegetation as the host for Phane caterpillar.

Preliminary results from compiled information show Phane caterpillar production trends closely related to rainfall, but not causally. Several factors ranging from parasitism of different stages of the insect cycle, to predation and mortality due to unfavourable climatic conditions have been reported to contribute to the observed high population dynamics. Temperature was noted to cause high mortality in lower instars of the caterpillar, while rainfall events triggered phenomenal growth in the caterpillars. This may highlight the importance of relative humidity as it changes with rainfall events, and this is being investigated further in the ongoing analysis. 

These preliminary results show that climate directly affects the Phane caterpillar but it also has an indirect influence through its effect on the host plant phenology. It appears to be critical that the leafing of the host plant coincides with the hatching of eggs, otherwise the results is catastrophic mortality of newly hatched instars as observed in other related ongoing studies. Climatic conditions that favour parasitic populations would also affect the caterpillar resource potential. There is therefore, a wide range of potential impacts on the caterpillar resource though it has been found to sustain rural communities in times of drought and widespread crop failure. 

 It is hoped that the results of this study will challenge the notion that rural population have the option of relying on veld products such as Phane as an alternative food sources in periods of agricultural failure.  And as a result help trigger initiatives to identify other adaptation strategies in the case of negative impacts of climate change on such veld products in future.
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