
The Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project was focussed on integrating biodiversity considerations across a broad range of 
land use management functions within government and among landowners and communities. Mainstreaming biodiversity 
is fundamentally relational, it cannot be achieved without developing strong relationships and engaging deeply. Social 
process learning encourages personal growth in observation, reflection and self-awareness, which helps to foster more 
meaningful social interactions. Social process learning, established first within the internal BLU project management team, 
eventually spread to project partners and beyond, helping to better convey the message of how biodiversity is relevant to 
society and the economy.

Mainstreaming biodiversity is a social process: Relationships 
are the basis for integrating biodiversity into other sectors

Case study series:

Biodiversity and Land Use project
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Mainstreaming biodiversity is:

“The process of embedding biodiversity 
considerations into policies, strategies and 

practices of key public and private actors that 
impact or rely on biodiversity, so that it is 

conserved and sustainably used both locally 
and globally.”

The Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project was designed 
with a focus on mainstreaming biodiversity. It worked to 
integrate biodiversity considerations across local, provincial 
and national government, into other government depart-
ments, and into various segments of the private sector. The 
project’s overall objective was to mitigate multiple threats 

to biodiversity by increasing the capabilities of authorities 
and landowners to regulate land use and manage priority 
biodiversity at the municipal scale.

The BLU project followed from a history of biodiversity 
mainstreaming projects funded by the Global Environ-
mental Facility and implemented by the South African 
National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI). Learning from 
these past projects revealed just how much the process 
of mainstreaming biodiversity relies on social interactions. 
Indeed, it is said that mainstreaming biodiversity was 
“10% about the maps, and 90% about the process and the 
people”. Consequently, the BLU project sought to take a 
deliberately open, interactive, inclusive approach, with an 
emphasis on building strong working relationships.

From 2016 – 2018, the BLU project team took part in a six-part exercise in social process learning. The social process learning 
programme was not about teaching a method, concept or framework. Instead it was about helping participants to expand 
their own faculties for social processes and allow them to grow as social practitioners. It encouraged personal growth in the 
soft skills of:

Observation is about paying attention and being aware of what is going on around you. It also involves 
active listening and genuinely trying to hear what others have to say. In fact, it is about taking in infor-
mation from all of your senses in a non-judgemental way. Observation does not involve assessment or 
evaluation – it is simply about remaining present and aware.

Reflection is about looking back on an engagement to assess what was achieved, and not achieved, 
as well as how people felt about the interaction. Reflection helps to develop an understanding of a 
situation, and through this understanding, to be able to act accordingly.

Self-awareness recognises that each person shapes their context through their own responses and 
reactivity. Self-awareness encourages a better understanding about how people view themselves as 
part of an engagement. It also acknowledges that personal perspectives can serve to influence the 
context.

Social processes are critical to mainstreaming biodiversity. 
The investment of time and effort that goes into estab-
lishing trusting relationships is fundamental to achieving 
mainstreaming outcomes. But it is important to recognise 
that building relationships takes time and is not a once-off 
action but an ongoing process.

The Biodiversity and Land Use project

What is social process?

Participants reflected: “When you combine 
these skills of observation, listening, self-

awareness and reflection you can gauge the 
room as a whole.”
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Social process learning was used effectively throughout the BLU project to strengthen the working relationships, establish 
platforms for engagement and reach out to a broader audience. Some good examples, of many across the project, that used 
social process include:

National Land Reform and Biodiversity Stewardship learning exchange
At the start of the BLU project, there was a view that biodiversity stewardship benefitted only the privileged, and contrib-
uted narrowly to protected area expansion. Ongoing engagement was needed to show its relevance to other government 
priorities, like rural development, land reform, job creation and more. This began with developing good working relation-
ships with the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment. Social process learning influenced how these rela-
tionships were navigated. It was particularly useful to have a specific item to engage around, like an event, document or 
target. As a result of the social interactions, by the time of the learning exchange in 2020, the DFFE was willing to provide 
half the funding for the event and collaborate extensively in the planning. The learning exchange was about engaging 
beneficiaries on the ground and providing capacity and training. This shows how social process can help to meet multiple 
objectives simultaneously.

National Spatial Development Framework
The National Spatial Development Framework (NSDF) presents the overarching 
vision for the future development of South Africa. It was developed by the De-
partment of Agriculture, Rural Development and Land Reform between 2014 
and 2021. The BLU project provided ongoing input towards the development 
process, including through meetings, presentations, data and written submis-
sions. In some cases, the relationships with counterparts in other departments 
predate the BLU project. They have been built over many years among people 
working within and beyond the biodiversity sector. As a result, when a new pro-
cess begins, these stakeholders know that they can look to SANBI to provide a 
strong biodiversity perspective. The ongoing engagement by the BLU project 
with the NSDF process resulted in important biodiversity layers being included 
in the final product.

Environmental Impact Assessment training course
The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) training course aimed to enhance 
capacity amongst practitioners and officials to properly consider biodiversity 
during EIAs. Because the interaction with participants would be short, it called 
for compelling ways to convey a clear message about how biodiversity could be 
beneficial to development. Consequently, the course was designed to be highly 
interactive, using breakaway sessions, interactive media and worked examples. 
Breakaway sessions assigned specific roles that were rotated, so that both juniors 
and seniors had equal opportunity to speak up and participate. It also incorpo-
rated self-reflection and started each day with a reflective exercise. Although the 
COVID-19 pandemic limited in-person interactions, the course was adapted to 
an interactive online format. Ultimately, the training course reached more than 
200 participants, who felt that “… the theory [provided] a great overview, but what 
really helped was the practical exercises, because that’s how you learn.”

Applying social process in the BLU project

2021_11_22 Mainstreaming FS.indd   3 2021/12/04   11:40:08



Citation:  SANBI. 2021. Mainstreaming biodiversity as a social process: Relationships are the basis for integrating biodiver-
sity into other sectors. Biodiversity and Land Use project case study series. South African National Biodiversity 
Institute, Pretoria.

Photo credits:  SANBI. 
Design and layout:  SANBI Graphics & Editing, 2021.

Across SANBI
The staff of the BLU project made up a large proportion of the group 
that was involved in the social process learning programme. Howev-
er, the last session was conducted as part of a division-wide strategic 
planning meeting, which allowed everyone in the Biodiversity Infor-
mation and Policy Advice division to experience the learning. In this 
way, the BLU project introduced social process learning to other SANBI 
management structures and helped to foster an open and collegial 
tone.

Within the BLU project
The BLU project began by applying social process learning within its 
internal engagements. The approach shifted the way that Quarterly 
Planning Meetings were structured, and changed the language and 
style of communication within this central project management struc-
ture. It is often necessary to internalise the practice of observation, re-
flection and self-awareness before it can be applied externally.

To partners and other sectors
From there, the ideas diffused across many aspects of the project’s 
work. The BLU staff applied social process learning in their interactions 
with other departments and other sectors. In many instances, this 
helped the project to position its message in a way that was receptive 
to the target audience, often by making clear the links between biodi-
versity and other socio-economic imperatives.

To communities and landowners
A partnership approach was vital to the BLU project achieving its tar-
gets, and social process learning helped the project team to interact 
effectively with its partners around common objectives. The project 
often relied on project partners and their extended networks to reach 
the landowners and communities. In this way, social process filtered 
throughout the work of the BLU project from the level of individuals 
on the ground through to national departments.

Social process learning spread from project to partners

Other
sectors

SANBI
management

BLU project: 
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