
The National Spatial Development Framework (NSDF) presents the overarching vision for the future development of South 
Africa. It was developed over a five-year process of research and engagement with various stakeholders. Throughout the 
drafting process, the Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project made inputs to ensure that ecological infrastructure and 
biodiversity priorities were integrated into the NSDF. Ultimately, three nationally-relevant spatial datasets representing 
South Africa’s ecological infrastructure and biodiversity assets were included: Strategic Water Source Areas, Protected Areas 
and Critical Biodiversity Areas. The inclusion of these fundamental biodiversity priorities acknowledges the “natural resource 
foundation that enables all human life and activities in the country”.

Incorporating biodiversity priorities into the 
National Spatial Development Framework

Case study series:

Biodiversity and Land Use project
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South Africa has a historical legacy of spatial segregation and non-equitable development. To redress this inequality, the 
National Development Plan 2030 called for the preparation of a National Spatial Development Framework (NSDF). The pur-
pose of the NSDF is to plan the overarching vision for spatial development across the country. It is spatial because it maps 
out how and for what purpose land should be used and developed. It aims to achieve the principles of spatial justice, spatial 
sustainability, spatial resilience, spatial equity and spatial efficiency that are set out in the Spatial Planning and Land Use 
Development Act (Act 16 of 2013).

Protected Areas are areas of land or sea that are formally protected in terms of 
the Protected Areas Act and managed mainly for biodiversity conservation. They 
include state-owned protected areas and contract protected areas. Protected 
areas safeguard South Africa’s remarkable and unique biodiversity, including spe-
cies and ecosystems.

National spatial development is well-planned and well-managed 
to enable protection, as well as the effective use and beneficiation 

of national protected areas.

Strategic Water Source Areas (SWSAs) are the 10% of the land surface that provides 
a disproportionate 50% of South Africa’s water supply. Natural river catchments 
and wetlands are a form of ecological infrastructure that provides water to people 
and supports built infrastructure. The SWSAs supply water for more than half of 
South Africa’s population and two-thirds of its economic activity. In a water scarce 
country like South Africa, SWSAs are of national importance for water security.

Land-uses that reduce run-off or stream flow, or affect 
water-quality (e.g. mining, plantations, crop production and 

overgrazing) should be avoided in SWSAs, wetlands should be 
kept in good condition or rehabilitated.

Maps of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas (CBA Maps) are 
a form of strategic planning for the natural environment, identifying a set of geo-
graphic areas that provide a spatial plan for ecological sustainability. CBA Maps 
have been developed for all provinces in South Africa using a methodology called 
systematic biodiversity planning. One of the categories on a CBA Map is “Critical 
Biodiversity Areas”, which are areas of the land that should be kept natural to con-
serve species, ecosystems or ecological processes. CBA Maps should be used by 
planners and decision-makers to determine which land uses are appropriate where.

CBAs should remain in natural or near-natural ecological 
condition, i.e. no intensive land uses should take place in these 

areas.

What is the National Spatial Development Framework?

Spatial information on biodiversity assets and ecological infrastructure

To develop the NSDF, each sector put forward its most relevant spatial information to be integrated. The biodiversity sector 
identified existing information that is of national significance for inclusion:
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The NSDF was drafted by national government through an intensive five-year process of research and engagement. Efforts 
were made throughout its development to ensure that biodiversity and ecological infrastructure were included:

Process of developing the NSDF

Achievement
The final NSDF incorporates the ecological infra-
structure and biodiversity priorities identified as 
being nationally relevant, including Protected 
Areas, Strategic Water Source Areas, and Critical 
Biodiversity Areas. This shows that investing in 
ecological infrastructure and protecting biodi-
versity have been recognised as a necessary part 
of the spatial vision for the country. The NSDF 
will guide all future infrastructure investment 
and development spending decisions.

2020

2019

2018

2017

2016

2015

2014 Phase 1: Preparatory

Phase 2: Research

Phase 3: Spatial analysis

Phase 4: Draft

Phase 5: Approval

Introduced how the development of the NSDF would unfold. Formal stakeholder groups were established 
and initial engagements begun. During this phase, SANBI participated in induction meetings, gave initial 
presentations on the potentially relevant spatial biodiversity data and became an official member of the 
Technical Working Group to provide technical input.

Research was undertaken into the spatial legacies and dynamics of the South African landscape across 
seven research themes. The BLU project contributed extensively towards the research report on natural 
resources and the environment. It advised that CBA Maps and SWSAs are the most relevant biodiversity 
datasets for the NSDF.

Extensive stakeholder participation was sought through expert inputs, presentations, bilateral meetings, 
proposals and surveys. The BLU established working relationships with the leads for this phase of the 
NSDF. Numerous engagements were conducted to explain the methodological details of the main 
biodiversity and ecological infrastructure datasets, to demonstrate why they should be included in the 
NSDF. Regions of the country were identi�ed where competing land uses are putting pressure on 
ecological infrastructure and biodiversity.

A draft NSDF was developed with continued sector engagements, input from the technical working group 
and iterative revisions. The BLU project continued its engagements to advise on how biodiversity and 
ecological infrastructure considerations could be incorporated into the draft NSDF. Extensive input was 
given towards the draft NSDF, including spatial analysis and sections of text.

The draft went through public comment and cabinet approval before �nal publication.
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Relationships
Building good working relationships with those leading the process was essential. Persistent engage-
ment was needed to draw attention to the importance of ecological infrastructure and biodiversity in 
spatial planning. The biodiversity sector had to be consistent in stating what should be included in the 
NSDF.

Existing priorities
It was useful that ecological infrastructure and biodiversity priorities were already well-established in 
terms of methodology and practical applications. A clear set of priorities that state which parts of the 
landscape are most important is necessary when integrating with other sectors. Without clear priori-
ties, broadly stating that all natural areas are important will mean that nowhere is considered signifi-
cant enough to be prioritised.

Terminology
Leading the discussions with the concept of ‘ecological infrastructure’ helped to position biodiversity 
considerations within the national development agenda of the NSDF. Strongly making the link of how 
ecological infrastructure leads to benefits for people, such as water security, provided the reasoning 
for why biodiversity was important from a national development perspective. It was necessary to align 
this terminology with the language being used in the NSDF, such as the ‘National Ecological Infrastruc-
ture and Natural Resources System’.

Co-production
A vital action was working with those drafting the NSDF to identify areas to be included within the 
NSDF action areas. This involved regular interaction and two-way flow of information. Additional analy-
ses were conducted, together with those developing the NSDF, to combine biodiversity priorities with 
those of other sectors. The spatial outputs were developed iteratively by working together to achieve 
consensus.

The National Ecological Infrastructure and Natural Resource System “...provides 
a natural resource foundation that enables all human life and activities in the 

country, and must, as such, be wisely used, managed and protected.

Lessons from mainstreaming biodiversity into the NSDF

1

2

3

2021_11_22 NSDF FS.indd   4 2021/12/04   11:54:01


