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At a glance: 
Project delivery on targets according to the Strategic Results Framework 

OBJECTIVE 1: Measures to conserve and sustainably use biodiversity incorporated in policy and regulatory 
frameworks 

1.1 

Intergovernmental co-operation forum and/or framework in two target districts 
 

Biodiversity information included in authorisation application forms of two target districts 
 

Biodiversity guidelines for one new sector and one new biome 
 

Updated database and integrated compliance and enforcement system in at least one target 
district 

 

1.2 

20% increase in number of staff of regulatory authorities applying biodiversity criteria in 
review and decision-making processes 

 

20% improvement in capacity of staff in regulatory authorities to apply criteria 
 

20% increase in quality of biodiversity information provided by applicants 
 

1.3 

Six IDPs with environmental layers in the SDFs that are SPLUMA compliant 
 

1 741 937 ha under improved land use regulation through SPLUMA compliant LUMS in 6 
local municipalities 

 

1.4 
50% increase in resources allocated to biodiversity management 

 

600 jobs (including temporary and permanent jobs) created in target municipalities to 
support ecosystem restoration and maintenance 

 

OBJECTIVE 2: Increase in sustainably managed landscapes and seascapes that integrate biodiversity 
conservation 

2.1 
62 464 ha (new) of biodiversity priority areas secured: 20 000 ha under negotiation, 14 495 
ha submitted for declaration, 27 969 ha declared 

 

2.2 

Three new Biodiversity Management Plans for threatened and highly traded medicinal 
species (BMP:S) 

 

One Biodiversity Management Plan for priority ecosystem (BMP:E)  

2.3 

161 000 ha (new) under better land and natural resource management practices 
implemented by private and communal land owners 

 

Biodiversity considerations integrated into three (new) production sectors for communal/ 
small growers (fruit, sugar, small scale forestry) 

 

30% of fruit producers from the target district comply with codes of practice/certification 
standards (SIZA) 

 

100% of commercial and small-scale sugar producers supplying sugar to the mill in the 
target district comply with codes of practice/ certification standards (SUSFarms) 

 

20% of small grower/communal foresters from the target district comply with codes of 
practice/ certification standards 

 

2.4 

Amendments made to existing tax incentives for biodiversity  

Five land owners make use of tax incentives  

Guidelines for tax consultants developed  

Blue = exceeded 
50% 

Green = achieved 
41% 

Orange = not met by close 
9% 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

22 Strategic Water Source 

Areas delineated at fine scale, 

11 prioritised to be secured 

by 2024 

Biodiversity incorporated into 

the National Environmental 

Screening Tool, protocols and 

guidelines 

6 biodiversity guidelines 

published across sectors and 

biomes 

1000+ development 

applications reviewed and 

commented on 

264 compliance inspections 

and 148 enforcement notices 

processed 

12 municipal SDFs updated, with 

an overall 29% improvement in 

biodiversity content. 

Biodiversity incorporated into 

the National Spatial 

Development Framework 

2 353 900 ha under Land Use 

Schemes that incorporate 

biodiversity 

R6 million invested across 

seven municipal ecological 

infrastructure projects 

37 766 ha declared in new 

biodiversity stewardship sites, a 

further 42 40550 000 ha in 

progress 

A Biodiversity Management Plan 

developed for 6 highly threatened 

medicinal plant species 

First Biodiversity Management 

Plan for Ecosystems developed in 

the country 

284 000+ ha under better 

management across both private 

and communal land 

 

3 certification schemes, for the 

sugar, fruit and forestry sectors, 

now incorporate biodiversity 

1 642 fruit producers (55%) 

accessing the SIZA Environmental 

Standards 

100% of sugar producers in 

uMgungundlovu using the 

SUSFarms standard, uptake 

expanded nationally 

Tax law amended to create new 

tax incentive for biodiversity 

stewardship 

13 landowners accessed new tax 

incentive for biodiversity 

stewardship sites 

R200 million returned to 

conservation through tax 

incentives at biodiversity 

stewardship sites 

119 project partners from 

government, NGOs, private, 

research, communities and 

landowners 

200+ participants in the EIA 

training course 
195 capacity building sessions 

benefiting 5 500+ participants 

Biodiversity and Land Use project in numbers 

US$ 71.2 million co-financing 

received from project 

partners 

915 jobs created through direct 

and leveraged employment 



 

 

 

 

Purpose of this narrative 

As the Biodiversity and Land Use project draws to its close, it is useful to 

revisit how the targets under the Strategic Results Framework were tackled 

– what was planned, what was done, what happened and what was achieved. 

This narrative serves to show how the project team and its partners worked 

towards these targets over the six years of implementation, how they 

navigated obstacles and seized new opportunities. During implementation, 

there are many complex decisions that are made with a great deal of 

everyday detail. The purpose of this narrative is to step back and view of the 

project as a whole, through the lens of the Strategic Results Framework. It 

will provide a general overview, accessible to those who were not intimately 

involved in the management of the project, of the breadth and scope of the 

project and the journey that the project team followed. 
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The Biodiversity and Land Use project 

The BLU project was a biodiversity mainstreaming project funded by the Global Environmental Facility 

(GEF) through the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and implemented by the South 

African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) over a six-year period from 2015 to 2021. 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. It was focussed within municipalities because this is where many land-use decisions are made. 

The project was implemented in four pilot district municipalities: Ehlanzeni in Mpumalanga, 

uMgungundlovu in Kwa-Zulu Natal, Amathole in the Eastern Cape and the Cape Winelands in the 

Western Cape. 

The project had two complementary components of work: 

Component 1: The first component related to improved land-use management, regulation, 

compliance and enforcement within government structures operational at the municipal level. The 

BLU project aimed to encourage the uptake of biodiversity considerations into municipal planning and 

decision-making, with an emphasis on strengthening biodiversity content in Integrated Development 

Plans and Spatial Development Frameworks. In addition to land-use regulation, the BLU project aimed 

to work with relevant government departments to develop and implement other environmental 

management tools in support of improved biodiversity mainstreaming. It also aimed to increase the 

capacity of regulatory authorities to carry out their functions more effectively with regard to 

biodiversity. The BLU project illustrated the possible financial gains from incorporating ecosystem 

services into municipal planning, to ultimately promote increased budget allocation for investments 

in ecological infrastructure within municipalities. 

Component 2: The second component related to sustainable land management practices on private 

or communal land. Most of the biodiversity priority areas in the target districts are on land that is 

either privately or communally owned. Thus, the project involved the implementation of biodiversity 

stewardship agreements on private and communal land. Biodiversity stewardship is an approach to 

entering into agreements with private and communal landowners to protect and manage land in 

biodiversity priority areas. Biodiversity stewardship programmes are currently underfunded. Through 

the BLU project, private and communal landowners were empowered to become custodians of 

important biodiversity on their land. 
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Partnerships 

The BLU project could not have achieved its targets without a strong set of partners working together. 

Government: The BLU project collaborated with as many as 54 government entities, including more 

than 14 municipalities that were the primary focus of the project. In addition, 17 provincial entities 

across almost all of South Africa’s provinces were involved. Government partners also included seven 

different national government departments. Fourteen other government entities were also involved 

in the project, ranging from specific protected areas to catchment management agencies, and 

including the South African Local Government Association. 

Non-governmental organisations: The BLU project worked with 31 different NGO partners across 

various aspects of its work. Notable amongst these were its NGO implementing partners: BirdLife 

South Africa, WWF South Africa, and Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Region. However, the many other 

NGO partners ranged from small local organisations, through national organisations to large 

international organisations. 

Private sector: Among the 23 private sector partners were environmental impact practitioners, 

biodiversity specialists, private companies, consultants and private nature reserves. This included 

many private sector partners from the forestry, sugar and fruit industries. 

Research: The project collaborated with seven research institutions, including the Council for Scientific 

and Industrial Research, Water Research Commission, and several universities. 

Public groups: Important connections were made with different types of public entities. This included 

more than 50 landowners and more than 30 communities who were involved in the project. It also 

included public groups such as Water User Associations. 

Altogether, as many as 119 partner organisations and entities were involved in the project. 
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Core implementing partners: The project worked with a core team of partners, including its formal 

implementing partners. These partners brought to the project their extensive experience and local 

knowledge in the landscapes where they work. In turn, the BLU project helped these partners to grow 

and expand their capacity, and perform their own work more effectively. The project’s core partners 

and implementing partners included: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project co-financing: Initial BLU project planning promised $50.6 million in co-financing from project 

partners. However, by the close of the project this had been exceeded to a total of US$ 71.2 million. 

Co-financing included in-kind and cash contributions across government, civil society and the private 

sector, and boosted the reach and financial capacity of the project. Included is an amount of 

US$ 20.5 million in investment mobilised through the tax incentives.  
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Target: Intergovernmental co-operation forum and/or framework in two target districts 

Early project planning recognised that lack of co-ordination was one of the main stumbling blocks to 

better biodiversity planning and regulation at the municipal level. The BLU project therefore aimed to 

demonstrate the benefits of improved co-ordination in two of its target municipalities. A different 

approach to co-ordination would be undertaken in each case: In Ehlanzeni, an intergovernmental 

forum for environmental management was established, while in the Cape Winelands, the 

development of a synchronisation agreement was supported. Both of these initiatives had 

foundations prior to the project, but were struggling to gain traction. The BLU project brought the 

motivation, convening power and resources to revitalise these efforts.  

Ehlanzeni Intergovernmental Forum: The BLU 

project initially tried to include agenda items into 

an existing forum in Ehlanzeni District 

Municipality, but as it did not meet regularly, it 

was decided instead to re-establish a dedicated 

forum for these issues. The first meeting of the 

new structure was held in 2017. The forum has 

met on a six-monthly basis throughout the 

duration of the BLU project, and is transitioning 

to an online platform during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The forum is made up of 

representatives whose work spans Environmental Impact Assessments, compliance monitoring, 

spatial planning, agriculture, forestry and water management. The forum allowed these participants 

to better understand how all of their work was interrelated and how they could benefit from working 

together. It emerged from the discussions that clearing of natural vegetation for orchards was a 

common problem. This sparked the development of a guideline that would assist the provincial 

department to regulate orchard development expansions. Discussions are underway to pave the 

continuation of the forum beyond the BLU project. 

Cape Winelands synchronisation agreement: Regulation of land clearing 

is governed by a whole host of different legislation crossing agriculture, 

water, environmental and heritage laws. It is usual that each of these 

requires different application and approval processes, that replicate 

effort and introduce complications. Efforts to streamline all of these 

procedures had been ongoing in the Western Cape province through 

several iterations. The BLU project provided the impetus for the extensive 

consultations needed to develop the synchronisation agreement and 

gain endorsement from the many stakeholders involved. The agreement 

was finalised in 2019 and has been signed by most of the necessary 

signatories. All that remains is to obtain the remaining two signatures 

from national departments, efforts towards which are ongoing.  

uMgungundlovu District Task Team: Biodiversity issues were also 

mainstreamed into an existing District Task Team in uMgungundlovu which gathers officials involved 

in various aspects of environmental planning, management and regulation. Following the BLU project, 

the forum will remain a place where environmental issues can be discussed. The subsequent Ecological 

Infrastructure for Water Security project is already using the same platform to engage with the 

municipalities around the catchment management strategies.  
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Target: Biodiversity information included in authorisation application forms of two target 

districts 

EIA Screening Tool: The opportunity 

arose early in the BLU project to make a 

contribution to the national 

Environmental Screening Tool of the 

Department of Forestry, Fisheries and 

the Environment. This would have an 

impact well beyond the two target 

districts. The national EIA Screening Tool 

is an online tool that allows developers to 

screen their site using a comprehensive 

set of spatial data and deliver a 

standardised screening report. Development of the Screening Tool was led by the national 

Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment. Through the BLU project, substantial input 

was made towards the biodiversity aspects of the screening tool. SANBI provided the spatial 

biodiversity information into the Screening Tool, based on its extensive experience in mainstreaming 

biodiversity plans into spatial planning and decision-making. Data was collated and combined into a 

single countrywide map that conformed to the sensitivity categories of the Screening Tool. 

The BLU project also led the development of a set of biodiversity 

protocols to supplement the Screening Tool. These protocols would 

provide developers with the minimum requirements for assessment 

and reporting based on the sensitivity rating identified through the 

Screening Tool. They would help to ensure that development 

decision-making was based on a consistent set of information 

provided through the EIA process. The biodiversity protocols for 

Terrestrial and Aquatic Biodiversity, and Plant and Animal Species 

were legally gazetted in 2020. Since the protocols are very concise, 

the BLU project also developed much more detailed guidance to 

assist EIA practitioners in applying the protocols. The Species 

Environmental Assessment Guideline has been published by SANBI 

and the Ecosystem Environmental Assessment Guideline is under 

development. They provide a comprehensive set of guidelines for 

how biodiversity information should be included in development applications. 

The work of developing the Screening Tool, and associated protocols and guidelines required 

considerable time and effort towards consultation and building consensus. However, had the BLU 

project not been able to engage with this process, it is unlikely that biodiversity information would 

have been adequately included, with serious consequences for biodiversity. The Screening Tool, its 

legal protocols and the accompanying guidelines are a ground-breaking advance in the way EIAs are 

conducted in South Africa. They will provide for a more robust and transparent decision-making 

process, which is now legally required to account for biodiversity. As such, the involvement of the BLU 

project in the national Screening Tool allowed it to exceed its target by delivering not just within the 

two target districts, but across the entire country.  
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Strategic Water Source Areas (SWSAs): An additional piece of work, not originally part of the BLU 

project deliverables, came in the opportunity to secure SWSAs. Following a call that SWSAs needed 

additional protection, a target to secure 11 of the 22 SWSAs by 2024 was placed on the Medium-Term 

Strategic Framework of the national Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment. The BLU 

project stepped forward to support the DFFE in achieving this target. 

SANBI has in recent years been mainstreaming the concept of SWSAs, which are the 10% of South 

Africa’s land area that delivers more than 50% of the country’s water. The mainstreaming efforts were 

increasingly bearing results as the concept was incorporated into national policy, such as the National 

Spatial Development Framework, and the National Water and Sanitation Masterplan. 

The BLU project began work to pilot ways to provide better security to SWSAs using legal provisions 

in the National Environmental Management Act 107 of 1998. The BLU project helped to set up co-

ordination structures to foster intergovernmental co-operation around securing SWSAs. The SWSAs 

Government Authorities meeting includes representatives from provincial and national departments 

and entities related to the environment, water, agriculture and mining. This group drafted a joint 

enquiry to the Chief State Law Advisor requesting advice on the best legal provisions under which 

SWSAs could be secured. The responsibility of convening these meetings has now been transitioned 

to the DFFE. 

An initial step to implementing these legal provisions was that the SWSAs should be delineated at a 

sufficiently fine scale to allow for potential land use restrictions to be set at the level of individual land 

parcels. The BLU project established a Spatial Task Team to take on this and other future work related 

to the technical, spatial aspects of SWSAs. The fine scale delineation was completed using an 

innovative geostatistical methodology to interpolate rainfall at a 90m resolution, the finest spatial 

resolution yet achieved for the country. 

Next, a set of criteria was required to decide which SWSAs should be secured with the greatest 

urgency. The prioritisation was a data driven process that collected a comprehensive set of 40 metrics 

for all the SWSAs across a wide range of themes. Ultimately, the 11 SWSAs to be secured under the 

MTSF target were identified using these criteria. These achievements set a sound basis to meet the 

2024 targets. Doing so will be a significant achievement in recognising how vital these natural areas 

are for the water security of the country. Plans are underway for a new project under the Green 

Climate Fund that will take forward the work on SWSAs, recognising the overlaps between water 

security, climate resilience, disaster risk reduction and biodiversity. 
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Target: Biodiversity guidelines for one new sector and one new biome 

In addition to the guidelines associated with the Screening Tool (mentioned above), the BLU project 

has also led on the development of several other guidelines across sectors and biomes: 

Clearance of Indigenous Vegetation Guideline (2021): The need for this 

guideline emerged from the Ehlanzeni Intergovernmental Forum. 

Discussions among stakeholders helped to recognise that clearance of 

indigenous vegetation for avocado, macadamia and citrus orchards, both 

legally and illegally, was a common concern shared across different 

departments related to natural resource management decision-making. A 

comprehensive situational analysis was developed on orchard 

development in Ehlanzeni, revealing the increase in development 

applications in recent years. Drawing on the report, a guideline was 

developed to guide effective use of decision-making tools in terms of the 

legal regulations, when taking decisions relating to orchard development. 

Thicket and Savanna Ecosystem Guidelines (2021): The Fynbos Ecosystem 

Guidelines were first published under the CAPE programme in 2011, and 

the Grasslands Programme contributed the Grassland Ecosystem 

Guidelines in 2013. These biome-focussed guidelines aim to provide a 

practical resource on how biodiversity information should be used in 

decision-making. Based on the success of these, the BLU project aimed to 

add guidelines for a further two biomes. The Thicket and Savanna 

Ecosystem Guidelines were developed with stakeholder input and 

underwent a review process. They will expand the availability of biome-

specific guidance across a larger portion of the country. 

National Biodiversity Offsets Guideline (in preparation): Biodiversity 

offsets are the last resort measure when residual biodiversity impacts 

cannot be avoided or minimised. Originally planned as a national policy on 

biodiversity offsets to be developed by the DFFE, the format of this product 

was changed during the BLU project and SANBI was requested to lead on 

the development of a National Biodiversity Offsets Guideline. The BLU 

project, in partnership with the BIOFIN initiative, supported the 

development of this guideline, drawing on SANBI’s experience and 

involvement in the sphere of biodiversity offsets. A final draft of the 

guideline has been completed and will now progress through the 

ministerial committees for approval. Once finalised, it will provide the first 

national-level guidance on biodiversity offsets. 
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Target: Updated database and integrated compliance and enforcement system in at least 

one target district 

The BLU project recognised that weak compliance and enforcement of development conditions was 

resulting in unlawful development activities that were impacting biodiversity. Compliance monitoring 

was generally under-resourced and lacking in biodiversity knowledge and information. In the Cape 

Winelands District Municipality, the project made a number of interventions to improve compliance 

monitoring and enforcement. 

Increased staff compliment: The 

BLU project made possible the hiring 

of six additional compliance 

monitoring staff in project-funded 

contract positions at the Western 

Cape Department of Environmental 

Affairs and Development Planning. 

This included the appointment of a 

specialist botanist to provide 

scientific knowledge around impact 

to the distinctive Fynbos vegetation in the district. The staff were provided with national 

environmental inspector training. These additional staff greatly increased the department’s ability to 

investigate issues of non-compliance. 

Biodiversity parameters included in law enforcement protocols: The existing compliance database 

was updated to record five additional biodiversity parameters, including protected areas, Critical 

Biodiversity Areas, watercourses, vegetation types and ecosystem threat status. This will help to 

ensure that these aspects are considered in every compliance inspection that is conducted. Staff have 

become more knowledgeable about biodiversity and how it should be considered from a compliance 

perspective. The combination of additional staff and improved protocols resulted in a much more 

organised workflow, allowing the compliance monitoring department to clear backlog and conduct its 

work more efficiently. 

Improved wording of conditions: It is difficult to enforce compliance if conditions are vaguely worded 

or unclear. With support from the BLU legal advisor, efforts were made to improve the wording of 

conditions in development approvals. Over the course of the BLU project there was a noticeable 

improvement in the way that conditions were articulated, ensuring that enforcement would be more 

straightforward if needed. 

In addition, the BLU project supported compliance monitoring at the Mpumalanga Department of 

Agriculture, Rural Development and Environmental Affairs. A secondment was placed as a compliance 

monitoring officer to investigate complaints, issue warning letters or compliance notices for various 

transgressions. As a result, the BLU supported a total of: 

264 
compliance 

investigations 

8 
intergovernmental 

compliance 
operations 

19 
environmental 

awareness 
initiatives 

148 
enforcement 

notices 

104 
backlog cases 
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Target: Capacity development 

During BLU project planning, it was recognised that low levels of capacity were one of the primary 

drivers of poor biodiversity management within municipalities and other regulatory authorities. Thus, 

capacity development was an important project goal achieved through a range of activities across 

various components of the project. 

EIA training course: The BLU project developed an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) training 

course as a step towards improving capacity among those involved in EIA to work with biodiversity 

matters. The content of the course covered background explanation of biodiversity inputs and how 

these should be best considered during EIAs. The course was accredited by the South African Council 

for Natural Scientific Professions, and was promoted via the South African chapter of the International 

Association of Impact Assessors. The training course was offered through six sessions, two in-person 

sessions that occurred prior to the COVID pandemic, and four online sessions thereafter, which 

together reached more than 200 EIA officials and practitioners countrywide. The EIA course was very 

positively received, with participants feeling that it afforded them “… an improved appreciation of the 

importance of the mitigating hierarchy and [its] application in the assessment of the impacts of 

activities on biodiversity” and that “I found the theory a great overview, but what really helped was 

the practical exercises, because thats how you learn.” 

 

There were also a wide range of other project interventions that had an impact on capacity. These 

included informal advisory engagements, the provision of knowledge resources, involvement in policy 

processes, partner efforts at capacity building, on-the-job guidance by the seconded employees and 

much more. Across the whole BLU project, as many as 195 different capacity development sessions 

were held covering a range of themes and reaching more than 5 500 participants. Capacity 

interventions spanned the whole project, including the biodiversity stewardship component and the 

work with farmers in the sugar, fruit and forestry sectors. 

Although capacity development efforts were pervasive across many parts of the BLU project, for the 

purposes of the Strategic Results Framework, capacity was assessed in terms of (1) compliance 

monitoring and enforcement officials within the Mpumalanga (DARDLEA) and Western Cape 

(DEA&DP) provincial departments, (2) EIA officials within the Mpumalanga (DARDLEA) provincial 

department, and other EIA authorities (3) spatial and development planning officials within Ehlanzeni 

and uMgungundlovu District Municipalities, and (4) environmental impact practitioners who attended 
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the EIA training. Capacity was evaluated through a set of questionnaires put to a sample of participants 

from these groups.  
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Target: 20% increase in number of staff of regulatory authorities applying biodiversity 

criteria in review and decision-making processes 

This target was assessed by asking survey participants if they relied less on their respective biodiversity 

commenting authority since undergoing BLU capacity interventions. A positive response means that 

these officials feel more confident in understanding biodiversity issues, and do not have to wait for 

their provincial conservation authorities to provide information. 

↑54% 
compliance monitoring 

DARDLEA 

↑75% 
compliance monitoring 

DEA&DP 

↑75% 
EIA officials 
DARDLEA 

 

 

Target: 20% improvement in capacity of staff in regulatory authorities to apply criteria 

This target was assessed by asking participants a comprehensive set of questions relating to how they 

incorporated biodiversity into their everyday work. Questions covered access to biodiversity 

information, understanding of biodiversity map categories, and the level of interactions with other 

regulatory authorities. Answers were scored for the periods prior to, and following, their involvement 

in the BLU project. 

↑22% 
compliance 
monitoring 
DARDLEA 

↑28% 
compliance 
monitoring 

DEA&DP 

↑31% 
EIA officials 
DARDLEA 

↑48% 
planning officials 

Ehlanzeni 

↑31% 
planning officials 
uMgungundlovu 

 

 

The target municipalities and provincial departments reflected at the close of the BLU project that 

they felt better able to integrate biodiversity into their work. Stronger relationships had been built 

with other relevant role players (such as provincial conservation agencies) that will ensure improved 

collective capacity for biodiversity planning and management. For example, the Western Cape 

provincial department noted that the specialist botanist, a BLU contract appointment, had had a 

significant positive impact on the enforcement process and that skills had been transferred 

throughout the team. 

Target: 20% increase in quality of biodiversity information provided by applicants 

 

This target was assessed using an online survey sent to environmental impact 

practitioners and specialists who attended the EIA training course. The survey 

asked a series of questions relating to accessing biodiversity information, 

identifying biodiversity priorities and applying the mitigation hierarchy. 

Responses were scored and compared to a baseline of zero. 

CapeNature was a BLU project partner with a particular focus on mainstreaming the provincial 

biodiversity spatial plan. They noted a marked improvement in EIA reports over the last year, revealing 

an improved understanding of the provincial spatial biodiversity plan among EIA practitioners and 

↑56% 
EIA practitioners 
and specialists 
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specialists. A PhD research study in Mpumalanga assessed the impact of the provincial biodiversity 

plan in limiting the loss of Critical Biodiversity Areas compared to other natural areas. It showed a 72% 

relative reduction in the number of hectares that would have been lost had biodiversity priorities not 

been considered in land use change authorisations.  
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Target: Six IDPs with environmental layers in the SDFs that are SPLUMA compliant 

Two of the most important planning documents at municipal scale are the Integrated Development 

Plan (IDP) and its associated Spatial Development Framework (SDF). Together these strategic plans 

outline the development vision of the municipality over a five-year period. This area of work under 

the BLU project began with a comprehensive review of the biodiversity content within existing SDFs 

across several of the target municipalities. A set of biodiversity review criteria was developed to help 

assess whether SDFs adequately integrated the relevant biodiversity spatial data, and whether they 

were compliant with the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act (SPLUMA). The results 

revealed that biodiversity featured only weakly in existing SDFs. 

Minimum standards: Based on this knowledge, the project supported the development of the 

Minimum Standards for the Consideration of Environmental Aspects in the Preparation/Review of 

Municipal Spatial Development Frameworks. The purpose of the standards was to outline the 

minimum level of environmental information that is needed within an SDF in order for it to be legally 

compliant. Thanks to the BLU inputs, the minimum standards show how Protected Areas, Critical 

Biodiversity Areas, Ecological Support Areas and Strategic Water Source Areas must be included. The 

Minimum Standards have been gazetted for public comment as a guideline under the National 

Environmental Management Act. 

An informational video was also developed to introduce how biodiversity should be integrated into 

spatial development tools: 

 

Municipal SDFs: The BLU project then set out to improve biodiversity content in municipal SDFs as 

they were reviewed and updated. By the end of the project, input had been given towards the update 

of 12 SDFs across both local and district municipalities, exceeding the project target. As a result, the 

biodiversity content of SDFs in the target districts has improved significantly since the start of the BLU 

project. In addition, spatial planners within the municipalities now have a much better understanding 

of biodiversity data and how it should be included. The resources and capacity developed will mean 

that SDFs in future will maintain adequate levels of biodiversity content. Of the municipalities whose 

SDF was scored during baseline and at project close, there was an average improvement from 46% to 

75% in the biodiversity content according to the scoring criteria, with several municipalities making 

substantial improvements. 

National Spatial Development Framework: In addition to municipal level SDFs, the BLU project also 

made representations into several provincial SDFs as well as the National Spatial Development 

Framework (NSDF). The NSDF was developed through a five-year 

research and consultation process, during which the BLU project 

maintained involvement, providing ongoing feedback about which 

biodiversity datasets should be included. Ultimately, the final draft 

of the NSDF includes Protected Areas, Critical Biodiversity Areas 

and Strategic Water Source Areas, recognising the importance of 

these areas in the country’s spatial development vision. 
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Target: 1 741 937 ha under improved land use regulation through SPLUMA complaint LUMS 

in 6 local municipalities 

A new requirement under SPLUMA, which came into effect in 2015, was that each municipality had to 

develop a Land Use Scheme (LUS) covering its entire area. A LUS gives effect to spatial plans by 

conferring actual land rights within certain zoned areas. The BLU project was able to assist 

municipalities in its target districts to develop SPLUMA compliant LUSs that adequately incorporated 

biodiversity information. Again, this area of work began with a review of biodiversity content in 

existing LUSs, which informed how these could be improved.  

Guidelines for biodiversity in LUS: The National Land Use Scheme 

Guidelines were published in 2017, and although they noted that 

biodiversity should be included, they failed to say how this should be 

achieved. So, the BLU project developed a Guideline for Incorporating 

Biodiversity into Land-Use Schemes: An addendum to the National Land 

Use Scheme Guidelines. It shows how Critical Biodiversity Area maps can 

be used to inform the categories for recommended Open Space Zones 

and an Environmental Management Overlay. The Guideline will be 

included as an official addendum to the National Land Use Scheme 

Guidelines. 

Municipal LUSs: The BLU project then provided support and input 

towards the revision or development of LUSs within its target 

municipalities. An early achievement was made when the BLU financially 

supported the development of the LUS for the City of Mbombela local 

municipality, the capital city of Mpumalanga province. Since then, a 

further seven SPLUMA compliant LUS have been supported, with another 

in progress. Support was also given towards Rural Land Use Policies for 

two municipalities that had already developed LUSs for their urban 

components. The Rural Land Use Policy covers the rural component and 

the two will be combined at a later date. In total, this amounts to 

2 353 900 ha under improved land use regulation through LUS in eight 

municipalities, with a further 1 024 800 ha underway in one municipality, 

well exceeding the BLU project target. LUSs evaluated at project close 

showed an average score of 80% on biodiversity criteria, with many 

meeting all criteria. 

Ehlanzeni Bioregional Plan: A bioregional plan is a legal instrument under 

the Biodiversity Act. Its purpose is to inform and guide planning, 

environmental assessment and natural resource management by a wide 

range of sectors whose policies and decisions impact on biodiversity. The 

BLU project supported the development of the bioregional plan for 

Ehlanzeni District Municipality. The bioregional plan draws strongly on the 

provincial Mpumalanga Biodiversity Sector Plan. As such, once gazetted it 

will provide further legal safeguard to Critical Biodiversity Areas. The 

bioregional plan has been completed and submitted for approval. 
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Target: 50% increase in resources allocated to biodiversity management 

To meet this target, the BLU project established the Ecological Infrastructure Challenge Fund (EICF). 

The purpose of the EICF was to pilot how municipalities could allocate funds to maintaining their 

ecological infrastructure through projects included in their Integrated Development Plans (IDPs). 

Projects that are part of an IDP can receive allocated budget from municipal funds, demonstrating at 

the most tacit level the municipality’s support for investing in ecological infrastructure. The pilot 

projects under the EICF would demonstrate how municipalities could receive multiple benefits from 

investing in their ecological infrastructure, from better functioning ecosystems, to job creation and 

concurrent improvements in built infrastructure, disaster risk reduction and more. The EICF invested 

R6 million across seven municipal infrastructure projects in three district municipalities. It was 

innovative way to distribute grants to the municipalities, where it is most required to have a real 

impact. 

The EICF was an experimental endeavour that proved to be a valuable learning opportunity. The 

projects were not without challenges, largely related to weak financial management at municipal 

level, political obstacles and changing priorities. The lessons learnt through the EICF have been 

channelled into future projects. Nevertheless, in the cases where the EICF projects were successful, 

they demonstrated the very practical ways that ecological infrastructure could be managed, with 

benefits that were clearly visible to municipal councillors, officials and everyday citizens of 

municipalities. In response to the mid-term review recommendation to share video profiles of 

effective aspects of the project, two impactful videos were developed highlighting successful EICF 

projects: 

Donga rehabilitation: The EICF funded a project to 

rehabilitate dongas (gullies) surrounding an important 

throughfare road in Bushbuckridge Local Municipality. 

Erosion was causing a road hazard and damage to the river 

system. After rehabilitation, the road was much safer, there 

were no longer ditches accumulating litter, and the 

sediment eroding into the river was reduced. 

Wetland rehabilitation: In uMngeni Local Municipality, the 

EICF channelled funds towards a project under the Save the 

Midmar Dam initiative. Poor sewage infrastructure in 

Mphophomeni settlement meant that untreated sewage 

was entering the Midmar Dam, an important source of 

water for millions of people. The project was a joint project 

benefitting both built infrastructure and ecological 

infrastructure, whereby rehabilitation of the Mthinzima wetland would support the upgraded 

wastewater treatment works. Since the rehabilitation there have been observed improvements in 

functioning of the wetland and the quality of water entering the dam. 

The increased resource allocation for the BLU target was measured from municipal funding of 

ecological infrastructure-related projects on their IDPs. A baseline assessment in 2014 revealed that a 

total of R16.7 million was allocated directly to ecological infrastructure projects across two of the 

target district municipalities. By BLU project close, this increased to R57.1 million, an increase of more 

than 340%. If this is expanded to projects that have an indirect impact on ecological infrastructure 

(like management of public open spaces), then the spend has increased from R43.8 million to 

R340.6 million, an almost 8-fold increase.  
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Target: 600 jobs (including temporary and permanent jobs) created in target municipalities 

to support ecosystem restoration and maintenance 

The target to create 600 jobs was one of the most important and most challenging of the BLU project. 

The current high unemployment in South Africa makes job creation a high priority of government, and 

it is politically important that the biodiversity sector is seen to contribute to job creation. In 2019, an 

assessment of biodiversity-related employment revealed that at least 418 000 jobs in South Africa 

were related to biodiversity, an amount comparable to the mining industry. 

By the mid-term evaluation of the BLU project, only 19 jobs had been recorded, primarily in positions 

within the project team and secondments to partners. Consequently, the mid-term evaluation 

recommended that work towards this target needed to be accelerated, and also that the project 

broaden its criteria for recording jobs to include those leveraged by partners and those working in 

broader environmental management types of employment. 

Following the mid-term review, faster progress was made in achieving the ambitious jobs target. As 

the EICF projects became operational, they contributed solid numbers of jobs, largely drawn from 

local communities surrounding the projects, and with an emphasis on employment of women, youth 

and people with disabilities. The EICF was expanded to the Cape Winelands District and the Table 

Mountain Fund was brought on board as a project partner to help administer these projects. Jobs 

were created clearing invasive alien plants, as well as rehabilitating wetlands and erosion dongas. 

Many of the jobs involved skills transfer to the employees. 

Jobs were also leveraged through project partners. Notably, BLU implementing partner, Kruger to 

Canyons Biosphere Region, was able to secure additional funding from a variety of sources that made 

further job creation in the Ehlanzeni District possible. Again, these jobs were largely involved in 

rehabilitation projects and alien plant clearing, and employees were drawn from local communities. 

Another opportunity arose in relation to the Presidential Economic Stimulus. Following economic 

difficulties and job losses from the COVID-19 pandemic, the President set aside funds specifically to 

stimulate employment. This funding was utilised for job creation projects in support of BLU project 

objectives in its target areas. 

Sixty-three jobs were created were also in more skilled positions within the biodiversity sector. These 

included research assistants, interns and staff within the BLU project team and its partner 

organisations. Jobs like these offer significant opportunity for young graduates to obtain experience 

within the sector, and are also a way to bring new capacity into the sector for the future, contributing 

to the Biodiversity Human Capital Development Strategy. 

Ultimately, the project will exceed its target having created 915 jobs through direct and leveraged 

employment, with a further 330 still planned. More than half of these jobs have benefitted women 

and youth. 
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Target: 62 464 ha (new) of biodiversity priority areas secured: 20 000 ha under negotiation, 

14 495 ha submitted for declaration, 27 969 ha declared 

Biodiversity stewardship is an approach to entering into agreements with private and communal 

landowners to protect and manage land in biodiversity priority areas, led by conservation authorities 

in South Africa. Biodiversity stewardship was made possible by the passing of the Protected Areas Act 

in 2003. Biodiversity stewardship programmes were then gradually established in all of South Africa’s 

nine provinces. Previous GEF-funded projects – the CAPE and Grasslands Programme – were 

instrumental in building the practice of biodiversity stewardship in South Africa. As a result, prior to 

the BLU project there had been a period of fast expansion in biodiversity stewardship declarations. As 

a result, the BLU project set ambitious targets for hectares to be declared. However, there was a 

subsequent slowing of declarations due to limited capacity and competing development from other 

land uses. 

Biodiversity stewardship sites: The BLU project nevertheless managed to achieve its high targets for 

declarations. The declaration of each and every biodiversity stewardship site is a testament to the 

commitment and efforts of those involved, and each one affords protection to unique and special 

biodiversity. These include biodiversity stewardship sites on community-owned land, which take 

longer due to the need for inclusive negotiations, but ultimately involve entire communities in 

conservation. Amongst the stewardship sites declared are: 

 
Oceana Wildlife Reserve, EC 

 
Entle Game Reserve, EC 

 
Buffalo Kloof, EC 

 
Central uMngeni, KZN 

 
SAPPI reserves, MP 

 
Blyde River Canyon expansion, MP 

 

 Ehlanzeni Cape 
Winelands 

uMgungundlovu Amathole TOTAL 
achieved 

Declared 24 563 ha         0 ha 3 403 ha 9 800 ha 37 766 ha 

Submitted 4 848 ha 9 359 ha 2 472 ha 2 636 ha 19 315 ha 

Negotiation 16 991 ha    500 ha    406 ha 6 620 ha  24 517 ha 

     81 598 ha 
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National community of practice: In addition to the efforts on the ground at biodiversity stewardship 

sites, the BLU project allowed SANBI to continue playing a vitally important role as a convenor for 

biodiversity stewardship nationally. The National Biodiversity Stewardship Technical Working Group 

helps to promote and facilitate biodiversity stewardship at a national level, and also works to unblock 

common obstacles. It updated the Biodiversity Stewardship Guideline in 2018, providing a 

comprehensive guide to best practice. A significant contribution from the BLU project to biodiversity 

stewardship was the appointment of a legal advisor. This gave a new perspective and has been hugely 

valuable in facilitating the legal aspects of biodiversity stewardship. A strategic review was undertaken 

of the Land Reform and Biodiversity Stewardship Initiative, with recommendations to strengthen this 

community in future, including updating the related guideline. 

The BLU project worked to expand the perspective of biodiversity stewardship beyond just a protected 

area expansion tool. The mid-term review of the BLU project recommended strengthening the links 

between the biodiversity economy, rural development and the role that biodiversity stewardship 

could play in bringing such initiatives together in a landscape. A theory of change for biodiversity 

stewardship was developed that emphasised that achieving change would require changed 

understanding of how stewardship could contribute to national development goals. A strong emphasis 

was placed on biodiversity stewardship on communally-owned land. A factsheet was developed 

highlighting the many benefits that rural communities may receive from conserving their land.  

The BLU project held the first ever National Biodiversity Stewardship Conference in 2017, and a second 

conference in 2018, bringing together a community of practice from government, non-government 

organisations, landowners and more. In 2020 the BLU project co-hosted a very successful learning 

exchange for the Land Reform and Biodiversity Stewardship Initiative, in partnership with the 

Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment. It brought together over 190 participants 

including government departments, community beneficiaries and non-governmental organisations. 

 

The mid-term review also recommended greater effort to enhance post-declaration support, a 

recognised limitation to successful biodiversity stewardship. To this end, engagements were held to 

explore ways of increasing funding for post-declaration support and improving capacity for extension 

services. An allocation of R50 million from National Treasury was made to support post-declaration 

activities on biodiversity stewardship sites. Business development support was secured for community 

stewardship sites through the BIOFIN-funded biodiversity economy investment portal. In addition, the 

BLU project hosted a biodiversity finance dialogue in 2021 that brought together a range of 

stakeholders pursuing different forms of innovative finance for biodiversity stewardship. The 

discussion is to be continued as the SANBI-convened Technical Working Group for Biodiversity 

Finance.  
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Target: Three new Biodiversity Management Plans for threatened and highly traded 

medicinal species (BMP:S) 

As many as 72% of South Africans still rely on medicinal plants 

for their cultural practices, health and wellbeing. The demand 

impacts on the survival of these plants in the wild. The BLU 

project conducted a scoping report in 2018 to identify medicinal 

plants in the Ehlanzeni District that were in need of strategic 

management. These plant species were prioritised based on the 

level of demand, threat status, population trends and 

propagation potential. Among the species selected was the 

Critically Endangered Wild Ginger (Siphonochilus aethiopicus), 

one of the most sought-after plants in the medicinal trade with an extensive range of medicinal uses, 

but that is now near extinct as a result of over-harvesting. The list also included a further two 

Endangered and three Vulnerable plant species. 

SANBI’s Threatened Species Unit led the development of a Biodiversity Management Plan for Species 

(BMP:S) for the six selected plant species. A BMP:S is a legally published management instrument that 

sets out actions for the management of species for a range of stakeholders. In development of the 

BMP:S, a comprehensive assessment was conducted on the use and distribution of each species. 

Despite difficulties and delays due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were held with 137 healers 

in 11 villages across the district and extensive field research was conducted to identify populations of 

the species. This information was developed into a detailed BMP:S for these six species, specifying the 

recovery actions required from a range of stakeholders, and in particular looking at cultivation options. 

The BMP:S has been finalised and some of the activities are already being implemented. It has 

contributed to a national process of managing threatened plant species. 

Target: One Biodiversity Management Plan for priority ecosystem (BMP:E) 

The Biodiversity Act also makes provision for Biodiversity Management Plans for Ecosystems (BMP:E) 

in addition to those for species (see above). The purpose of a BMP:E is to mobilise stakeholders for 

the long-term survival of an ecosystem. Despite the norms and standards being published in 2014, a 

BMP:E had yet to be published for any ecosystem in South Africa. The BLU intended to develop a first 

pilot case for a BMP:E. The ecosystem selected was the Parsonsvlei ecosystem in Gqeberha (formerly 

Port Elizabeth), consisting of Critically Endangered and Vulnerable Thicket vegetation types, as well as 

priority freshwater ecosystems. Located within an urban area, but adjacent to an existing reserve, the 

ecosystem has potential to be managed as a valued recreational green space within the city. 

The BMP:E was developed in partnership with Nelson Mandela University. The process involved 

assessing the ecosystem for its biodiversity and ecological infrastructure, developing an ecosystem 

model, engaging with relevant stakeholders, and then identifying appropriate management actions 

and monitoring requirements. As with the BMP:S above, there were disruptions to fieldwork and in-

person engagements due to COVID-19. Despite this, the BMP:E was finalised within a short timeframe 

and, following a review process, has been approved for gazetting. 

As a first pilot case, the Parsonsvlei BMP:E revealed some valuable 

lessons. Amongst these are issues of clarity within the norms and 

standards, and the possible redundancy between the BMP:E and 

other existing management tools. As a stakeholder-centred 

process, it calls for complex engagements with landowners and 

implementers.  
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Target: 161 000 ha (new) under better land and natural resource management practices 

implemented by private and communal land owners 

The mechanism used to meet the target of land under better management was primarily the 

development and implementation of management plans for privately and communally owned land. 

These were developed either as a precursor to more formal biodiversity stewardship declarations, or 

in the context of the environmental standards developed for the fruit, sugar and forestry industries 

(see below). A typical environmental management plan for a property includes a map, with a 

description of the geographic and biodiversity features, and then details about the actions needed to 

properly manage water, soil, energy, fire, ecosystems, pests, invasive alien plants and any other 

relevant aspects. The BLU implementing partners were highly instrumental in meeting this target 

because of their experience engaging with landowners and communities within their areas of 

influence. 

Partner Hectares Description 

Eastern Cape 
Tourism and 
Parks Agency 

20 105 ha 
Management plans developed for eight different properties with both 
communal and private landowners as part of Biodiversity Agreements 
under the biodiversity stewardship programme. 

Kruger to 
Canyons 
Biosphere 
Reserve 

45 629  ha 

Management plans developed for the Blyde River Canyon reserve 
complex with multiple private and communal landowners, and the 
Berlin reserve complex with a forestry sector landowner. 

WWF-SA 118 997 ha 
Management plans developed for numerous farms in the sugar and fruit 
sectors. 

uMgungundlovu 1 329 ha 
Management plan and Biodiversity Agreement for Gcumisa Traditional 
Authority for the Gcumisa Community Conservation Area. 

Forestry sector 98 802  ha 
Small grower plantations certified under the value-based certification 
scheme. 

 284 862 ha  

 

Several of these management plans have also offered opportunities to 

implement innovative management strategies. Amongst the forestry 

landowners in Mpumalanga, discussions around management, and 

specialist input, led to plans for new environmentally-friendly patch 

mosaic burning practices. Farmers in the Western Cape experienced a 

severe drought over the BLU project timeframe, and the management 

plans developed for these properties allowed the implementation of a 

range of drought resilient management practices. 

Land under better management is taking on even more importance 

within the context of Other Effective area-based Conservation Measures 

(OECMs). In the global conservation arena, there is increasing 

recognition of how areas outside of traditional protected areas may 

contribute to conservation. OECMs are areas that provide positive conservation outcomes even 

though they are primarily managed for other purposes. Additional management plans are under 

negotiation in the Kruger to Canyons region to test OECMs practices, and a series of films have been 

developed to showcase these as a South African case study. Links were also made to other 

international concepts, including Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs), and the emerging Essential Life 

Support Areas (ELSAs). 
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Target: Biodiversity considerations integrated into three (new) production sectors for 

communal/ small growers (fruit, sugar, small scale forestry) 

As part of its efforts to improve land management on private and communally owned lands, the BLU 

project worked to include biodiversity into three emerging certification schemes or production 

standards for the forestry, fruit and sugar sectors. 

Forestry sector: At the start of the BLU project it was 

understood that small plantation operations, including 

community plantations, were effectively excluded from 

established certification schemes due to the onerous costs 

and administrative requirements. To address this, the BLU 

project worked with NCT Forestry Co-operative to develop the Sustainable African Forest Assurance 

Scheme (SAFAS). It follows a value-based approach that identifies all the risks that an operation could 

pose to ecological and social values, and then only assesses those that are relevant to the land parcel 

being certified. SAFAS received international endorsement from the Programme for Endorsement of 

Forestry Certification (PEFC) in 2018, and the first plantations have been certified under the scheme 

during 2021. A separate membership-based entity has been established to administer the 

certification. This achievement represents the culmination of many years of work, beginning during 

the previous GEF-funded Grasslands Programme. The SAFAS has received international attention and 

there are plans to expand its reach within Africa and more broadly. Although SAFAS allows small 

growers to access certification, and it working to set up a ‘Fair Trade’ system for communal growers 

that are unable to be certified because they work in the informal economy. 

Fruit sector: SIZA is the sustainability arm of the fruit 

sector body Fruit SA. Prior to the involvement of the BLU 

project, it had an existing social standard that covered 

aspects such as fair labour practices. With the help of the 

BLU project, through its implementing partner WWF-SA, a 

separate environmental standard was developed that covers aspects such as soil, water, ecosystems, 

biodiversity, energy, materials and waste. The standard has been equivalency rated against a number 

of other international systems for certification, so that it is accepted by a range of fruit buyers as 

evidence of sustainable practices. In particular, engagement with international retailers to accept the 

SIZA standard were productive, and have led to further investment in fruit producing catchments in 

South Africa. 

Sugar sector: SUSFarms, or the Sustainable Sugarcane Farm 

Management System, was an existing certification system 

developed by the South African Sugar Research Institute. 

With support from BLU implementing partner WWF-SA, the standard was updated to include 

additional biodiversity criteria within its best practice codes, such as pulling planting back from 

watercourses. The standard was equivalency rated with BONSUCRO, the leading international 

certification for sugar, so that SUSFarms sugar could access the international market for certified 

sugar. This is an important achievement for mainstreaming biodiversity into the agriculture sector. 
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Target: 30% of fruit producers from the target district comply with codes of 

practice/certification standards (SIZA) 

Industry statistics estimate that there are 3 000 fruit 

producers in South Africa. Since the launch of the 

environmental standard by SIZA in 2019, as many as 1 642 

producers have completed the Environmental Self-

Assessment Questionnaire, which amounts to almost 55% of 

all fruit producers. It is notable that even though the 

environmental standard carries additional fees, on top of the 

existing social standard, it is still being enthusiastically taken 

up by fruit farmers. The standard helps them to appeal to 

fruit buyers who are seeking suppliers that are practicing 

sustainability, and the equivalency ratings help to reduce the 

time and expense of being certified by numerous bodies. 

Target: 100% of commercial and small-scale sugar producers supplying sugar to the mill in 

the target district comply with codes of practice/ certification standards (SUSFarms) 

The BLU team worked to increase uptake of the SUSFarms 

standard. It benefitted from the involvement of the sugar 

growers of the Midlands area, who effectively helped to pilot 

the SUSFarms system. Uptake was significantly boosted 

when engagement with sugar processing mills resulted in 

them requiring suppliers to complete the SUSFarms self-

assessment process. As a result, the target for 100% of sugar 

producers in the uMgungundlovu District Municipality was 

met. Efforts have now been expanded to reach the entire 

sugar industry in South Africa, which will exceed the project 

target. 

 

Target: 20% of small grower/communal foresters from the target district comply with codes 

of practice/ certification standards 

The SAFAS standard was a completely new standard. It was 

endorsed by the PEFC in 2018, but then a suite of 

administrative systems had to be put in place to allow 

certifications to be conducted. Significant amongst these 

was the requirement to find a suitable third-party entity to 

conduct the audits. These efforts were hampered by the 

limitations that the COVID-19 pandemic placed on in-

person interactions. Nevertheless, the first audits under 

the new SAFAS scheme are being conducted during 2021 

and already over 70 000 ha have been certified in the 

target municipality and more nationally. Applications for 

certifications are growing, indicating that the scheme will 

have strong uptake.  
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Target: Amendments made to existing tax incentives for biodiversity 

Tax incentive: An important way to 

encourage private and communal 

landowners to take part in 

biodiversity stewardship is to offer 

incentives. These serve to reward 

those taking part for their 

commitment and contribution to 

biodiversity conservation. Project 

planning for the BLU project 

recognised that although provision 

had been made for tax incentives for 

biodiversity stewardship in 2008, it 

had not been taken up due to 

practical difficulties with accessing 

the incentive. To address this, a new 

tax incentive was developed in 

partnership with the Birdlife SA 

Fiscal Incentives Project, and in close 

consultation with the National Treasury and the South African Revenue Services. The result was an 

amendment to the Income Tax Act to introduce section 37D, which works by providing an income tax 

deduction based on the value of the declared portion of land. 

The section 37D was the first positive tax incentive for 

biodiversity anywhere in the world. Its innovation was 

recognised by a special commendation from the UN Pathfinder 

Awards in 2018. 

The learning from the project helped to develop an effective 

framework for the development of innovative financial 

solutions for biodiversity. It involves (1) an incubator stage for 

thorough background analysis, written up into a (2) formal 

feasibility study, that is then subjected to focussed (3) pilot site testing, before an extensive (4) 

mainstreaming roll-out. As a result, the Fiscal Incentives Project has found a permanent new home at 

Wilderness Foundation Africa, where future financial incentives will be developed according to this 

framework. An update to section 37C, is already being developed. 

BIOFIN: In addition to the work on tax incentives, the BLU project also worked to align its objectives 

with the Biodiversity Finance Initiative underway for South Africa. BIOFIN is an international 

programme under the UNDP that aims to help countries reduce the finance gap required to implement 

their National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP). Ultimately, biodiversity stewardship was 

included as a standalone finance solution under BIOFIN, as well as contributing towards both the 

biodiversity economy and biodiversity offsets solutions. A further finance solution, partly inspired by 

BLU activities, will look at opportunities to expand the use of tax incentives to support investment in 

biodiversity. Including biodiversity stewardship as a finance solution will help to realise improved 

efficiencies and better aligned budgeting to fund biodiversity stewardship during the upcoming phase 

2 of BIOFIN. 
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Target: Five land owners make use of tax incentives 

Following the amendment of the tax legislation, the BLU project and its 

partner then turned their attention to implementing the new incentive. 

Working with tax consultants and landowners, the incentive was piloted to 

resolve the practical details of implementation. In 2016, the incentive was 

included for the first time in the tax return of a landowner, Kaingo Game 

Reserve in Limpopo. 

Since then, the tax incentive has been successfully applied across 13 

biodiversity stewardship sites, returning as much as R200 million to 

landowners involved in conservation. These tax breaks make a significant 

contribution to improving liquidity of private protected areas, which in turn 

stimulates the tourism economy and creates jobs in tourism. The tourism industry has been 

particularly negatively affected by the COVID pandemic. The additional funds have been used by the 

landowners for a variety of conservation projects, from anti-poaching initiatives to bringing 

underprivileged school children to experience the reserves. It is anticipated that as much as 

R1.4 billion in incentives may be possible over a 10-year period. 

 

Target: Guidelines for tax consultants developed 

An official Interpretation Note has been developed and submitted to the South African Revenue 

Services to aid implementation of the section 37D incentive. The work has also been widely presented 

at many conferences and workshops to spread awareness about the incentive. Tax training sessions, 

accompanied by detailed technical examples, and capacity building sessions, have been held with 

landowners, implementers and the private sector. A wide range of resources have been developed, 

including factsheets, flowcharts, testimonials and more. The new Innovative Finance project at 

Wilderness Foundation Africa will continue to offer tax consultant services to landowners wishing to 

access the incentive. 

 


