Case study series:

Biodiversity and Land Use project
Capacity development in the Biodiversity and Land Use project:
A varied, persistent and pervasive approach
Limited capacity – in terms of number of staff and their ability to integrate biodiversity into their work – was identified by
the Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project as a major barrier to achieving better biodiversity management in its target
municipalities. The solution is capacity development, which involves strengthening a person or organisation’s ability to carry
out its functions more effectively. In response, the BLU project carried out a wide range of capacity development interventions
across all aspects of the project, from formal training courses, to new appointments, convening communities of practice,
and informal learning. As many as 195 capacity development events were held, reaching more than 5 500 participants, and
resulting in noted improvements in capacity among officials.
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Addressing limited capacity
The Biodiversity and Land Use (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. 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.
Initial planning for the BLU project identified “weak capa
city and poor co-ordination at the municipal scale” as one

of the two major barriers to achieving better biodiversity
management. Limited capacity is a systemic issue in local
and provincial government in South Africa. Many municipalities, particularly those in rural areas with small budgets,
struggle to achieve many aspects of their mandates. In particular, it was recognised that municipalities and regulatory
authorities had very few or no environmental officials, who
were overburdened and their environmental role diluted
with other responsibilities. The lack of capacity meant that
there was little understanding about biodiversity, which led
it being neglected during decision-making. There was also
limited co-operation among regulatory authorities, leading
to fragmented and inconsistent management and regulation. The result was limited capability to include biodiversity
across the entire cycle of land use planning, development
decision-making and compliance enforcement.

What is capacity development?
Capacity development involves strengthening a person, organisation or
society’s ability to carry out its functions more effectively. It may involve
increasing the total staff complement, improving skills through training
or workshops, streamlining systems for management and governance,
or providing essential work resources.
Since limited capacity was identified as one of the root causes of poor
biodiversity management in its target areas, capacity development
was one of the foremost solutions set forth by the BLU project. It is an
important foundational aspect for mainstreaming biodiversity, as other
sectors cannot be expected to integrate biodiversity unless they have
the human capacity, skills and tools to do so. Consequently, the project
tackled capacity development using a wide range of approaches across
many aspects of its work.

Gender mainstreaming
Gender mainstreaming is an approach to achieving gender
representativeness in a workplace. In traditionally male
dominated settings, it involves the deliberate inclusion
of women to ensure that they receive equal benefit and
that women’s perspectives are considered. Gender mainstreaming is one aspect of capacity development, since it
influences recruitment and target audiences for training.
The BLU project conducted a gender mainstreaming
assessment in 2019. The assessment revealed that the
BLU project management team was predominantly
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female, as were the team of secondments deployed to
partner organisations. Both of these are seen as beneficial
to boost the representativeness of women in the respective organisations, as well as provide career advancement
and professional development opportunities to women
in the biodiversity sector. Gender representation at BLU
capacity development events was generally equal. The
BLU project’s gender mainstreaming assessment influenced its partner, CapeNature, to strengthen its gender
mainstreaming policy to drive equality within the organisation.

2021/12/04 11:27:11

Capacity development approaches
Capacity events

Virtual events

Field training

The BLU project held many capacity
events including conferences,
workshops and learning exchanges.
In 2020, the Land Reform and
Biodiversity Stewardship Initiative
learning exchange was attended
by over 190 participants from
government, NGOs and community
members.

The COVID-19 pandemic
forced many types of capacity
development to take on an
innovative online format. For
example, the BLU Partnerships for
Sustainable Landscapes Dialogue
was held virtually in 2020.

In-field training is necessary to
share many practical skills. For
example, during 2018 a series
of Grazing and Burning Training
sessions were held across several
provinces for provincial advisory,
compliance and extension officers.
These training sessions included
veld management and field work
on Day 2.

Young graduates

Contract appointments

Secondments

The purpose of internships is to
help young graduates to gain much
needed work experience. The BLU
project employed a number of
interns and research assistants over
the course of the project, and these
will go on to build careers across
the biodiversity sector. As noted by
an intern who spent two years with
the project: “BLU has offered a great
opportunity to build my professional
career”.

Hiring new expertise can
inject significant capacity to an
organisation. The BLU project made
possible the appointment of a
specialist botanist to the Western
Cape provincial department. The
department reported that the
addition of a botanist streamlined
their compliance investigations and
brought biodiversity to the fore of
environmental law enforcement.

Learning-by-doing is one of the
best ways to gain experience,
and on-the-job training can
significantly boost capacity.
The BLU project deployed four
secondments to work in district
municipalities and provincial
departments. The secondments
were able to impart knowledge
about biodiversity to their
colleagues during day-to-day
work.

Public information sessions

Stakeholder engagement

Informal learning

Capacity development does
not just refer to governments or
organisations. Where landowners
or communities are involved in
biodiversity management, they
also require capacity interventions.
For example, a series of workshops
introduced the new SIZA
Environmental Standard to fruit
farmers and provided them with
support on how to apply it.

Creating biodiversity awareness
in stakeholders is also a form
of capacity development. For
example, the government
committees established for
Strategic Water Source Areas
ensured that capacity was built for
co-operative governance at the
intersection of the biodiversity and
water sectors.

In addition to formal capacity
development, there were many
opportunities for informal learning,
such as self-study or learning
from colleagues. Within the BLU
team and across its partners, there
was a noted self-improvement
in project management skills as
a result of the project reporting
requirements.

Communities of practice

Knowledge resources

Formal training

A community of practice is a group
of people who share a common
practice which they learn more
about as they interact regularly.
SANBI is a respected convenor
of several national communities
of practice. For example, the BLU
project enabled the continuation
of the biodiversity stewardship
community of practice, including
the important technical working
group.

One way of ensuring that capacity
development is sustained beyond
the project’s timeframe is to provide
written knowledge resources that
will be a reference in the future. The
BLU project developed many muchneeded knowledge resources.
For example, the Guideline for
Incorporating Biodiversity into
Land-Use Schemes will be an
ongoing resource for municipalities,
appended to the National Land Use
Scheme Guidelines.

Formal training refers to scheduled
learning programmes that provide
instruction. The Biodiversity for
Sustainable Development Training
Course was developed for officials
and practitioners in Environmental
Impact Assessment. The BLU
project developed an interactive
format and new course materials.
The course was accredited by the
South African Council for Natural
Scientific Professionals (SACNASP).
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Results of capacity development in the BLU project
The BLU project had three direct capacity development targets built into its Strategic Results Framework.

1 To increase by 20% the number
of staff of regulatory authorities
applying biodiversity criteria
This target sought to increase capacity of officials in positions related to environmental regulation and compliance
monitoring and enforcement to integrate biodiversity into
their everyday work. Capacity interventions included the
secondment of staff and establishment of networks to share
knowledge. At project close, this target was assessed by
asking officials the extent to which they relied on their biodiversity commenting authority. Results showed that officials now feel more confident in considering biodiversity
without requiring input from the commenting authority,
an increase of 56–75% across the provincial departments.

2 To improve by 20% the capacity
of staff in regulatory authorities
to apply biodiversity criteria
The purpose of this target was to increase the ability of staff
in environmental regulation to apply biodiversity criteria. It
was addressed by providing various types of training and
knowledge resources like guidelines and regulatory tools.
The target was assessed by surveying staff with a comprehensive series of questions related to their biodiversity
knowledge and their awareness of available knowledge
resources. An increase of 30.5% was recorded among environmental regulation officials and 21–28% for compliance
officials.

195

capacity development events

5 500+

participants reached

3 To increase by 20% the quality
of biodiversity information
provided by applicants
This target would tackle the quality of biodiversity infor
mation that is included in Environmental Impact Assessment reports submitted for authorisation. It was primarily addressed through the Biodiversity for Sustainable
Development Training Course which reached more than 200
participants across six training offerings. Environmental
assessment practitioners and biodiversity specialists who
attended the course were surveyed across a range of topics, revealing an average 56% increase in the quality of biodiversity information into Environmental Impact Assessments.
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