
The Ecological Infrastructure Challenge Fund (EICF) was a pilot initiative of the Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project. It 
sought to investigate ways for municipalities to fund and implement projects to maintain their ecological infrastructure. 
Seven pilot projects were led by municipalities, and incorporated into municipal Integrated Development Plans, with 
efforts ranging from alien plant clearing, donga rehabilitation, wetland restoration and more. The EICF projects revealed 
some challenges relating to funding and project management. However, in instances where the projects came together 
with support from multiple partners, they were very innovative and can be considered successful proof of concept that 
environmental benefits can be achieved at the same time as socio-economic benefits.

Ecological Infrastructure Challenge Fund:  
Testing innovative municipal projects for ecological infrastructure

Case study series:

Biodiversity and Land Use project
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In the Bushbuckridge Local Municipality in Ehlanzeni, 
Mpumalanga, the Motlamogatsane (Klein Sand) River runs 
through the villages of Mokhululine and Arthur’s Seat. 
The sensitive freshwater ecosystems are under immense 
human pressure due to the continued development of the 
nearby villages. The lack of stormwater control infrastruc-
ture had led to erosion of the road edges, damaging road 
infrastructure and forming sharp dongas leading to the 
river banks. In turn, these dongas were depositing sedi-
ments into the Motlamogatsane River and reducing water 
quality.

An EICF project was proposed by Bushbuckridge Local 
Municipality to repair the road, improve stormwater 
infrastructure and rehabilitate the erosion dongas. The 
project also had a public safety element as the road 

and river in their degraded state presented safety risks. The EICF contributed R1.3 million towards the project, with 
co-finance from the local and district municipalities. The project employed 30 people, including 15 women and 
5 people with disabilities. Unusually heavy rains, including the 2021 Cyclone Eloise and the COVID-19 pandemic, 
caused delays to the project when it was near its completion and revealed weak areas of the road which have since 
been fixed.

The project delivered a road that is safer for the movement of people, particularly school children, as well as improving 
a transport route that is essential to businesses in the area. The repair of the dongas reduced siltation and flow of litter 
into the river. Improved water quality was also of benefit to livestock owners downstream, who rely on the river for their 
cattle to drink. Bushbuckridge Local Municipality has plans to retain the project on their Integrated Development Plan 
and continue to maintain the new infrastructure.

Ecological infrastructure is described as 
naturally functioning ecosystems that 

deliver valuable services to people, such 
as freshwater, climate regulation, soil 

formation, and disaster risk reduction. It 
is the nature-based equivalent of built or 

hard infrastructure and is just as important 
for providing services and underpinning 
socio-economic development. Like built 

infrastructure, ecological infrastructure needs 
to be managed and maintained.

One of the Biodiversity and Land Use (BLU) project’s 
objectives was to pilot a funding mechanism that would 
encourage increased resource allocation towards the 
management of ecological infrastructure in municipalities. 

To do this it aimed to promote investment in innovative 
municipal infrastructure projects that include ecological 
infrastructure.

The Ecological Infrastructure Challenge Fund (EICF) was 
created to show municipalities the value of investing in 
ecological infrastructure. One of the requirements of the 
EICF projects was that they be included in the municipal 
Integrated Development Plans (IDP). This would ensure 
that municipalities show their commitment towards the 
EICF projects by directing resources towards them. It would 
also to demonstrate how looking after the environment 
can support job creation. The EICF invested R6 million 
across seven municipal infrastructure projects in three dis-
trict municipalities: Ehlanzeni, uMgungundlovu and Cape 
Winelands, and in the process created more than 450 jobs. 
A case study from each of these municipalities is sum-
marised here:

The Ecological Infrastructure Challenge Fund

Ehlanzeni: Donga rehabilitation in Bushbuckridge
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The Mthinzima stream is a tributary of the uMngeni River. It flows through 
the peri-urban settlement of Mpophomeni, before entering Midmar Dam 
which supplies water to almost half of the KwaZulu-Natal population. The 
dam also provides recreational and leisure activities, such as the popular 
Midmar Mile swim. The Mthinzima wetland used to function as ecolog-
ical infrastructure. The wetland formed a buffer between the rapidly 
expanding Mpophomeni settlement and the dam, filtering wastewater 
before it entered the dam. However, the wetland had become degraded 
due to overgrazing and the dumping of rubbish, resulting in a deteriora-
tion in its water purification services. The resulting contamination of the 
water in the dam required expensive downstream water treatment efforts.

The rehabilitation of the Mthinzima wetland was implemented under the 
“Save the Midmar Dam” project, co-ordinated by the uMgungundlovu 
District Municipality. It emerged as a result of the uMngeni Ecological 
Infrastructure Project, an existing partnership strongly supported by 
SANBI, which has been working to expand understanding and interest in 
ecological infrastructure in the catchment. The project focussed on reha-
bilitating the Mthinzima wetland while parallel efforts were underway 
to upgrade the Mpophomeni Wastewater Treatment Works, so that the built and ecological infrastructure could work 
together. The EICF provided funding for the project and 45 people were employed across the project and its partners.

Since the wetland rehabilitation was implemented, studies have shown that the natural habitats have begun to return 
to a functional state. There has been an increase in wetland flora and fauna as well as an improvement in water quality 
entering the dam. Socio-economic benefits include the support that the wetland provides to the Wastewater Treatment 
Works, as well as the improved water quality in the dam for recreational events.

The Breede River originates above the town of Ceres 
within the Boland Mountains Strategic Water Source 
Area. Its upper catchment is important for stone fruit 
and grape agriculture, as well as tourism. Its tributaries 
are impounded by the Koekedouw Dam, which is the 
main water supply in the Ceres area. The Ceres Mountain 
Fynbos Nature Reserve is a protected area under the juris-
diction of the Witzenberg Local Municipality. Infestation 
of invasive alien plants has had serious negative impacts 
on biodiversity, water resources and caused catastrophic 
wildfires.

An EICF project was initiated to clear the catchment 
areas, mountain slopes and river riparian areas of invasive 
alien plants. It was funded by the EICF through the Table 
Mountain Fund, with co-funding by the local municipality. 
The project overdelivered on its targets, clearing an area of 862 ha, more than twice its original target. It also created 24 
jobs and helped to transfer skills to unemployed youth and new independent contractors.

Information sessions were also hosted for private landowners. This resulted in additional co-financing from the 
Ceres Business Initiative, which represents the major commercial farmers and businesses in Ceres. A Memorandum 
of Understanding has been signed with the municipality for this partnership to work together in the future towards 
follow-up clearing.

Cape Winelands: Clearing invasive alien plants in Witzenberg

uMgungundlovu: Rehabilitating the Mthinzima wetland
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The EICF was a pilot initiative. Its purpose was to test mechanisms for funding and implementing municipal ecological infra-
structure projects. Consequently, the EICF generated better understanding of both the benefits and challenges of such 
projects. These can now be used to inform future efforts. 

Benefits Challenges
Municipalities can draw on specialist knowledge within 
non-governmental organisations to support projects.

Municipalities generally lack the knowledge of ecological 
functioning and rehabilitation techniques to conceptualise 
projects.

Projects can realistically combine ecological infrastructure 
considerations into projects that also have benefits for built 
infrastructure, safety, disaster risk reduction and more.

Municipalities with poor audit results lack the stringent 
financial management controls required to accept and 
report on donor funding.

Projects can deliver outcomes in terms of better ecological 
functioning and improved ecosystem services.

Complications in contracting and project management 
result in serious delays that can limit partner involvement 
and see further ecological damage caused.

Ecological infrastructure projects can have socio-economic 
benefits in terms of job creation, gender equity and skills 
development.

Local knowledge and diplomacy are needed to navigate 
the complex political context in municipalities.

Communities directly involved in projects are able to see 
and understand the links between ecological infrastructure 
and the benefits to their everyday lives.

Projects must be included in Integrated Development 
Plans to ensure commitment and budget is available for 
implementation. Even so, funding may be unexpectedly 
reallocated to other priorities.

For more information: 
•	 Video: Donga rehabilitation. Caretakers for SANBI. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AqO36DjGux4
•	 Video: Mthinzima wetland rehabilitation. Caretakers for SANBI. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RrSRp-

3cOU-A
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What was learned through the Ecological Infrastructure Challenge 
Fund?
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