
At the core of the Biodiversity and Land Use project was a planned $8 million (R74 million) donor investment from the Global 
Environmental Facility, which went further than expected as a result of favourable exchange rates (R115 million). As a result 
of this initial funding, the project was also able to leverage a further $18 million (R325 million) by making connections with 
related initiatives across government, other international donors, non-government organisations and the private sector. The 
BLU investment, together with further leveraged funding, helped the implementing organisations to expand and strengthen 
their organisational structure to work more effectively. Connections with past, concurrent and future large projects has 
ensured that the BLU project plays a part in broader ongoing efforts to mainstream biodiversity.

Continuity and connections:  
Leveraged funding helps organisations make structural changes

Case study series:

Biodiversity and Land Use project
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The Biodiversity and Land Use project was funded by 
the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) through the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and 
implemented by the South African National Biodiversity 
Institute (SANBI) and its implementing partners. The proj-
ect’s main 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’. Launched in 2015, the 
project had a total budget of $58 million (R537  million), 
including an $8  million (R74 million) allocation from the 
GEF, with the remainder in additional co-financing by proj-
ect partners that was committed prior to the start of the 
project. The project was one of two large projects in South 
Africa under the 5th  GEF funding cycle, the other being 

a Protected Areas project run by South African National 
Parks (SANParks).

Exchange rate gains
The rand to dollar exchange rate was particularly favourable 
when the funding was received. This resulted in substantial 
exchange rate gains in rand terms, expanding project fund-
ing to R115 million. The additional funds were shared across 
all of the project’s components and the implementing part-
ners benefitted equally. The gains allowed the project and 
its partners to appoint additional staff as well as to broaden 
the scope of their work. In particular, the additional funding 
allowed the BLU project to take advantage of emerging op-
portunities that arose during the course of the project.

An additional $18 million (R325 million) has been leveraged through the work of the BLU project. Leveraged funding refers to 
additional funding, beyond the co-financing committed at the start of the project, that has been mobilised by making links 
to other projects and initiatives. Leveraged funds help to expand the impact of the project more broadly, and help to ensure 
its impacts continue after its close.

Funding the Biodiversity and Land Use project

Amplifying achievements through leveraged funding

Fiscal incentives: A massive R200 million was gained through the BLU project's innovative efforts 
towards tax incentives. These are new tax savings received by private biodiversity stewardship sites. The 
savings help to make biodiversity stewardship sites more �nancially viable, and are often redirected 
towards ecotourism businesses, anti-poaching initiatives, environmental education and much more.
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Donor agencies: A further R58 million was leveraged through related large donor investments, 
including from the BIOFIN initiative, USAID, the Government of Flanders, and other GEF 
investments. These serve to bolster the work of the BLU project within particular landscapes or 
consolidate efforts around certain key issues.

SA government: From the South African national government came an additional 
R54 million, largely through Expanded Public Works Programme initiatives, 
including an R8 million grant from the Presidential Stimulus Package following the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Much of this funding went towards furthering employment.

Private sector: More than R7 million was received from the private 
sector to support certi�cation in the forestry, fruit and sugar sectors. 
This funding not only helped to establish the certi�cation schemes, 
but will also be signi�cant in sustaining them after project closure.

Municipalities: An additional R3 million was 
leveraged directly from municipalities, a considerable 
sum given their �nancial difficulties.

NGOs: Approximately R1.5 million was 
gained through non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) including trust 
fund grants.
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The BLU funding proved to be a catalyst for structural changes in organisations. By making connections to other projects and 
attracting further funding opportunities, it allowed both SANBI as the lead organisation, as well as many of its implementing 
partners, to expand, formalise and consolidate aspects of their work.

SANBI
The BLU project helped SANBI to continue and expand its role as a leader in mainstreaming biodiversity in South Africa. This 
was particularly so for important, large-scale policy changes that were underway over the course of the project. Through 
the resources provided by the BLU project, SANBI was able to give critical input towards the new Environmental Impact 
Assessment screening tool and its protocols, the National Spatial Development Framework, and the development of the 
first National Guidelines for Biodiversity Offsets. Notable progress was made when government chose to prioritise securing 
Strategic Water Source Areas under its Medium-Term Strategic Framework. The BLU project stepped forward to co-ordinate 
stakeholders and help set the scientific basis to meet these ambitious five-year targets. In addition, SANBI was able to con-
tinue filling a vital national convening role in the community of practice for biodiversity stewardship. Some of this additional 
work was made possible due to the exchange rate gains received by the BLU project. As a result of these achievements, the 
SANBI board supported the creation of a new dedicated Directorate to focus on mainstreaming biodiversity and a sub-direc-
torate for environmental management.

Kruger to Canyons
The Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Region 
spans between the iconic Kruger Nation-
al Park and Blyde River Canyon. At the 
start of the BLU project, Kruger to Can-
yons (K2C) was an emerging non-profit 
organisation aiming to co-ordinate ac-
tivities in support of the biosphere re-

serve. As an implementing partner to the BLU project, K2C conducted 
activities relating to biodiversity stewardship and land management, 
particularly the critical but sensitive engagements with community 
landowners. Additional funding from the concurrent GEF-funded Pro-
tected Areas Project allowed for complementary efforts in different 
areas. The BLU funding helped to establish K2C as a recognised pres-
ence in the region. It boosted the organisation’s internal capacity to 
implement large projects, which in turn attracted additional funding 
from a wide range of sources, including government programmes, in-
ternational donors and other local partners. K2C is now implementing 
numerous new projects with complementary goals. Opportunities are 
also developing to connect with the private sector, including forestry 
companies, agriculture and private nature reserves.  Productive part-
nerships have been developed that will enable K2C to continue to play 
an ongoing role in the region.

Innovative finance solutions
At the start of the BLU project, the Fiscal Benefits Project was launched under the 
auspices of BirdLife South Africa. Funding from the BLU project helped this project 
to make pioneering advances in providing tax incentives to private and commu-
nal owners of biodiversity stewardship sites. Direct amendments to tax legislation 
were made in partnership with National Treasury and the South African Revenue 

Services. The project then took the new incentives into action, helping numerous landowners apply the incentive in their 
tax returns, thereby returning as much as R200 million to help fill the shortfall in conservation finance. The project received a 
special commendation from the UN Pathfinder Awards. Based on this experience, a phased framework has been developed 
to incubate further innovative finance solutions for biodiversity. The project has also moved to a permanent home within 
Wilderness Foundation Africa, where it will in part be maintained through an ongoing income stream from providing tax 
extension services. Efforts for further tax law amendments are already underway. In addition, the links made by the BLU 
project to the BIOFIN initiative, and the current Ecological Infrastructure for Water Security project will continue the work of 
finding finance solutions.

Project leveraged structural changes
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Kruger to Canyons used the BLU funding together with 
other complementary funding sources for a co-ordi-

nated programme of work.
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The BLU project took on several 
themes from previous GEF-funded 
projects, drawing on the experience 
and efforts that had gone before. It 
built on the successes of the CAPE 
programme in mainstreaming 
biodiversity into spatial planning at 
municipalities, and expanded these 
to other provinces across South 
Africa. The BLU project continued an 
important national convening role 
for biodiversity stewardship, which 
emerged under CAPE and matured 
during the Grasslands Programme. 
The efforts towards small grower 
certification in the forestry sector, 
which began through the Grasslands 
Programme, were seen through to 
completion under BLU.

Strong connections with other 
concurrent projects helped the 
BLU to prevent replication and take 
advantage of synergies. The Protected 
Areas Project had similar biodiversity 
stewardship goals, but care was taken 
that efforts were complementary 
and focussed in different areas of 
the landscape. Contact with the 
uMngeni Resillience Project in the 
uMgungundlovu District helped 
to demonstrate how looking after 
ecological infrastructure at municipal 
scale can also have benefits for 
climate change adaptation. The Living 
Catchments Project helped SANBI to 
assess internally the wider impacts 
of its efforts towards mainstreaming 
biodiversity.

The BLU project will pass on some 
of its ongoing work to new and 
innovative upcoming projects. 
The next GEF-funded Ecological 
Infrastructure for Water Security 
(EI4WS) project is already underway 
and has taken up efforts to establish 
finance streams for the maintenance 
of ecological infrastructure. A GEF-7 
project has been approved which 
will again continue championing 
biodiversity stewardship, particularly 
by making the important connections 
to the biodiversity economy. A new 
project under the Green Climate Fund 
will take on the accelerating efforts to 
secure Strategic Water Source Areas.

Continuity between past, present and future projects
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