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Conservation corridors and ecological networks in South 
Africa: shortcomings of environmental legislation and policies
Alexandra-Belle Dalziel and Mary Evans

School of Geography, Archaeology and Environmental Studies, University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg, South Africa

ABSTRACT
Protected areas have long been the leading strategy to combat 
habitat fragmentation. However, studies have shown that this tra
ditional approach can create habitat islands where populations are 
isolated, leading to their eventual extinction. As a result, conserva
tion strategies have shifted to include more landscape-focused 
methods, including conservation corridors and ecological networks. 
However, what is not yet known is the extent to which South 
Africa’s legislative and policy frameworks support this move. We 
identified and reviewed legislation and policies on conservation 
and protected areas in South Africa between 1976 to 2021 and 
outlined their shortcomings regarding a shift towards landscape- 
focused initiatives. None of the seven acts reviewed describe, pro
tect, or enforce progressive landscape-based conservation meth
ods. South Africa’s environmental legislation is embedded in 
establishing and creating traditional protected areas while disre
garding other methods. Moreover, the non-statutory policies 
reviewed were monotonous and had a limited scope that failed to 
provide an integrated and coordinated approach to conservation. 
Despite the plethora of protected area legislation and policies, 
South Africa’s conservation approaches remain uninspiring and 
steadfast in traditional methods and have failed to evolve in 45  
years.
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1. Introduction

Modern-day development and industrialization are a hallmark of our society; however, 
these advancements pose a growing threat to the world’s biodiversity and ecosystem 
functionalities (Barnosky et al., 2011; Ceballos et al., 2015; IPBES, 2019; Kolipakam et al.,  
2019). An increase in habitat loss, habitat fragmentation, rapid industrialization, changes 
in climate and variability, and increased levels of environmental pollution have put 
ecosystems and landscapes under immense pressure (Darkoh, 1997; Karlsson et al.,  
2018; Nazeer et al., 2016; Pachauri and Meyer, 2014; Qureshi et al., 2015; Tie & Cao,  
2009; Wilson et al., 2016). To navigate this, countries depend heavily on environmental 
legislation for policies, regulations, guidelines, parameters, principles, and implementa
tion procedures that regulate, manage and monitor activities that encroach on or 
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threaten natural land and biodiversity (King et al., 2018). New policies that accommodate 
the ever-changing nature of biodiversity conservation and landscape ecology have 
emerged, and initiatives that protect biodiversities, such as protected areas, ecological 
networks, and conservation corridors, are encouraged.

Globally and in South Africa, protected areas have long been the popular and 
preferred choice in biodiversity conservation to protect against habitat fragmentation. 
Between 6–13% of South Africa’s landscape is formally protected, with private protected 
areas significantly contributing to this number (Nel et al., 2017; Petersen et al., 2017). 
South Africa established the first conservancies in the mid-19th century after passing the 
Forest and Herbage Preservation Act 18 of 1859, which led to a plethora of environ
mental legislation focusing on protected natural environments, special nature reserves, 
and protected areas- both public and private (Steyn & Wessels, 2000). However, a shift 
has occurred in ecology studies where protected areas are no longer the panacea to 
habitat fragmentation (Mora & Sale, 2011; Venter et al., 2014). Protected areas may not 
effectively conserve biodiversity from a wide range of threats, often have financial 
constraints, implementation issues, and location biases, and may result in habitat islands 
(Mora & Sale, 2011; Newmark, 1996; Venter et al., 2014). Some studies have also shown 
that protected areas may create ‘extinction debt’ where the eventual extirpation of species 
in isolated areas is inevitable (Báldi & Vörös, 2006; Carroll et al., 2004; Malanson, 2002). 
Biodiversity conservation has stepped away from solitary fortress-style conservation in 
the form of protected areas and now encourages more progressive methodological 
innovations (Mathur & Sinha, 2008; Sharma et al., 2007). One such innovation is 
conservation corridors- a term often used interchangeably with ecological networks. 
Conservation corridors are areas of natural land that link protected national and private 
areas and are generally considered a successful conservation method (see Haddad et al.,  
2000; Joubert van der Merwe et al., 2019; Kietzka et al., 2015; Laborda et al., 2018; 
Lindenmayer & Hobbs, 2007). Corridors encourage the movement and migration of 
fauna and flora, enhance the variability of species populations, prevent species extinction, 
and protect threatened landscapes (Beier, 2018; Simberloff & Cox, 1987). There have 
been numerous studies on conservation corridors in South Africa, and their potential as 
a conservation tool is stressed (Dalziel & Evans, 2023). However, what is not yet known is 
to what extent South Africa’s legislative and policy frameworks support and promote 
corridors and networks. We seek to determine whether these laws and policies advise and 
advocate for corridor implementation and management. Clear jurisdictional guidelines 
are especially prevalent as national and private protected areas comprise South Africa’s 
conservation estate.

In addition, due to its past, conservation in South Africa goes hand in hand with 
political and social issues that shape how protected areas are managed and perceived 
today. This paper briefly traces the history and complexities of conservation in South 
Africa before identifying and reviewing fundamental legislative and policy frameworks 
supporting South African biodiversity conservation. We explore legislation and policies 
from 1976 to 2021 and outline the focus and shortfalls of these acts and policies regarding 
landscape ecology initiatives. As traditional protected areas are no longer the preferential 
choice for conservation, legislation and policies encompassing different landscape ecol
ogy methods are vital to ensure they are well established, conserve landscapes effectively, 
and meet their aims and objectives.
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2. Context of protected areas and conservation in South Africa

2.1 South Africa’s environmental and protected area history

Colonialism and Apartheid are important strands in South Africa’s protected area and 
broader conservation history. These two forces shaped protected areas in South Africa 
and how the government and people view these areas today. Colonialism fostered the 
notion that nature could only be conserved and protected through dispossessing and 
excluding people (Martínez-Alier, 2001). During colonial conquests, fences ensured 
control and occupation as conservation through preservation became prevalent. By the 
1920s and 1930s, two opposing views on wildlife management existed. The first was 
a holistic, laissez-faire approach where nature would not be manipulated or altered 
(Carruthers, 2008). This fortress-style conservation saw a hands-off and people-out 
approach to protected areas. During this time, South Africa’s environmental legislation 
allowed for the declaration and protection of protected areas. However, the management 
of the parks was ineffective as non-professionals, often with military backgrounds, were 
left to run the parks without management plans (Goosen & Blackmore, 2019). 
Colonialism set a precedent for conservation during Apartheid which included the 
dispossession and segregation of citizens to create protected areas (Brooks, 2005; 
Carruthers, 2008; Gewald et al., 2018). The Natives Land Acts 27 of 1913 and Act 18 of 
1936 (Union of South Africa, 1913, 1936) restricted the majority of the population to only 
13% of the land in South Africa and was a way to control land, land use, and resources 
and assert power over people (Cock & Fig, 2000; Ramutsindela, 2004). The Union of 
South Africa disregarded environmental issues to increase economic activity and grow its 
military (Steyn, 2001). Early conservation in South Africa reflected complex power and 
social relations.

As political tension increased in the country, a second approach to wildlife manage
ment emerged. From the 1940s until the 1990s, ‘management by intervention’ was 
adopted, which saw what Cock and Fig (2000) termed ‘double exclusion’, where most 
of the population could not visit parks and were excluded from decision-making pro
cesses. National parks remained a symbol of exclusion, and protected areas reflected the 
government’s domestic policies. The government’s approach to wildlife management 
aligned with their authoritarian regime as a manipulative command and control 
approach strengthened through the decades.

2.2 Complexities and the politics of conservation post-Apartheid

Post-Apartheid conservation efforts, including co-management, community-based con
servation, and improved public participation, sought to relinquish previous conservation 
approaches rife with political agendas while also catching up to global conservation 
targets (Kepe, 2008; Ngubane & Brooks, 2013; Olivier, 2013). Co-management aims to 
reconcile land claims while conserving biodiversity (Gewald et al., 2018). Post-1994 saw 
dispossessed people claim rights to land that now fell under protected areas and con
servancies (Olivier, 2013). However, in the early 2000s, the government clarified that 
conservation was an issue of land management, not ownership (Kepe, 2008; Ngubane & 
Brooks, 2013). Co-management and land reform programmes aiming to undo past 
injustices have been heavily criticized in the literature and branded as unsuccessful 
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initiatives (Carlos Bezerra & Paphitis, 2021; Kepe et al., 2005; Kepe, 2008; Ngubane & 
Brooks, 2013). Another method used to include communities post-democracy is public 
participation. Public participation seeks to include affected communities in pre- 
development decisions and discussions (Kidd, 1999). Previous acts, specifically the 
Environmental Conservation Acts, Act 100 (Republic of South Africa, 1982 Act 73 
Republic of South Africa, 1989), had weak public participation processes. However, the 
National Environmental Management Act of 1998 (Republic of South Africa, 1998) saw 
the introduction of provisions which allowed more thorough public participation (Kidd,  
1999).

Today, policies attempt to balance development and social factors with the pressing 
need to conserve biodiversity. National parks initially reflected power structures, appro
priated land, and asserted identities. South Africa’s past was inimical to society, power 
relations, identity, and conservation perceptions and practices, which are still seen today. 
Protected areas still protect land rights and hide behind the conservation façade. The 
conversion of land for apparent ecological reasons further drives exclusion and reasserts 
power dynamics, creating politically and economically contested spaces (Brandt & 
Spierenburg, 2014; Kamuti, 2014). National parks still have social consequences (see 
Ramutsindela, 2004). However, a significant shift is rapidly transpiring where protected 
areas are utilized far less in biodiversity conservation.

2.3 Conservation territorialization

The late 1990s and early 2000s saw the popularization of peace parks and cross-boundary 
conservation to balance economic and social development mandates with conservation 
goals (Büscher, 2013). While boasting various benefits, including increasing international 
cooperation, increased tourism and species migration, underlying issues of power, 
politics, and social relations are often unmentioned (Büscher, 2013). Peace parks or 
Transfrontier conservation areas are a form of neo-liberal conservation where markets 
and profit-generated finance conservation goals (Büscher, 2013). Their neoliberal nature 
means they are isolated from the realities of conservation today and disregard the 
historical factors and power relations mentioned above (Büscher, 2013). Even corridors 
and networks within national borders may mirror past injustices through territorializa
tion by and for conservation. Governments and organizations establish corridors and 
networks where communities depend on the land for resources, leading to dispossessing 
of land for conservation needs (Bluwstein & Lund, 2018). Before establishing corridors 
and networks, power relations and land use must be considered, as these newer initiatives 
may still reflect old systems. Due to South Africa’s complex history with conservation, 
conservation methods must be cautious so as not to emulate past practices.

3. Methodology

We identified environmental legislation and policy documents supporting biodiversity 
conservation and establishing, managing, and implementing protected areas in South 
Africa from 1976 to 2021. We chose 1976 as this was when the National Parks Act 57 was 
established. For this study, we only reviewed acts and policies as bills, green papers, and 
white papers are often discussion papers that form. We searched the Department of 
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Forests, Fisheries and Environment (DFFE) website (https://www.dffe.gov.za/) for legis
lation; however, the website does not provide acts and regulations older than 1992, 
guidelines and policies before 1996, and green and white papers before 1996 and 1997. 
We, therefore, examined the University of the Witwatersrand’s Online Library (https:// 
libguides.wits.ac.za/environmental_affairs). This portal includes the ‘Union of South 
Africa Statutes’ encompassing laws between 1910 and 1989. This portal also provides 
a database of environmental acts, bills, white papers, green papers, and gazettes.

Under the screening process, we identified acts and policies solely focused on pro
tected area management. We also included broader overarching legislation that is a tenet 
of environmental management. We excluded amendments from our search as the 
National Parks Act alone has been amended multiple times.

4. Results

The initial search on the DFFE website (DFFE, 2022) produced 354 pieces of legislation, of 
which 192 were acts and regulations and 162 were guidelines (Table 1). The University of 
the Witwatersrand’s Online Library search identified 186 articles that comprised 135 acts 
and regulations, six policy documents and 45 statutes under the Union of South Africa 
(Table 1) (University of the Witwatersrand, 2022).

The screening process saw the identification of three crucial statutes under the Union 
of South Africa; the National Parks Act 57 of 1976 (Republic of South Africa, 1976), 
Environment Conservation Act 100 of 1982 (Republic of South Africa, 1982), and 
Environment Conservation Act 73 of 1989 (Republic of South Africa, 1989) (Table 2), 
and a further four critical pieces of legislation; the Constitution of the (Republic of South 
Africa, 1996, 1996), the National Environmental Management Act 107 of 1998 (Republic 
of South Africa, 1998), the National Environmental Management Act: Protected Areas 
Act 57 of 2003 (Republic of South Africa, 2003), National Environmental Management 
Act: Biodiversity Areas Act 10 of 2004 (Republic of South Africa, 2004) (Table 2). This 
screening process resulted in a total of seven acts.

Additionally, we identified 11 important policy documents on the DFFE website. 
These policies and guidelines are as follows; Guiding Principles for Projects on 
Biosphere Reserves 2002; National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan 2005 and 
2015–2025; National Protected Areas Expansion Strategy (NPAES) 2008, 2016 and 
2018; National Biodiversity Framework 2009 and 2021; National Biodiversity 
Assessment 2004, 2011 and 2018 (Table 2).

Table 1. Legislation search and screening results from the Department of Forests, 
Fisheries and Environment website and the University of the Witwatersrand’s Online 
Library. Search conducted on 1/03/2022.

Legislation type: DFFE website Wits University Online Library

Acts and regulations 192 135
Policy documents 162 6
Union of South Africa Statutes / 45

After screening
Acts and regulations 4 4
Policy documents 11 0
Union of South Africa Statutes / 3
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5. Discussion

5.1 Early protected area legislation in South Africa

We reviewed 18 pieces of legislation and policies focusing on protected areas in South 
Africa from 1976 until 2021 (Table 2). The first Act reviewed was the National Parks Act 
57 of 1976 (Republic of South Africa, 1976), which replaced Act 56 of 1926. Act 57 
governs all national parks in South Africa. Under Section 4, national parks have numer
ous objectives, including preserving and promoting the scientific study of animals, plant 

Table 2. Identified and screened conservation and protected area legislation and policies between 
1976 and 2021.

Date Legislation Comments

1976 National Parks Act 57 Advocates for and protects National Parks in South Africa today. It 
fails to accommodate other conservation initiatives and is 
outdated.

1982 Environmental Conservation Act 100 First, all-inclusive conservation legislation with a weak public 
participation process.

1989 Environmental Conservation Act 73 It replaced Act 100. It was more comprehensive and worked on the 
relationship between human activities and the environment. It 
remained focused on protected areas as a conservation method.

1996 Constitution of the Republic of South 
Africa

The highest law of South Africa. Section 24 addresses environmental 
rights and responsibilities.

1998 National Environmental Management 
Act 107

It replaced Act 73. Focused on integrated environmental 
management and considers the environment at all levels. 
However, it fails to mention other conservation methods to 
combat habitat fragmentation and conserve biodiversity.

2002 Guiding Principles for Projects on 
Biosphere Reserves

However, no implementation plan was provided for the first mention 
of ecological networks.

2003 National Environmental Management 
Act: Protected Areas Act 57

Auspice under Act 107 of 1998. Protects and outlines protected area 
management. Establishes protected areas as the core of 
conservation in South Africa.

2004 National Environmental Management 
Act: Biodiversity Act 10

Used concurrently with Protected Areas Act 57. Identifies priority 
areas through bioregional plans. However, it does not 
accommodate other landscape initiatives.

National Biodiversity Assessment Monitors the state of biodiversity, mentions corridors as part of South 
Africa’s ‘ecological infrastructure’ and encourages corridor 
identification. However, the assessment is solely a guide that 
informs other policies and has a narrow scope.

2005 National Biodiversity Strategy and 
Action Plan

First policy under the Biodiversity Act. Informed by the National 
Biodiversity Assessment, this plan sought to create a conservation 
network but did not provide steps and processes.

2008 National Protected Areas Expansion 
Strategy

Outlines and promotes protected area expansion by possibly using 
corridors. It does not identify exact locations for this or provide 
a detailed strategy for this expansion.

2009 National Biodiversity Framework This framework requires provinces to draft bioregional plans 
identifying CBAs, corridors, and networks.

2011 National Biodiversity Assessment Mentions that corridors can be used to mitigate the effects of climate 
change. However, it does not elaborate on this.

2015 National Biodiversity Strategy and 
Action Plan 2015–2025

Similar to the 2005 plan. Proves no action plan or strategy regarding 
corridor expansion.

2016 National Protected Areas Expansion 
Strategy

It provides provincial expansion strategies and is more detailed than 
the 2008 version. However, like the 2008 version, it lacks 
implementation strategies.

2018 National Protected Areas Expansion 
Strategy

Same as the 2016 version with data from the Northern Cape added.

National Biodiversity Assessment Same as the 2011 assessment, even though it should include new 
findings from other policies.

2021 National Biodiversity Framework 
2019–2024

Final policy reviewed. Mentions a landscape approach but fails to 
provide evidence for this approach- conservation corridors are 
mentioned as a method to increase stakeholder participation.
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life and objects of significance (Republic of South Africa, 1976). Here, traditional con
servation methods are encouraged in the form of national parks. In the 1970s, protected 
areas, national parks, and reserves were popular conservation strategies. However, 46  
years later, Act 57 remains the same and has not adapted to a newer conservation 
discourse. Act 57 is vital in the proclamation of national parks today, even though 
there is no mention of connecting reserves or conserving landscapes. A paradigm shift 
has occurred where newer conservation methods are favoured; however, South Africa’s 
current ruling National Park Act ignores this shift.

Six years after the National Parks Act was ratified, the first all-encompassing con
servation statute was passed. The Environmental Conservation Act, Act 100 of 1982 
(Republic of South Africa, 1982), was initially praised as South Africa’s first general 
environmental policy (Rabie, 1989). However, Act 100 became inadequate and had an 
abundance of deficiencies, particularly its weak public participation process. The Act was 
converted into the Environmental Conservation Act 73 in 1989 (Republic of South 
Africa, 1989). The enactment of the Environmental Conservation Act 73 was a crucial 
milestone for environmental management in South Africa (Steyn & Wessels, 2000). The 
Act sought to control and manage human activities that would negatively affect the 
environment, including land-use changes, developments, mining and mineral extraction, 
resource removal, and pollution (Republic of South Africa, 1989; Sowman et al., 1995). 
While still imperfect, the Act considered public opinion, making it more inclusive by 
integrating public and social matters into environmental conversations. The degree of 
inclusion is debatable as the vast majority of the population was still marginalized and 
excluded from National Parks (Cock & Fig, 2000). Act 73 heavily focused on creating 
protected natural environments and special nature reserves, which fall under 
a traditional, silo approach to conservation. Early environmental legislation in the late 
1980s did not allow for the protection of landscapes, which would soon become wide
spread. These early acts and environmental legislation in South Africa, as a whole, were 
criticized for being fragmented, as various pieces of legislation emerged that were 
disjointed and uncoordinated (Hamann et al., 2000; Quinlan, 1993; Sowman et al.,  
1995). For example, Act 73 did not consider the Integrated Environmental 
Management (IEM) principles published in 1989 by the Council for the Environment; 
therefore, a set of regulations was subsequently published in 1997, making impact 
assessments mandatory (Hamann et al., 2000). This haphazard approach to environ
mental legislation shifted with the proclamation of the National Environmental 
Management Act, Act 107 of 1998 (King et al., 2018).

5.2 The National Environmental Management Act: continuing the unchanging 
conversation

The National Environmental Management Act (NEMA) of 1998 (Republic of South 
Africa, 1998) replaced the Environmental Conservation Act 73 as the need to encompass 
IEM strategies grew after Apartheid ended. The NEMA is a significant resource for 
environmental management in South Africa (Strydom & King, 2009). In 1996, the 
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa was ratified, to which NEMA gives effect 
to Section 24 (Republic of South Africa, 1996). The NEMA offers a set of principles that 
include the environment at all levels of planning and guides the decision-making 
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processes (Republic of South Africa, 1998). Compared to its predecessors, the Act 
encompasses social and economic factors in environmental discussions and has a well- 
founded public participation process, a first for post-democracy South Africa (King et al.,  
2018, 1147).

Under the NEMA, five specific environmental management acts emerged to make 
provisions for more detailed environmental laws for different aspects and elements of the 
environment (Strydom & King, 2009). First, and importantly for this paper, the National 
Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act, Act 57 of 2003; second, the National 
Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act, Act 10 of 2004; third, the National 
Environmental Management: Integrated Coastal Management Act, Act 24 of 2008 
(Goble et al., 2014; Sowman & Malan, 2018); fourth, the National Environmental 
Management: Air Quality Act, Act 39 of 2004 (Tshehla & Wright, 2019); lastly, the 
National Environmental Management: Waste Act, Act 59 of 2008 (Zhakata et al., 2016).

Since 1982 with the Environmental Conservation Act 100, protected areas have been 
the cornerstone of conservation in South Africa; this remained unchanged with the 
National Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act 57 of 2003 (NEMPA) 
(Republic of South Africa, 2003). Today, protected areas are currently regulated and 
guided by Act 57 (Goosen & Blackmore, 2019; Strydom & King, 2009). Under Act 57, 
management plans became mandatory; decision-making processes included the public, 
and precise guidelines were set (Freitag et al., 2014; Goosen & Blackmore, 2019; Wylie 
et al., 2018). The Act clarifies protected area issues and regulates procedures, policies, and 
plans (King et al., 2018). However, the conversation regarding connected areas, corridors 
and networks remains unchanged compared to legislation from the 1980s. Objective 2 (d) 
of the Act aims to create a protected area network that includes state and privately-owned 
land (Republic of South Africa, 2003)- the first and only mention of a ‘network’ in the 
Act. However, the Act fails to recognize the importance of corridors or ecological 
networks. At the same time, protected areas remain favoured and divided into different 
categories: special nature reserves, national parks, nature reserves and protected envir
onments, World Heritage Sites, marine protected areas, specially protected forest areas, 
forest nature reserves and forest wilderness areas, and mountain catchment areas. Not 
only does Act 57 not mention the importance of conserving landscapes, but it is also 
fragmented to the point that practitioners must rely on additional legislation, including 
the National Environmental Management Biodiversity Act 100 of 2004, when establish
ing management plans for protected areas (Goosen & Blackmore, 2019). While Act 57 
deals with the declaration, implementation, and management of protected areas, these 
sections are disjointed, and its tenets correspond to those used in early environmental 
management legislation (Goosen & Blackmore, 2019).

The final legislation reviewed was the National Environmental Management: 
Biodiversity Act, Act 100 of 2004 (NEMBA) (Republic of South Africa, 2004). When 
establishing management plans for protected areas, practitioners must consult the 
NAMPA and NEMBA. Objective 2 (a)(i) of the Biodiversity Act states that the Act 
provides for the management and conservation of biological diversity (Republic of South 
Africa, 2004). According to section 39 (c), this is accomplished by identifying priority 
areas for conservation and establishing protected areas (Republic of South Africa, 2004). 
Bioregions, bioregional plans, and biodiversity management plans are also encouraged 
through the Act. Similar to the above legislation, the Biodiversity Act does not mention 
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corridors or networks or the protection of landscapes and remains steadfast in using 
protected areas to protect biodiversity. Bioregional and biodiversity management plans 
merely provide management and monitoring plans for a region to ensure the survival of 
a species or ecosystem and do not mention the inclusion of threatened landscapes, 
corridors, or networks. In addition, Chapter 4 sees the protection of critically endan
gered, endangered, and vulnerable ecosystems, again, with no emphasis on protecting 
landscapes.

NEMA and its auspices are the primary environmental legislation in South Africa. 
However, the legislation assumes a parochial approach to how landscapes, ecosystems, 
fauna, and flora should be protected and conserved. Consequently, the seven acts 
examined fail to describe, promote, and enforce other methods of biodiversity conserva
tion. However, Section 38 requires the preparation of multiple policies and plans under 
the Biodiversity Act (Republic of South Africa, 2004). While non-statutory, these plans 
are regularly updated to incorporate new issues and discussions in and around conserva
tion and may support newer conservation methods, including corridors.

5.3 Protected area policies: shifting the conservation discourse

South Africa’s environmental legislation from 1976 to 2004 remained consistent in its 
exclusion of corridors and networks. Nevertheless, these conservation tools have been 
circulating in South African environmental policies since 2002. Of the 11 policy docu
ments reviewed, the first mention of conservation corridors was in the Guiding 
Principles for Projects on Biosphere Reserves document in 2002 (Department of 
Forestry, Fisheries, and the Environment, 2002). This policy encourages regional net
works to assemble large-scale ecological corridors, the first mention of this approach in 
South Africa. Unfortunately, no implementation or management plan is attached to this 
policy- it remains a suggestion. The following ten policies fall under the NEMBA. Under 
Section 38 of the NEMBA, the minister must prepare and adopt a National Biodiversity 
Framework three years after ratifying the Biodiversity Act (Republic of South Africa,  
2004. However, the first National Biodiversity Framework was only published in 2009 
(Table 2), five years after the Act was ratified.

Section 38 of the Biodiversity Act also states that the framework must be reviewed 
every five years. However, the second National Biodiversity Framework was only pub
lished in 2021, 12 years after the first version. Under Section 38, the framework must 
provide an integrated approach to biodiversity conservation and management, identify 
priority areas, and be consistent with NEMA principles (Republic of South Africa, 2004.

5.3.1. National Biodiversity Framework: worth the wait?
The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, National Biodiversity 
Assessment, and the National Protected Area Expansion Strategy inform the 
National Biodiversity Framework (Figure 1). The first National Biodiversity 
Framework (NBF) was published in 2009, and the latest version, the National 
Biodiversity Framework 2019–2024, was released in 2021. The framework aligns the 
strategic objectives identified in the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action plan, 
first published in 2005, with other national policies, strategies, and frameworks. 
Under this framework, regional plans, which identify critical biodiversity areas 
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(CBAs), networks and conservation corridors, are required. However, this is 
a nonbinding requirement (Republic of South Africa, 2009). Revised 12 years later, 
the NBF of 2019–2024 boldly claims South Africa has adopted a landscape approach 
(Republic of South Africa, 2021, p. 12). Still, the policy provides no evidence, as no 
examples of corridors, networks, or protected landscapes are provided. One of the 
principles outlined in Section 2.5 of the NBF 2019–2024 focuses on a landscape 
approach to biodiversity conservation and working beyond the boundaries of pro
tected areas (Republic of South Africa, 2021). However, when discussing this 
approach, the NBF focuses heavily on stakeholder participation and social inclusivity, 
with no focus on the environmental benefits and why shifting away from protected 
areas is imperative.

The National Biodiversity Framework’s purpose is not to provide the steps required to 
meet conservation goals. However, the framework is informed by other policies and must 
consider the findings and proposals from these plans and provide a congruent, coordi
nated, and integrated approach that advises South Africa’s biodiversity management 
(Republic of South Africa, 2021, p. 1). This objective is not achieved regarding landscape 
initiatives as the framework barely mentions networks and corridors. The only mention 
of corridors is under the aims of the National Botanical Gardens Expansion Strategy, 
where the creation of corridors is encouraged. This solo mention of corridors is brief and 
limited to a specific location. Additionally, a clear step away from protected areas and 
towards corridors and networks is absent in this framework; despite Section 2.5 stressing 
the importance of a landscape approach, it remains an unconvincing suggestion as the 
framework ignores ecological networks and corridors. Both versions of the NBF were 
published past their deadlines and show little for this delay. The Biodiversity Act only 
requires the framework to be reviewed every five years. Therefore, the frameworks must 
have foresight encompassing various issues and solutions that will come about over the 
five or, in this case, 12 years between reviews. The National Biodiversity Frameworks fail 
to do this as the 2019 NBF only partly extends the ambit of its predecessor. According to 
the frameworks, biodiversity conservation in 2024 will be similar to that practised in 2009 
as the framework provides no contemporary strategies.

Figure 1. Policies under the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act 10 of 2004.
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5.3.2. The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan
The first policy produced under the Biodiversity Act was South Africa’s National 
Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP) of 2005, which informs the National 
Biodiversity Framework (Figure 1). The plan posited a strategy for biodiversity 
management in South Africa. It was created due to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, where parties must outline how they intend to fulfil the convention’s 
objectives (Republic of South Africa, 2005). Describing itself as a mainstreaming 
tool, it attempts to comprehensively outline its strategic objectives and develop 
a detailed implementation plan to achieve its conservation goals (Republic of South 
Africa, 2005 .

Strategic Objective 5 of the NBSAP sought to create a conservation network that 
conserves biodiversity across the landscape (Republic of South Africa, 2005; Moreover, 
objective 5.1 mentions protected area network expansion to conserve threatened species- 
prioritized as urgent. However, similarly to the previous policy, actual implementation 
and management steps are absent, which is ironic considering the name of the policy. 
The policy seeks to create a network of connected areas yet fails to mention how, why, or 
where this will happen, making it far from the comprehensive mainstream report 
promised.

Revised ten years later, the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan from 
2015 to 2025 again encourages the expansion of the conservation area (Republic of 
South Africa, 2015). The 2015 policy admits that there have not been ‘fundamental 
changes in biodiversity policy in South Africa since 2009’ (Republic of South Africa,  
2015), p. 5). We agree because, in the six years, only one policy- the National 
Biodiversity Assessment- was published (Table 2). When reflecting on the 2005 
plan, the 2015 plan notes strategic objective five as ‘substantially achieved’, even 
though there is no evidence. The strategic objectives changed in the 2015 plan as 
Strategic Objective 5 deals with developing a skilled workforce. Corridors and net
works seem to have fallen under Strategic Objective 1 – an elusive move. Strategic 
Objective 1 states that protected areas must be comprehensive, represent a wide range 
of species and ecosystems, and be correctly and efficiently managed. The plan 
recommends expanding the conservation network ‘through mechanisms under the 
Biodiversity Act, contract law and other informal agreements between the landowner 
and conservation authority’ (Republic of South Africa, 2015), p. 20). Here, the policy 
fails to refer to these precise mechanisms and promotes conservation network expan
sion through informal agreements, typically not associated with coherent and effective 
management. The plan sought to provide detailed, comprehensive action strategies 
that address its objectives, but instead, it has provided a brief, narrow and incomplete 
plan.

The original 2005 NBSAP was far more progressive and realized the potential of 
corridors and networks early on. The plan prioritized protected area expansion and 
the creation of networks, even though its action plan was weak, with no implementa
tion and management steps provided. The focus shifted ten years later as landscape 
initiatives, corridors, and networks were further side-lined, and actionable measures 
were absent. The policy admitted that no specific legislation protects or supports the 
implementation and management of landscape approaches but does not go on to 
endorse this.
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5.3.3. The National Protected Area Expansion Strategy
The National Protected Area Expansion Strategy (NPAES) is another mandatory policy 
under NEMBA (Figure 1). The 2008 NPAES sought to achieve cost-effective, protected 
area expansion to ensure the protection of priority areas identified through the plan 
(Republic of South Africa, 2008). While it seems promising at first, when outlining the 
strategy in chapter 1, the plan clarifies that it does not identify exact locations for 
protected area expansion or provide detailed implementation planning to expand the 
network (Republic of South Africa, 2008, p. 8). Instead, the plan encourages protected 
area agencies to use NPAES as a guide to coordinate protected area expansion.

The NPAES describes corridors as part of South Africa’s ‘ecological infrastructure’, 
a promising phrase advocating for corridors at face value. The original version of NPAES 
in 2008 briefly defined ecological infrastructure as ‘nodes and corridors of natural habitat 
that provide a range of ecosystem services and resilience to the impacts of climate change 
and natural disasters’ (Republic of South Africa, 2008, p. 9). The plan prioritized 
protected areas to mitigate the effects of climate change- specifically, the protection of 
natural connected landscapes and corridors. NPAES 2008 identifies 42 ‘focus areas’ for 
protected area expansion. However, per its objectives in chapter 1, the plan does not 
provide exact, detailed sites but rather large sections of land, often spanning two 
provinces, with weak, broad, and minimal justification for protecting these areas. 
NPAES was updated in 2016 and 2018. However, these versions are the same as data 
from the Northern Cape was included in the latest publication (Republic of South Africa,  
2018). The NPAES of 2016 extends the ambit of its predecessor by providing expansion 
strategies for each province, with corridors used as an essential principle to guide 
protected area expansion (Republic of South Africa, 2016). All the policies produced 
under the Biodiversity Act should advise each other. There should be a level of synergy 
between the policies. An objective from NPAES should be assigned a detailed action plan 
under the NBSAP. However, we know from section 4.3.2 that this is not the case.

5.3.4. The National Biodiversity Assessment
The National Biodiversity Assessment is the last policy that informs the National 
Biodiversity Framework. National Biodiversity Assessments (NBA) provide a spatial 
assessment of ecosystems and monitor the state of biodiversity in South Africa. Similar 
to the NPAES report, in the first Biodiversity Assessment in 2004, corridors were 
mentioned as part of South Africa’s ‘ecological infrastructure’ (South African National 
Biodiversity Institute, 2005). Like NPAES, this report encourages the identification of 
corridors, but this remains a subtle suggestion. The 2011 and 2018 National Biodiversity 
Assessments state that corridors are vital for climate change resilience (South African 
National Biodiversity Institute, 2012, 2019). The 2011 report outlines that ecological 
networks can be planned and managed successfully (South African National Biodiversity 
Institute, 2012). However, the report does not elaborate on this, perhaps because it is out 
of scope as the NBA informs other policies and does not provide actionable plans.

5.4 Reflecting on South Africa’s legislative and policy frameworks

The Biodiversity Act sees the publication of numerous policy documents (Figure 1). 
These documents have varying scopes, aims and objectives. Of the 11 we reviewed, 
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they all mention corridors in some form. While it is not within the ambit of the NBA, 
NPAES, or NBF to provide an action or implementation plan on protected area 
expansion or ideal locations for corridors, these policies are influential. The guidelines 
can promote new conservation methods and encourage a change from traditional 
forms towards more contemporary, effective initiatives. However, these policies waste 
this opportunity. The NBA states it is possible to manage ecological infrastructure 
sustainably but fails to mention what this would entail. The scope of NPAES is far too 
narrow as it omits the potential of corridors and networks to fast-track its expansion 
goals. The NBF claims South Africa has adopted a landscape approach but provides 
little to no proof. Although these policies are flawed, they have remained within their 
narrow scope. However, the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, which 
aims to develop a detailed implementation plan to achieve its conservation goals, does 
not outline the potential use of conservation corridors and networks except that 
informal agreements are encouraged. The policies reviewed in the sections above 
read as isolated plans and rarely refer to their predecessors and other strategies. The 
guidelines are out of touch with the current conservation discussions and recent 
findings. As a result, the planning and managing of corridors remains elusive in 
South Africa, even though discussions have occurred for 16 years in policy 
documents.

Legislation has also failed to acknowledge, implement, and protect corridors and 
networks. Compared to South Africa’s early environmental legislation, the legislation is 
unchanged, ignoring newer initiatives. Moreover, the legislation currently governing 
national parks in South Africa is 46 years old. Currently, South Africa’s ad hoc approach 
to environmental legislation does not support the establishment of newer measures. 
However, not everyone supports this view.

According to Keeley et al. (2019, p. 10), South Africa has ‘strong national-level 
requirements to consider connectivity in spatial planning’. The evidence provided to 
support this claim was the National Biodiversity Act, which, as discussed in 
Section 4.2, that requires the development of bioregional plans, and the Spatial 
Planning and Land Use Act of 2013, which involves the zoning of each hectare in 
South Africa into spatial planning categories which include conservation. However, 
we argue that establishing bioregional plans and the zoning of conservation areas does 
not make for sound connected spatial planning in South Africa, especially compared 
to other countries where corridors and networks are established and protected 
through legislation.

Conservation corridors have been regulated through land-use planning legislation 
in Ontario, Canada, leading to a significant decline in development on private land in 
the area (Whitelaw & Eagles, 2007). Moreover, some Eastern European countries have 
mandated corridors and networks into national legislation. For example, Lithuania, 
Slovakia, and the Czech Republic have explicitly added ecological networks into 
national legislation (Jongman et al., 2004). In Poland, the Act on the Protection of 
Nature defines ecological networks and provides for their functions. It formally 
protects ecological networks as protected landscapes and provides for the ability to 
create protected landscape areas (Izakovičová & Świąder, 2017). While South Africa 
has many policies that encourage landscape initiatives to some degree- our legislation 
is far behind.
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5.5 A way forward

Studies have shown that connectivity is critical regarding protected areas, and this may be 
achieved in South Africa by linking national protected areas with private land. However, 
as discussed in section two, converting and protecting land under the pretence of 
conservation recreates past themes of inequality and exclusion. Since the 1940s, legisla
tion has permitted landowners to protect their land legally (De Vos et al., 2019). The 
NEMPA Act 57 of 2003 further protects private protected areas in South Africa (De Vos 
et al., 2019). Objective 2d states that the Act aims to create a network of protected areas, 
including state and privately-owned land. However, this diversification of protected area 
tenure types requires clear jurisdictional and legislative guidelines, currently unavailable 
in South Africa. Private game reserves cover 16.7% of South Africa, while national 
reserves only cover 6.2% (Holmes, 2013). Private protected areas ensure that the private 
sector is engaged in conservation matters, the conservation estate is expanded, and may 
play a significant role in conservation by reintroducing flagship species and starting 
breeding schemes (Holmes, 2013). Synergy is required between national and private 
protected areas- but this is absent in legislation and policies and is difficult in a country 
like South Africa with a problematic conservation past. In this case, the informal 
agreements encouraged in the NBSAP 2015 (Republic of South Africa, 2015) will not 
be sufficient. Merging national and private protected areas will unlock huge conservation 
potential and may be a cost-effective way to expand South Africa’s conservation network 
and undo past injustices.

Approaches including biodiversity stewardship- which seeks to facilitate collaboration 
between private and communal landowners to protect and manage biodiversity-rich 
areas- have been adopted and used to create some corridors in South Africa (Barendse 
et al., 2016; Cockburn et al., 2019). Stewardship is voluntary and requires stewards to 
balance conservation requirements with social and economic needs. While it holds the 
potential to enable a high degree of collaboration among stakeholders (Brownlie et al.,  
2017; Cockburn et al., 2019; Stoll-Kleemann & O’riordan, 2002, issues of accountability 
and inadequate implementation have been documented (Barendse et al., 2016; Boon 
et al., 2016), further demonstrating the need for effective legislative and policy frame
works that act in congruence.

6. Conclusion

Biodiversity conservation has moved away from fortress-style protected areas to more 
progressive approaches encouraging corridors, networks, and connected landscapes. We 
sought to determine if South Africa’s legislative and policy frameworks accommodate 
this shift. The above sections have explored and evaluated the past and current legislation 
and policies surrounding biodiversity conservation and protected area management in 
South Africa. Through this, we considered South Africa’s conservation and protected 
area history, early conservation policies and practices and established a timeline where 
we traced the establishment of the NEMA. Additionally, we explored the auspices of 
NEMA, and the NEMPA, while not without its flaws, was identified as a crucial piece of 
legislation for the establishment, declaration, and management of protected areas-the 
cornerstone of biodiversity conservation in South Africa. While South Africa has 
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impressive environmental and protected area legislation, these acts do not support the 
new wave of landscape-focused initiatives, especially compared to other countries. South 
Africa’s legislation does not protect or mandate the creation of corridors or networks. 
However, policies seem more encompassing, yet they provide no tangible action or 
implementation plans and are not regularly updated. No legislation provides a legal 
framework for establishing corridors and networks. While they are encouraged through 
policies, they cannot be established, regulated, managed, protected, and standardized 
across South Africa without supporting legislation. A shift must occur with a greater 
focus on connected landscape initiatives to effectively conserve threatened landscapes 
and South Africa’s biodiversity. These initiatives must be rooted in legislation to imple
ment clear guidelines and ensure they are formally protected while not repeating the past. 
South Africa should learn from other countries and include landscape initiatives in its 
legislation and policies to ensure that our conservation strategies move on from those 
practised in 1976.
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