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Up to date wetland information and maps are crucial 

for supporting wetland management at a district 

municipality level as they guide policy-making and 

ensure that municipalities are able to make effective 

decisions when planning around wetlands. This also 

provides municipalities with the ability to effectively 

respond to land use planning applications, as well as 

prioritise where wetland assessment, monitoring and 

rehabilitation work needs to be undertaken.  

The South African National Biodiversity Institute 

(SANBI) has developed and updated the National 

Wetland Map (NWM) over the past 18 years with the 

aim of supporting municipalities across South Africa 

with wetland management. Analysis of the current 

version (NWM4) by both SANBI and the Council for 

Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) has indicated 

that NWM4 has been found to be limited in terms of 

its representation of wetlands at a fine scale, resulting 

in district municipalities utilising information not 

detailed enough to make effective decisions around 

wetlands. To address this, SANBI and the CSIR have 

committed to work together to update the current 

NWM and improve the extent of the wetlands 

mapped at a fine scale across South Africa.  

As part of the Local Action for Biodiversity: Wetlands 

SA (LAB: Wetlands SA) project, ICLEI collaborated 

with SANBI and CSIR to develop the fine scale 

wetland layer for Eden District Municipality which 

will directly feed into the NWM5.  



 

Wetlands are considered to be high-value ‘ecological 

infrastructure’ in that they provide critically important 

‘ecosystem services’ which support municipalities 

across South Africa with achieving their municipal 

mandates. Such services provided by healthy and 

functioning wetlands include water purification, 

provision of food, grazing for livestock, stream flow 

regulation and flood attenuation. As these ecosystem 

services are considered to be so important, it is 

critical that wetlands are managed, monitored and 

rehabilitated effectively by municipalities to ensure 

that these services remain uninterrupted. In order to 

do this, district municipalities require up to date 

information and maps to ensure that effective 

decision making around wetlands can be made.  

To support municipalities with wetland management, 

SANBI has developed and updated the National 

Wetland Map (NWM) over the past 18 years. The 

initial version (NMW1) included a simple and broad 

overview of where the most prominent wetland 

features across the country are located. Subsequent 

updates to the NWM (NWM2, NWM3 and NWM4) 

have become increasingly detailed, now including less 

prominent wetland systems as well as dams, rivers 

and even artificial wetlands. The current version 

(NWM4) also provides an indication of strategic 

priority areas for wetland conservation. Despite the 

increasing level of detail, analysis of the NWM4 by 

SETTING THE SCENE  

 

 WHY WETLANDS ARE 

IMPORTANT TO EDEN  

The wetlands within Eden District 

Municipality are considered to be high-

value ‘ecological infrastructure’, in that 

they provide vital habitat for flora and 

fauna, but also provide critical ecosystem 

services to the municipality.  

These include:   

 

 Flood attenuation  

 Water filtration  

 Erosion control  

 Water storage  

 Food provision  

 Supply of raw materials  

 Clean drinking water  

 

The wetlands within the municipality also 

play a pivotal role in disaster risk 

management as well as reducing the 

impacts of climate change within the 

district. 

“Wetlands are the 

most threatened of 

all of South Africa ’s 

ecosystems with 

48%  of wetland 

ecosystems being 

critically 

endangered.”  
 

- South African National Biodiversity 

Institute (SANBI), National Biodiversity 

Assessment, 2011. 



both SANBI and CSIR has found that less than 

54% of wetland across the country are mapped at 

a fine scale. Due to this limitation, municipalities 

are currently utilising information not detailed 

enough to make effective decisions around 

wetlands.  

To address this, SANBI and the CSIR have 

committed to work together to update the 

current NWM and significantly improve the extent 

of the wetlands mapped at a fine scale across 

South Africa. Due to the sheer scale of the 

required work however, priority municipalities 

were identified as initial focus areas for the work 

to be undertaken. These included Vheme, 

Lejweleputswe, Umgungundlovu, Cape 

Winelands, Amathole, Buffalo City, Ehlanzeni, 

Frances Baard and Eden District Municipalities.   

Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality, as well as 

Amathole, Ehlanzeni, Frances Baard and Eden 

District Municipalities, joined the LAB: Wetlands 

South Africa (LAB: Wetlands SA) project in 2015 

with the aim of learning more about wetlands 

and gaining tools to support their wetland 

management going forward. At the time of the 

inception of the LAB: Wetlands SA project, the 

fine scale wetland mapping work had 

commenced in all of the LAB project 

municipalities mentioned above, with the 

exception of Eden District Municipality. To 

support SANBI and CSIR, ICLEI formed a 

partnership with these institutions, to assist them 

with the development of the Eden District 

Municipality wetland mapping component.  

The final NWM5 will be released in mid- to late 

What makes Eden District Municipality unique? 

Eden District Municipality is located in the Western Cape Province of South 

Africa and covers an area of 23 331 km². The municipality falls entirely within 

the fynbos biome in the Cape Floristic Region, a recognised global biodiversity 

hotspot with high levels of endemism and floral and faunal diversity. A large 

number of wetlands can be found throughout the municipality, including one 

RAMSAR site of international importance. 

THE STORY  

Development of a spatial layer to 

improve wetland data within Eden 

District Municipality  

Prior to the commencement of the Eden District 

Municipality wetland layer (EDM wetland layer), 

wetland data sets from across the country were 

sourced and verified for use by SANBI and CSIR to be 

used as baseline information for the update of the 

NWM as a whole. All data sets that were deemed to 

be acceptable were integrated into the NWM5 (v1). 

Following this, GIS specialists from across the country 

were appointed to undertake the fine scale mapping 

within each of the priority districts. The development 

of the EDM wetland layer, which was undertaken by 

ICLEI, represented an opportunity for ICLEI to provide 

skills and capacity training to aspiring young 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) graduates. 

Through the LAB: Wetlands SA project, ICLEI was able 

to appoint two GIS interns and provide them with 

training on the latest GIS mapping tools, as well as 

training on the latest mapping guidelines developed 

by SANBI specifically for the update of the NWM. 

These interns then went on to undertake the fine 

scale mapping of the wetlands of EDM, with support 

from ICLEI, SANBI and CSIR. One of the interns, Mr. 

Mthobisi Wanda, has since become fully embedded 

within ICLEI as part of the GIS team supporting 

municipalities across Africa with their mapping 

needs.  

2018 and will include fine scale detail on the extent 

and distribution of all wetlands within all prioritised 

municipalities, including Eden District Municipality. 



 Figure 1:  Mr. Mthobisi Wanda, GIS intern at ICLEI, undertaking ground-truthing of wetlands within EDM. 

As part of the development of the EDM wetland layer, 

the ICLEI GIS team undertook a detailed desktop 

review of the entire district (using Google Earth Pro 

and ArcMap). This was followed by preliminary 

mapping of wetlands at a 1:2000 scale, in accordance 

with the SANBI Wetland Mapping Guidelines 

developed specifically for the NWM5 update. Where 

possible, 50 cm colour aerial photographs were also 

used to support the identification of wetland features 

within the district. For EDM alone, this fine scale 

mapping process took approx. eight (8) months.  The 

result was that 43 411 ha of wetlands were 

mapped in the fine scale mapping process, an 

increase of over 60% of wetlands previously 

mapped in the district. Additionally, the mapping 

process indicated that 42% of wetlands within EDM 

could be directly classified as floodplain wetlands and 

33% as channelled valley-bottom wetlands. The 

remaining wetlands would require additional ground-

truthing for confirmation before classification. 

Once the initial mapping process was completed for 

each of the priority municipalities, wetland specialists 

were appointed to review the draft desktop wetland 

maps for inaccuracies and then advise the GIS 

specialists on where to update their maps. 

Thereafter, the wetland specialists undertook ground

-truthing of the data in random locations across each 

priority district in order to ensure the accuracy of the 

data.  The two ICLEI interns appointed as part of the 

LAB: Wetlands SA project accompanied the 

independent wetland specialists to ground-truth the 

EDM wetland map. This field work provided valuable 

on-site training which enhanced the skill set of the 

appointed interns. 

Once the ground-truthing of the maps for the priority 

districts was completed, the wetland maps for each 

of the priority districts were finalised by the GIS 

specialist and submitted to SANBI for verification and 

incorporation into the final version of the NWM5.  

 

The impact of the NWM5  

The NWM5 is currently in its final phase of 

development. Upon completion, the map will provide 

a much clearer picture of the extent, distribution and 

diversity (type and status) of South Africa’s wetlands, 

in the form of GIS-based digital coverage and printed 

maps. EDM has indicated that the updated NWM will 

support them with improved planning around 

wetlands and thus have committed to incorporating 

the EDM wetland layer of the NWM5 into the Eden 

District Municipality Spatial Develop Framework 

(SDF). Incorporating the EDM wetland layer into the 

SDF will ensure that the map is used as a first-level/ 

preliminary assessment of wetland distribution 

within the municipality and support improved 

planning around wetlands within the district.  



 

 ABOUT THE PROJECT  

The LAB: Wetland SA is being implemented by the ICLEI’s Cities 

Biodiversity Center, which is coordinated by the ICLEI Africa 

Secretariat. 

Through enhanced awareness of wetlands, and the integration 

of wetlands and biodiversity considerations into local 

government planning and decision-making, the project will 

build the capacity of 11 municipalities to prioritise and 

effectively manage wetlands and biodiversity at the local level. 

The project will focus on government departments and 

working with community stakeholders to increase awareness 

and community buy-in.  

ABOUT ICLEI  

ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability is the leading 

global network of over 1,500 cities, towns and regions 

committed to building a sustainable urban future. ICLEI 

promotes local action for global sustainability, supporting 

cities to become sustainable, resilient, resource-efficient, 

biodiverse, and low-carbon.  

ICLEI Africa Secretariat is the Sub-Saharan office of ICLEI and 

serves our local and sub-national government members 

across the region in line with the ICLEI Strategic Plan. ICLEI 

Africa also hosts the global ICLEI Cities Biodiversity Center. 

Contact: biodiversity@iclei.org / www.cbc.iclei.org / www.twitter.com/ICLEICBC  

It is anticipated that the NWM5 will assist 

not just EDM and other South African 

municipalities with more effective wetland 

planning and management, but also other 

institutions and private sector 

organisations with streamlining their work 

around wetlands. For example, 

developers will be able to utilise these 

maps to determine the location and type 

of wetlands on a site earmarked for 

development, which will support the 

framing of site and layout alternatives and 

ensure that development planning 

applications meet South African land use 

planning regulatory requirements. 

Alternatively, freshwater ecologists may 

also utilise these maps to support the 

development of freshwater assessment 

reports and research. As such, the NWM5 

represents a valuable tool supporting 

wetlands conservation and management 

across South Africa.  

It is anticipated that the NWM5 will be 

launched in mid- to late 2018.   


