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city to a leader in biodiversity management.  

 

A glimpse into the City of Ekurhuleni’s journey as a local and 

global leader in biodiversity management. 
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LOCAL ACTION FOR B IODIVERSITY: WETLANDS SOUTH AFRICA 

The City of Ekurhuleni (CoE), has a wealth of biodiversity 

and is also home to Blesbokspruit Catchment, the only 

RAMSAR site in the Gauteng Province. CoE is also well-

known for its wealth of waterbodies, so much so that it 

is often affectionately referred to as the City of Lakes by 

the local residents in Gauteng. Like all sub-national 

governments, CoE is faced with urban development 

challenges, however as the CoE boasts a highly 

competent and passionate environmental management 

team, urban development in the region has for the most 

part not come at the cost of natural resource losses. To 

support the environmental management team’s 

valuable environmental work, the CoE joined the ICLEI- 

Local Governments for Sustainability Programme- LAB 

Pioneer Programme in 2006 and later the LAB: Wetlands 

SA Programme in 2014. Both programmes have 

supported the CoE with more effective and streamlined 

biodiversity (and specifically wetland) management and 

have resulted in the CoE directing significant funds 

towards better management and conservation of the 

City of Lakes’ wetlands in recent years.  



 

The City of Ekurhuleni (CoE), formerly known as East Rand, 

is located in the eastern half of Gauteng Province in South 

Africa. The CoE falls on the Southern African continental 

divide and sits within the Highveld Region of South Africa, 

an area with the greatest expanse of the remaining pockets 

of engendered Highveld Grassland in South Africa. In 

addition to being a custodian of Highveld Grassland, CoE 

also has a wealth of lakes, pans, dams, wetlands and 

streams, including Blesbokspruit Catchment, the only 

RAMSAR site in the Gauteng Province. Historically, over the 

past 700 years, the Gauteng Province has suffered extensive 

degradation. As it is considered to be one of the prime 

areas for farming in South Africa, large tracts of land have 

been converted to agriculture. Additionally, urban 

expansion, fire and overgrazing have led to increased 

fragmentation of the once prolific Highveld Grasslands. The 

Highveld and wetlands located within the region play a 

critical role in natural water purification for not just CoE, but 

the entire Province. The CoE recognises the value of its 

natural resources and its passionate Environmental 

Resources Management department is dedicated towards 

taking radical steps towards ensuring the protection and 

responsible management of CoE remaining pockets of 

natural vegetation and wetlands. 

SETTING THE SCENE  
 

 WHY WETLANDS ARE 

IMPORTANT TO 

EKURHULENI  

The wetlands within City of 

Ekurhuleni 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 reduction and stream -flow 
regulation  

 Water quality improvement  

 Biodiversity banks  

 Erosion control  

 Recreational areas  

 Medicinal properties  

 

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 region.  

“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. 



What makes City of Ekurhuleni unique? 
 

City of Ekurhuleni is located within the ‘high-veld’ region of the Gauteng Province within South 

Africa and covers an area of just 1 923 km2. City of Ekurhuleni is home to a high proportion of 

South Africa’s mining activity, heavy industry and commercial enterprise, all of which place 

high pressure on the natural environment. Despite this, City of Ekurhuleni is well-known for its 

numerous waterbodies including pans, dams, wetlands and streams. These water systems 

provide critical habitat for a variety of flora and fauna species within the region. 

Taking the Initiative in 

Biodiversity Management  

The CoE Environmental Resources Management 

Department is one of the more capacitated local 

authorities in South Africa and is dedicated to 

protecting the natural environment within CoE for 

the benefit of all. CoE has partnered with ICLEI-

Local Governments for Sustainability (Africa 

Secretariat) over the past decade and through this 

partnership has been provided with support 

through projects and programmes to ensure 

improved environmental management within CoE. 

Two key ICLEI Africa –led programmes that the CoE 

has been a major part of include the Local Action 

for Biodiversity: Pioneer Programme (LAB: Pioneer) 

and the USAID funded Local Action for Biodiversity: 

Wetlands South Africa (LAB: Wetlands SA) 

Programme.  

In 2006, CoE joined the LAB: Pioneer Programme. 

The aim of LAB: Pioneer was to effectively 

mainstream biodiversity into land use planning 

through the development of a Biodiversity 

Assessment and development of a Biodiversity 

Plan. At the same time, the project aimed to 

facilitate greater political commitment for both 

improved biodiversity management and 

implementing biodiversity projects on the ground.  

THE STORY  Throughout the course of the LAB: Pioneer 

Programme (2006 – 2009), with the support of ICLEI 

Africa, the CoE was able to develop and release the 

CoE Biodiversity Report in 2008. The CoE 

Biodiversity Report provided much needed insight 

into the state of the CoE’s biodiversity and sparked 

nearly a decade’s worth of research and biodiversity 

protective action. One of the key outcomes of the 

development of the CoE Biodiversity Report was the 

development and release of the CoE Wetland 



 
 

Inventory undertaken nearly a decade earlier and 

specifically highlighted both the challenges the CoE 

faces on a daily basis in terms of effective wetland 

management and protection as well as the key 

success stories of wetland protection and 

management within the CoE.  

Based on the outcomes of the Wetland Report the 

CoE was then able to develop the CoE Wetland 

Strategy and Action Plan (WSAP). The CoE WSAP 

development process highlighted that there is a 

wealth of information available on wetlands within 

CoE and wetland management work, although 

fragmented, was being undertaken across the 

municipality. Additionally, a number of partnerships, 

although disconnected, were also already in 

existence to support wetland management. The 

development of the CoE WSAP provided an 

opportunity for all the stakeholders working within 

CoE to come together and strategize a clear way 

forward which could be collectively implemented. 

The CoE WSAP not only provided the CoE with focus 

areas and goals to achieve, but also provided CoE 

with a clear pathway on what work to implement, 

when and where. 

Taking the hard work forward 

Due to the inclusive process undertaken to develop 

the CoE WSAP, from the get-go, the CoE 

Environmental Management Department has had 

high-level political support to take the CoE WSAP 

forward and implement.   

Inventory which entailed a baseline study indicating 

what wetland resources were located where within 

the CoE as well as what state these resources were. 

Additionally, through the LAB: Pioneer Programme, 

the CoE was also able to develop a Local 

Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan. The hard 

work undertaken by CoE towards improved 

biodiversity and natural resource management as 

part of the LAB: Pioneer Programme effectively 

placed the CoE on the map as one of the more 

proactive cities globally dedicated towards effective 

natural resource management.  

Building on work already done and 

gaining momentum in wetland 

management  

In 2014, with the specific aim of building on the 

work undertaken in the LAB: Pioneer Programme, 

the CoE was one of 11 South African municipalities 

to join the ICLEI Africa-led LAB: Wetlands SA 

Programme. The aim of the LAB: Wetlands SA 

Programme was to improve local government 

knowledge and understanding of wetlands, initiate 

the process of integrating wetlands and the 

services that they provide into local government 

planning and decision-making and to provide 

support and encouragement for the 

implementation for on the ground wetland 

projects.  

As part of the project, in 2017 the CoE developed 

the CoE Wetland Report. The CoE Wetland Report 

provided the CoE with an update on the Wetland 



 

 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  

Taking the hard work 

forward  

For the 2017/2018 financial year the CoE 

political leadership approved a budget in 

the region of R80 million for the 

management and conservation of the 

city’s wetlands. This significant budget 

allowed the CoE Environmental 

Management Department to embark on 

several flagship projects focussing on the 

rehabilitation and beautification of the 206 

lakes and wetlands located within the CoE. 

At the same time, the projects also created 

significant employment opportunities for 

the local communities living within CoE in 

the form of ‘green jobs’. The CoE political 

leadership has awarded a further annual 

R4 million to maintain the significant work 

done towards the rehabilitation and 

restoration of the CoE wetlands. This will 

go a long way to ensuring that hard work 

over the past decade pays off and that the 

vision of the CoE WSAP of “Ekurhuleni 

celebrates the uniqueness of healthy 

wetlands for the benefits of water 

security, nature and people” is realised.  


