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Despite a keen willingness to protect and manage 

wetlands within iLembe District Municipality (IDM), lack 

of capacity, human resources and funding as well as a 

lack of coordination of efforts has meant that 

historically IDM have been severely restricted in their 

ability to effectively manage wetlands within the 

district. As a result, in addition to historical 

degradation resulting from urban development and 

agriculture, wetlands within IDM are increasingly 

threated by the encroachment of invasive alien 

vegetation which results in a loss of the ecosystem 

services (such as clean water, food and grazing land) 

so valued by rural communities living in the district.  

Through the development of a Wetland Strategy and 

Action Plan (WSAP), supported by ICLEI Africa as part 

of the Local Action for Biodiversity Wetlands South 

Africa (LAB: Wetlands SA) Project, IDM has not only 

been able to build capacity from within through an 

expansion of the IDM Environmental Management 

Department but has been able to effectively bring 

together stakeholders from across the district to 

collectively work towards protecting and conserving 

wetlands through the implementation of one plan.  



Additionally, through the LAB: Wetlands SA 

Project, IDM has also been able to secure funding 

to implement an on the ground pilot wetland 

implementation project which has supported the 

creation of green jobs and enhancement of 

livelihoods for local communities living within 

IDM. Due to the pilot implementation project’s 

success, the National Department of 

Environmental Affairs (DEA) granted funding in 

2018 to replicate and upscale the pilot 

implementation project across the entire district 

thereby supporting IDM with increasing 

employment opportunities in the district through 

the creation of green jobs and supporting IDM 

with clearing their invasive alien vegetation from 

their valuable wetland systems.  IDM was 

awarded the KZN Climate Change Award for their 

wetland work in 2018.  

SETTING THE SCENE  

iLembe District Municipality (IDM) is located in South 

Africa’s KwaZulu Natal Province and is home to 

numerous wetlands which not only provide valuable 

ecosystem services to the local communities living within 

the district but also provide crucial habitat to a number 

of nationally critically endangered flora and fauna 

species. In recent years, wetlands across South Africa 

have become increasingly threatened and degraded by 

the spread of invasive alien vegetation resulting in a loss 

of the valuable ecosystem services, as well as the unique 

habitat, that wetlands provide.  

The National Department of Environmental Affairs 

(National DEA) issued Invasive Species Regulations in 

2014 under the National Environmental Management 

Biodiversity Act (NEMBA) instructing all land owners to 

clear invasive alien vegetation from their land to protect 

the country’s valuable natural resources, including 

wetlands.  



 

Municipalities throughout South Africa typically are 

custodians of large portions of land across the 

country however the majority of municipalities lack a 

plan to effectively clear invasive alien vegetation 

from their land; and more often than not, lack the 

capacity and resources to implement a plan once 

formulated. 

In recent years, as with so many other municipalities 

in South Africa, invasive alien vegetation has become 

an increasing problem within the wetland systems 

across IDM. Lack of capacity to develop a plan to 

manage the wetlands in IDM coupled with a lack of 

resources and funding to implement the plan once 

developed has meant that despite a keen willingness 

to adhere to the national legislation and clear 

invasive alien vegetation from the wetland systems 

within IDM, efforts have been largely restricted to 

once-off clearance projects with limited impact.   

IDM joined the Local Action for Biodiversity: 

Wetlands South Africa (LAB: Wetlands SA) in 2015 to 

overcome their capacity and resource constraints 

and not only develop an action plan to more 

effectively manage their wetlands but become more 

proactive in the future health of their wetlands 

through on the ground project implementation.   

SETTING THE SCENE  

 

 WHY WETLANDS ARE 

IMPORTANT TO EDEN  

The wetlands within iLembe 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:  

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. 



What makes iLembe District Municipality unique? 
 

iLembe District Municipality is located in the KwaZulu Natal Province of South Africa and 

covers an area of just 3 260km². The municipality falls within the biodiversity-rich 

Grassland Biome, the second largest of the eight biomes occurring within South Africa. 

Numerous wetlands, of high ecological value and exceptional beauty, are found 

throughout the municipality and provide crucial habitat for not only a number of species 

specially adapted to the Grassland Biome but also for a variety of nationally critically 

endangered flora and fauna species.  

Developing the iLembe District 

Municipality Wetland Strategy and 

Action Plan 

The first step in holistic and integrated wetland 

management is to have a clear long term plan in 

place which guides strategic interventions across the 

entire district. As part of the LAB: Wetlands SA Project, 

IDM and ICLEI Africa held a two-day workshop in 

November 2016 with all the stakeholders in IDM 

working with wetlands to develop a Wetland Strategy 

and Action Plan (WSAP). The aim of the workshop was 

to (1) identify and prioritise actions for improving 

wetland management within IDM; (2) coordinate 

wetland conservation actions between stakeholders; 

(3) identify parties responsible for implementing the 

actions; and (4) collectively co-develop a holistic plan 

to implement identified actions across the entire 

district. 

During the course of the WSAP workshop, 6 key focus 

areas were established. These included: 

1. Land use planning;  

2. Research, mapping and monitoring and 

evaluation; 

3. Awareness raising, capacity building and 

community involvement and ownership; 

4. Funding; 

5. Cooperative governance; and critically 

6. Alien vegetation removal, conservation and 

green jobs 

Once the areas of focus had been established, the 

ICLEI Africa team guided the IDM stakeholders to 

THE STORY  

establish clearly defined targeted goals, detailed 

actions and responsible parties for each of the 

focus areas. For example, as noted above, one of 

the critical challenges associated with wetland 

management in IDM is the spread of invasive alien 

vegetation and the subsequent degradation of 

wetlands and loss of associated wetland ecosystem 

services. The ‘alien vegetation removal, 

conservation and green jobs’ focus area therefore 

includes goals pertaining to mapping the 

distribution of invasive alien plant species across 

IDM, developing an ‘Invasive Alien Plant Eradication 

Plan’ (IAPEP), developing capacity within IDM to 

manage invasive alien vegetation, particularly those 

within wetlands, and creating a green jobs 

programme to implement the IAPEP. 

Once completed, the IDM WSAP was presented to 

the IDM Council and adopted. The WSAP has since 

been included in the IDM Integrated Development 

Plan (IDP). This is significant as it has meant that 

additional human resources have been directed 

towards implementing the wetland work included 

in the WSAP resulting in the IDM Environmental 

Management Department growing from just one 

individual to a whole team dedicated to 

environmental conservation and management.  

Additionally, as the WSAP is included in the IDP it 

means that wetland work will be increasingly 

prioritised and funded internally resulting in more 

streamlined, holistic and sustainable wetland 

management in IDM going forward. 

 



Creating a sense of buy-in and 

ownership for wetland work across 

IDM 

Prior to developing the IDM WSAP, parties across IDM 

largely worked in isolation towards the achievement 

of the same goal (i.e. protecting and enhancing the 

health of wetlands across IDM). However due to lack 

of coordination, the impact of these efforts has been 

limited. The development of the IDM WSAP offered 

an opportunity to bring the various stakeholders 

involved in wetland work across IDM together to not 

only share the work they are doing but collectively co-

create a common vision, set achievable goals and 

allocate roles and manageable responsibilities to 

each stakeholder involved in the development of the 

WSAP to achieve the overall vision of “by 2030, 

through the effective coordination of all key 

stakeholders, wetlands within iLembe District 

Municipality will be ecologically functioning and 

providing goods and services to all in a sustainable 

manner”. 

The nature of the WSAP development process not 

only created a sense of ownership and buy-in 

amongst stakeholders but also created a sense of 

responsibility, enthusiasm and forward momentum 

amongst all stakeholders to work together to protect 

wetlands across IDM according to one mutually 

agreed-upon plan. Following the development of the 

IDM WSAP, IDM committed to undertaking projects to 

meet the goals of the WSAP and coordinate all 

stakeholders’ efforts, with the overall aim of 

improving the health of the wetland systems across 

the district.  

 

From planning to on the ground 

project implementation 

As part of the LAB: Wetlands SA project, a portion of 

funding was made available to a maximum of three 

municipalities participating in the project to develop 

and implement a wetland implementation project 

that addresses a critical need identified during the 

development of the WSAP. Key selection criteria used 

to assess proposals received were (1) whether the 

proposed project was included as an objective within 

the municipal Wetland Strategy and Action Plan and 

the IDP, and (2) signed pre-approval from the 

municipal manager had been obtained.  

IDM, in collaboration with the Endangered Wildlife 

Trust (EWT), submitted a proposal titled “Assessment 

of coastal wetland ecology and alien vegetation risk in 

iLembe District Municipality through local community 

citizen science” (hereafter referred to as the ‘pilot 

implementation project’) to ICLEI Africa. The pilot 

implementation project aimed to address IDM’s 

critical need to survey and map wetlands within IDM 

and develop a IAPEP for IDM whilst at the same time 

empowering, and enhancing the livelihoods of, local 

communities through the creation of green jobs. The 

proposal was one of 31 applications made for the 

funding and was selected for implementation as it 

not only met the key selection criteria but also had 

potential for long term benefit to IDM.  

iLembe District Municipality’s vision for their wetlands 

 

By 2030, through the effective coordination of all key stakeholders, wetlands within 

iLembe District Municipality will be ecologically functioning and providing goods and 

services to all in a sustainable manner. 



EWT were officially appointed in December 2017 and 

undertook the work in several phases. The initial 

phase entailed appointing and training 18 

unemployed people from rural communities located 

in KwaDukuza, Nyoni and Groutville within IDM to 

become ‘bio-officers’. The bio-officers were trained to 

recognise various flora and fauna, become familiar 

with encountering various species such as snakes 

and frogs and learnt how to survey wetlands. In the 

second phase, over a period of three months, the bio-

officers worked together along the riparian zone of 

the wetlands within the selected areas noted above 

to survey and monitor these systems as well as 

document the various fauna and flora within and 

around these areas.  

Prior to the commencement of the training and the 

survey work, the majority of the individuals were very 

anti-environmental conservation and did not see a 

need for it. Following the training and survey work 

however there was a marked change in the bio-

officers’ attitudes to their local environment with all 

individuals expressing an enhanced appreciation for 

their local environment. In some cases, individuals 

become fond of species they had previously feared 

and have gone on to not only advocate for their 

protection but have taken on additional work 

towards protection of their wetland habitats. An 

additional value-add associated with phase one and 

two of the pilot implementation project is the skills 

development component which not only has the 

potential to improve the bio-officers’ chances of 

getting similar work in the future and thereby 

enhance their livelihoods, but can also assist them 

with starting their own similar initiatives thereby 

creating a sense of empowerment from creating their 

own jobs. 

In addition to creating the potential for green jobs in 

IDM, the outcomes of the bio-officers’ work led to the 

development of a species list for the district as well as 

the development of an Ecological Goods and Services 

(EGS) Report. During the third and final phase of the 

pilot implementation project, EWT went on to 

develop a full IDM IAPEP for the entire using the 

species list as well as the EGS Report. The 

development of the IDM IAPEP has meant that IDM 

has achieved one of the major goals of their WSAP 

within the first few months of its development.  

 

Scaling wetland work up and out 

across IDM 

Following the successful completion of the first pilot 

implementation project in IDM, EWT applied for 

National Resource Management (NRM) funding to 

replicate the pilot implementation project across the 

district and thereby scale up and scale out the 

positive outcomes of the first pilot implementation 

project. The application for funding entailed mapping 



invasive alien vegetation in and around 

wetlands across IDM, undertaking capacity 

building and skills development throughout 

IDM to support individuals with accessing 

green jobs and undertaking the initial phase 

of implementing the IDM IAPEP. In 2018 DEA 

granted the 2018- 2021 NRM Land User 

Incentives Grant to EWT to undertake the 

work. IDM and EWT are currently working 

together to replicate the work of the first 

pilot implementation project.  

Since the completion of the first pilot 

implementation project undertaken with 

EWT in 2017, IDM has remained committed 

to achieving the goals set out in the IDM 

WSAP and has continued to develop and 

implement projects and up and out scale 

their wetland work across the entire district 

whilst at the same time playing an 

overseeing supportive role for the other 

stakeholders undertaking other aspects of 

the WSAP goals to ensure coordination. The 

work undertaken by the district has been 

recognised at a regional level and resulted in 

IDM being granted the KZN Climate Change 

Award for their work on wetlands in 2018.  

 

 
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 a global network of 

more than 1,750 local and regional governments committed to 

sustainable urban development. Active in 100+ countries, we 

influence sustainability policy and drive local action for low 

emission, nature-based, equitable, resilient and circular 

development. Our Members and team of experts work together 

through peer exchange, partnerships and capacity building to 

create systemic change for urban sustainability. 

At ICLEI Africa, we serve our African members, working with cities 

and regions in more than 25 countries across the continent. We 

offer a variety of urban sustainability solutions through our 

dynamic and passionate team of skilled professionals.  

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


