Garden Route Initiative

Who doesn’t want a clean healthy environment, with robust functioning ecosystems, and where the millions of fellow species with which we share this planet can live and thrive? Who also doesn’t want a strong vibrant economy with lots of well paying jobs and prosperity for all? Perhaps our underlying motives and values aren’t all that different after all. 

Why then is there so much conflict around development and the protection of the natural environmental in the Garden Route? The problem of course, which is the same one that has undermined biodiversity conservation or indeed any form of environmental protection since before these terms were thought of, is the age old short versus long term interests and decision making. Invariably (but with some noteworthy and encouraging exceptions) when push goes to shove it is the short term gains of jobs and profits benefiting the few that wins the day, and it is our natural environment and long term benefits for the many that loses out. Bulldozers over blommetjies. Reconciling the short term and long term needs of society is the biggest challenge facing our natural environment and the other forms of life with which we share the planet. Yet reconcile this difference we must. Our very long term survival, and certainly our health and prosperity, is at stake. 

This is no easy task, particularly given the need for decision makers to justify their positions and actions to an electorate every five years, and especially in a country like ours where there are so many pressing social requirements to address. There is no silver bullet, sustainably managing our environment is a complex and vexing challenge and will continue to be. But there are things we can do. Here are a couple of them.

The conservation community needs to proactively and pragmatically work out and clearly communicate what they want, rather than only reactively objecting to what they don’t want. Biodiversity conservation is about space, about land and water, and having enough of it for viable populations of plants and animals to live, reproduce and die, and to form ecosystems that can supply clean water, attenuate floods, bind slopes and sustain fisheries (to name but a few of the ecosystem services we derive from biodiversity). While all land is or could be important for conservation, some bits are much more important than others. We need to explicitly identify which are the most important, spatially at fine resolution on a map. Such a map must paint the picture across the landscape of what it would take to meaningfully conserve biodiversity in the region. So what do we need on such a map?

We need to identify a system of core areas that contain representative samples of all the biodiversity of the region (and some of these core areas need to be big if we want to sustain eagles and elephants). We need to identify those areas and systems that form our critical natural capital in the region, like the catchments, wetlands and river systems that supply our towns with water, and the scenic natural landscapes that sustain our tourism economy. And we need functional corridors linking core areas across landscape and climatic gradients, east to west and catchments to coast. 

Corridors are particularly important if we are to sustain natural ecological processes over an ecologically or evolutionarily meaningful length of time (decades and centuries), and especially important given the increasing effects of climate change. With climate change the distributions of plants and animals are shifting, they need corridors of intact natural habitat to move along and into. It is likely that 100 years from now it will be a somewhat different suite of plants and animals that form the ecosystems that supply us with clean water, attenuate floods, bind slopes, and sustain what fisheries we have left by then (etc.). We need to ensure that we keep every opportunity to increase our chances of having healthy functional ecosystems in future. Maintaining functional corridors will help us do that. 

A map containing these things must be produced at a fine scale so that it is meaningful at a cadastral or sub-cadastral level, relevant for making decisions about individual properties. It must be produced using the best available science and be free of narrow colloquial self interests. It would identify which areas are critical that must under no circumstances be compromised, which areas are of value and that may need to be restored, and importantly which areas are not that important for conserving biodiversity where controlled development can take place. We don’t have a choice of where our areas of high biodiversity importance are but we do have a choice of where to build our houses. We need space and careful planning to accommodate both. 
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We call these maps “fine scale biodiversity plans”. Getting to the final products is going to be difficult involving tough choices and compromises that will certainly not please everyone, but once formulated should go a long way towards overcoming some of the polarization and conflict around development currently happening. 

There is space for more development in the Garden Route (whether there is enough water is another question), there will be pressure from people for more homes along our coast for the foreseeable future, and the building industry is an important contributor to the local economy and does create much needed jobs. But development that compromises our most important areas for biodiversity must not take place. It is for us as conservationists to identify these areas (along with areas appropriate for other land uses) and once identified, to defend them vehemently. The corollary is also true, when there is a development application for a piece of land identified in the fine scale biodiversity plan as not that important for conservation, it should not be objected to it on biodiversity grounds. Rather the proponents should be engaged with towards ensuring that the opportunities for benefiting biodiversity in built environments that do exist are realized to the full (indigenous plantings, rehabilitation of open spaces, water saving measures, energy efficient design, etc.). 

Once we have identified the important areas across the landscape, we must take action to make sure they get protected. This means making sure that the areas themselves get appropriately managed (invasive species control, fire management, etc.), and that they don’t get compromised by conflicting land uses and activities. It also means growing the support base by raising awareness and making them relevant to as wide a cross section of our society as possible, and in realizing tangible benefits to people from these areas. And benefits here can be from a clean steady supply of water and erosion control, to recreational opportunities or actual jobs and income generation. 

The role of NGO’s is critical in this and cannot be overstated. Statutory conservation agencies or other authorities are important and have a vital role to play, but their actions will only ever be able to go so far, and their wheels of change tend to turn slowly. State managed statutory protected areas are also only ever going to be a part of what’s needed to conserve biodiversity across the landscape, particularly the vitally important corridors needed to sustain ecological processes. NGOs across the world have always been at the forefront of conservation action and innovation. South Africa and the Garden Route is no exception. If we are meaningfully to reverse the decline of biodiversity and step up the sustainable management of the area, it’s going to take anyone and everyone interested in doing this to work together. 

NGOs play a vitally important watchdog role, in assisting our public officials and holding them accountable, but also in taking local action on the ground and broadening awareness and support. The work that the Nature’s Valley Trust has done and is doing with the Salt River project is a very good example of this, and for which those involved should be wholeheartedly congratulated and encouraged. It takes passionate competent people as well as funding, and the more of both the better! We need more of this type of local action. Much more. 
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