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Preface 
 
This is the first bioregional plan for the Vhembe District Municipality and, therefore, does not replace any existing 
bioregional plan. The Vhembe District Municipality (VDM) falls within the Limpopo Province of South Africa and is 
comprised of Musina, Makhado, Thulamela and, the recently formed, Collins Chabane Local Municipalities. The 
bioregional plan for the VDM covers the extent of the district municipal boundaries. 
 
The bioregional plan serves as the primary biodiversity informant to a range of planning and land-use 
authorisation processes, although it is important to recognise that the bioregional plan does not replace any 
planning and decision-making processes and does not grant, limit or remove land-use rights.  
 
NuLeaf Planning and Environmental (Pty) Ltd compiled the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan with support from 
the Limpopo Department of Economic Development, Environment and Tourism (LEDET), the South African 
National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), South African National Parks (SANParks) and various stakeholders within 
the Vhembe District Municipality. 
 
This bioregional plan was developed in 2017 and is based on data sets and information available at that time. 
The Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) and Ecological Support Areas (ESAs) forming part of the Limpopo 
Conservation Plan V2, 2013 (LCPv2) were discussed in terms of physical aspects and various planning 
instruments and informants. Additional detail is provided in Appendix 1: Supplementary Information. 
 
During this process, real and potential threats and non-alignment between the LCPv2 and the assessed aspects, 
as well as, the various instruments and informants were identified. 
 
A detailed description of the alignment process is contained in the Process and Consultation Report. 
 
Resolutions were agreed upon with key stakeholders, specifically the Local and District Municipalities in 
response to potential threats to biodiversity conservation within the District. 
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Executive Summary 
 
Purpose and objectives: 
 
The declaring of bioregions and the gazetting of bioregional plans forms part of the legislated tools identified by 
the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act (Act No. 10 of 2004), hereafter referred to as the 
Biodiversity Act, to aid in the conservation and management of South Africa’s biodiversity. 
 
The purpose of a bioregional plan is to facilitate the safeguarding of biodiversity within identified biodiversity 
priority areas that fall outside of the Protected Area (PA) Network, as well as, to provide a map of biodiversity 
priorities with accompanying land use planning and decision-making guidelines to inform land-use planning, 
environmental assessment and authorisations, and natural resource management.  
 
Intended users and uses: 
 
The bioregional plan has both mandatory and recommended users. Mandatory users are obligated to take the 
bioregional plan into consideration, while recommended users could find the bioregional plan to be a useful 
planning and development tool. 
 
Underlying biodiversity plan: 
 
The Vhembe District Bioregional Plan is based on the Critical Biodiversity Area (CBA) maps developed in the 
Limpopo Conservation Plan V2, 2013 the current systematic biodiversity plan for the province undertaken by the 
Limpopo Department of Economic Development, Environment and Tourism (LEDET). 
 
Physical context: 
 
Vhembe District Municipality (VDM) is located in the Northern portion of Limpopo Province. It is bordered by 
Zimbabwe to the north and Botswana to the northwest. There are four Local Municipalities (LM’s), namely: 
 

• Makhado LM  
• Thulamela LM 
• Musina LM  
• Collins Chabane LM (newly formed) 

 
Significance of biodiversity: 
 
Vhembe District Municipality, inclusive of the Kruger National Park, has 24 different vegetation types. Two of the 
24 vegetation types are classified as Threatened ecosystems, namely Tzaneen Sour Lowveld which is classified 
as Endangered and Lowveld Riverine forest classified as Vulnerable. It should also be noted that Mapungubwe 
Forest located on the northern border of the District near Mapungubwe National Park is classified as 
Endangered. 
 
Thirteen (13) of the vegetation types occurring within the District are classified as endemic and five (5) as near-
endemic.  
 
Planning environment: 
 
Many instruments and informants were addressed in terms of understanding the status quo of the planning 
environment relating to biodiversity conservation and planning within the District inclusive of Protected Areas 
planning (Protected Areas, National Protected Areas Expansion Strategy), Multi sectoral planning (Spatial 
Development Frameworks, Integrated Development Plans) and Other Informants (Vhembe Biosphere Reserve, 
Important Bird Areas). 
 
 

Vhembe District Bioregional Plan vii 



 

Critical Biodiversity Areas: 
 
One of the outputs of the LCPv2 is a map of Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) and Ecological Support Areas 
(ESAs). These are classified into these different categories based on biodiversity characteristics, spatial 
configuration and requirement for meeting targets for both biodiversity pattern and ecological processes. 
 

• Protected Areas are declared and formally protected under the National Environmental Management: 
Protected Areas Act, 2003 (Act No 57 of 2003), hereafter referred to as the Protected Areas Act. These 
include National Parks, Nature Reserves, World Heritage Sites and Protected Environments that are 
secured by appropriate legal mechanisms. 

• Critical Biodiversity Areas are sites that are required to meet biodiversity targets for ecosystems and 
species, and need to be maintained in good ecological condition. The majority of the CBAs in the 
Vhembe District Municipality are CBA 1, which can be considered irreplaceable in that there is little 
choice in terms of areas available to meet targets. Those areas falling within CBA 2 are considered 
optimal. Although they represent areas where there are other spatial options for achieving targets, the 
selected sites are the ones that best achieve targets of the systematic biodiversity plan.  

• Ecological Support Areas (ESAs) are areas that are important for supporting the ecological functioning 
of CBAs and protected areas and for meeting biodiversity targets for ecological processes. This 
category has also been split into ESA1 and ESA2 on the basis of land cover. ESA1s are in a largely 
natural state, while ESA2s are no longer intact but potentially retain significant importance from an 
ecological process perspective (e.g. agricultural land maintaining landscape connectivity). 

• Other Natural Areas (ONAs) are areas that still contain natural habitat but that are not required to meet 
biodiversity targets. 

• No Natural Areas Remaining are areas without intact habitat remaining. 
 
Vhembe District Bioregional Plan: 
 
The proposed bioregional plan for the Vhembe District Municipality was based on the Limpopo Conservation 
Plan v2 (Desmet et al., 2013) and adapted to take into account stakeholder comments, threats and agreed 
resolutions.  
 
In response to potential losses and threats identified during the alignment process undertaken during the 
development of the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan, the CBAs and ESAs of the LCPv2 required updating in 
order to ensure that biodiversity targets remained intact within the District. 
  
Guidelines for decision-making: 
 
These guidelines provide a framework for land-uses compatible with the land management objectives of each 
category on the Map of CBAs. The guidelines are designed to aid planners to identify the appropriate zones and 
controls to impose on areas designated as Critical Biodiversity Areas or Ecological Support Areas. 
 
Importantly, the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan provides guidance on appropriate land uses and does not 
grant or remove existing land-use rights or take the place of development application authorisation processes. 
 
The guidelines should be used in conjunction with other sector-specific guidelines applicable within the Province, 
such as Mining and Biodiversity Guideline (SANBI, 2013), Atlas of Freshwater Ecosystem Priotiry Areas for 
South Africa (Nel et al., 2011), Limpopo Protected Area Expansion Strategy Technical Report (Desmet et al, 
2014), Implementation Manual for Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas (Driver et al., 2011) and Vhembe 
Biosphere Reserve Initial SEMP: Desired State of the Environment Report with Environmental Management 
Guidleines (SEF, 2016). 
 
Additional measures: 
 
In addition to the guidelines for decision-making, the bioregional plan recommends additional measures to 
support biodiversity management, conservation and planning within the Vhembe District Municipality. These 
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include the Data collation and management, Capacity building, Effective biodiversity management, Building a 
biodiversity economy and Awareness raising. 
Monitoring and review: 
 
The primary purpose of on-going monitoring is to evaluate the on-going implementation of the bioregional plan. In 
this respect, implementation indicators are proposed which do not require investment into baseline biodiversity 
data gathering, but rather focus on the evaluation of the implementation mechanism. This should allow indicators 
to be evaluated on at least an annual basis. 
 
However, it will be necessary to evaluate the biodiversity outcome of the implementation of the bioregional plan 
in order to conduct the required five-year review of the bioregional plan. Additional biodiversity indicators have 
been proposed in this regard. 
 
The bioregional plan must be reviewed and updated (where necessary) at least every five years. Should the 
review process indicate that it is necessary to update the bioregional plan or components of the bioregional plan, 
then this should be undertaken and the revised bioregional plan should be re-submitted to the Member of the 
Executive Committee (MEC) for approval. Ideally, this should be timed to precede the revision cycle for municipal 
SDFs. 
 
Although the VDM is the lead implementing agency for the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan, LEDET is the 
agency responsible for the update of the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan as required. 
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PART 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
This is the first bioregional plan for the Vhembe District Municipality and, therefore, does not replace any existing 
bioregional plan. The Vhembe District Municipality (VDM) falls within the Limpopo Province of South Africa and is 
comprised of Musina, Makhado, Thulamela and, the recently established, Collins Chabane Local Municipalities. 
The bioregional plan for the VDM covers the extent of the district municipal boundaries. 
 
The bioregional plan serves as the primary biodiversity informant to a range of planning and land-use 
authorisation processes, although it is important to recognise that the bioregional plan does not replace any 
planning and decision-making processes and does not grant, limit or remove land-use rights.  
 
The two main economic sectors in Vhembe District Municipality are agriculture and tourism. The VDM is home to 
the renowned Kruger National Park and the Mapungubwe National Park. Cultivated land is concentrated in 
south-western and eastern parts of the Vhembe District Municipality. There are also two existing Agricultural 
hubs in the district: Levubu and Nwanedi valleys while the third hub, which is Nandoni hub, is still at the planning 
stage.  
 
These primary activities result in habitat modification, land degradation and ultimately the loss of biodiversity 
within the affected areas. Additionally, the Vhembe District Municipality has experienced a steady population 
growth. From 2001 to 2011, the population of Vhembe increased by 96 666 people- a 7.9% increase (CNdV 
Africa, 2015). During the 2000 to 2004 time period, the Vhembe District's growth rate exceeded that of South 
Africa. This places further pressure on already stressed natural resources in the municipality. The bioregional 
plan for the Vhembe District Municipality is, therefore, an appropriate tool for addressing the management and 
conservation of biodiversity. 
 
1.1 Purpose and objectives 
 
The declaring of bioregions and the gazetting of bioregional plans forms part of the legislated tools identified by 
the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act, 2004 (Act No. 10 of 2004), hereafter referred to as the 
Biodiversity Act, to aid in the conservation and management of South Africa’s biodiversity. 
 
The purpose of a bioregional plan is to facilitate the safeguarding of biodiversity within identified biodiversity 
priority areas that fall outside of the Protected Area (PA) Network (NEMA, 2004). 
 
Additionally, the aim of a bioregional plan is to provide a map of biodiversity priorities with accompanying land 
use planning and decision making guidelines to inform land-use planning, environmental assessment and 
authorisations, and natural resource management by a range of sectors whose policies and decisions impact on 
biodiversity. Bioregional plans are intended to feed into multi-sectoral planning and assessment processes such 
as Environmental Management Frameworks (EMFs), Spatial Development Frameworks (SDFs), Strategic 
Environmental Assessments (SEAs) and Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) (DEAT, 2009). A bioregional 
plan is the biodiversity sector's input into various multi-sectoral planning and authorisation processes. 
 
The Vhembe District Bioregional Plan is consistent with the National Environmental Management Act (Act No. 
107 of 1998), the Biodiversity Act and the National Biodiversity Framework (NBF) in that the bioregional plan 
identifies and recognizes Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) and provides guidelines for the management and 
conservation thereof. Furthermore, it also supports the principles of integrated development planning and 
sustainable development by ensuring that the CBAs identified are not in conflict with other land-use activities.  
 
The bioregional plan provides a spatial representative of CBAs and Ecological Support Areas (ESAs) within the 
Vhembe District Municipality. CBAs and ESAs are areas required to meet targets for biodiversity pattern and / or 
ecological processes. The bioregional plan aligns CBAs and ESAs with existing planning instruments and / or 
requires alignment by existing instruments. The primary objectives of the bioregional plan are: 
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• To avoid and/ or prevent loss and degradation of biodiversity in the priority areas (CBAs, ESAs); 
• To inform land-use planning and decision-making. 

 
1.2 Need for a bioregional plan 
 
A bioregional plan for the Vhembe District Municipality is warranted based on the following: 
 

• Biodiversity value: Vhembe District Municipality has a range of diverse ecosystems which support 
many threatened flora and fauna. These ecosystems include savanna, grasslands, indigenous forests, 
mountain escarpments (Soutpansberg) and numerous wetlands including a RAMSAR Wetland 
(Makuleke Wetland). Three Important Birding and Biodiversity Areas occur within the municipality. 
Almost the entire Vhembe District Municipality is covered by endemic and near endemic vegetation and 
2 ecosystem types are listed as threatened in the National Biodiversity Assessment of 2011 (NBA). 
 

• Pressures on biodiversity: Agriculture expansion, human settlement expansion and new mining 
developments are the main pressure sources that are exerted on biodiversity within the Vhembe District 
Municipality. Uncontrolled creep of rural and urban settlements and associated land uses threaten to 
encroach on CBAs and ESAs alike. There are six (6) active mines in the VDM, where the Venetia mine- 
one of the largest, is located just outside of Mapungubwe National Park. Mining is also concentrated 
around Musina LM. Coal belts extend from the KNP in the east to the Langjan Nature Reserve in the 
west which could result in an increase in mining activity. Additionally, forestry activities are concentrated 
on the southern slopes of the Soutpansberg which is a centre of endemism, biodiversity hotspot and in 
areas with high levels of endemism. 

 
• Protection of biodiversity: The Limpopo Protected Area Expansion Strategy (LPAES, 2014), plays a 

pivotal role in conserving biodiversity, however, it cannot be the only conservation mechanism in the 
region. Often times, these plans take years to roll out and be implemented. As such, integrated 
management of municipal and environmental planning tools such as, SDFs and EMFs will be the other 
significant role player for the conservation and management of biodiversity in the Vhembe District 
Municipality.  
 

1.3 Intended users and uses 
 
The bioregional plan has both mandatory and recommended users. Mandatory users are obligated to take the 
bioregional plan into consideration, while recommended users could find the bioregional plan to be a useful 
planning and development tool. 
 
The intended users of the bioregional plan, as stated in the Biodiversity Act (DEAT, 2009) are as follows: 
 
1.3.1 Mandatory users 
 

• Local and District Municipalities i.e. Vhembe District Municipality and the 4 local municipalities which fall 
within it. All CBAs identified in the bioregional plan must align with municipal planning tools (i.e. SDFs) 
or vice versa. 

 
• Any organ of state that must prepare an Environmental Implementation Plan (EIP) or Environmental 

Management Framework (EMF) in terms of Chapter 3 of National Environmental Management Act 
(NEMA), 1998 (Act No 107 of 1998). 
 

• Environmental decision makers who are required by section 2(1)(6) of NEMA to apply the NEMA 
section 2 principles in their decision-making: 
 
National: 
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o National Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA); 
o National Department of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF) which should take 

bioregions(s), bioregional plan(s) and identified Critical Biodiversity Areas into account in their 
authorisations (e.g. for ploughing virgin land, and for subdivision of agricultural land); 

o Department of Water and Sanitation (DWS) which should take bioregion(s), bioregional plan(s) and 
identified Critical Biodiversity Areas into account in their decision-making, for example in granting 
water licences; 

o Department of Mineral Resources (DMR) which should take bioregion(s), bioregional plan(s) and 
identified Critical Biodiversity Areas into account in their authorisations for prospecting and mining. 

 
Provincial: 

 
o Limpopo Department of Economic Development, Environment and Tourism (LEDET); 
o Limpopo Department of Agriculture (LDA) which should take bioregions, bioregional plans and 

identified Critical Biodiversity Areas into account in their comments on applications; 
o Co-operative Governance, Human Settlement and Traditional Affairs (CoGHSTA); 
o Department of Public Works, Roads and Infrastructure (LDPW); 
o Local and District Municipalities which should take account of bioregion(s), bioregional plan(s) and 

identified CBAs in issuing planning authorisations. 
 
1.3.2 Recommended Users 
 

• Government departments and agencies whose decisions and actions impact on biodiversity and the 
natural environment, but whose core business and expertise is not biodiversity conservation: 

 
o Local and District Municipalities should integrate CBAs and other relevant guidelines and 

recommendations from the bioregional plan into EMFs. 
o National and Provincial environmental departments should take the provisions of bioregional plans 

into account in the development of provincial supplements to NEMA, EIA regulations, EMFs and 
National and Provincial Guidelines. 

o Provincial conservation authorities should use bioregional plans to guide their inputs into land-use 
planning, land-use decision-making and natural resource management, if they have these 
functions. 

o Provincial departments responsible for spatial planning should take bioregional plans into account 
in the development of Provincial SDFs. 

o Catchment management agencies should integrate the relevant bioregional plan(s) in their 
Catchment Management Strategies and their planning about water allocations. 

o Department of Rural Development and Land Reform should take bioregional plans into account in 
planning and implementing land reform programmes, and in the development of policy, legislation 
or guidelines for land-use planning and management. 

o The Department of Human Settlement should avoid CBAs in identifying suitable sites for new 
housing developments. 

o The Department of Public Works should take bioregional plans into account in identifying 
appropriate locations and routes for roads and other infrastructure. 

 
• Working for Water, Working for Wetlands, Land Care and other programmes that deal with maintaining 

and restoring natural resources, should take bioregional plans into account in planning and scheduling 
their activities, prioritising CBAs where possible. 
 

• Environmental and planning consultants undertaking Strategic Environmental Assessments (SEAs), 
EIAs, or the development of IDPs, SDFs or EMFs for a municipality. 
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• Conservation Non-Government Organisations (NGOs), whose core business is biodiversity 
conservation. These organisations should use bioregional plans to guide their comments on planning 
tools such as SDFs and on development applications. 
 

• Private landowners - individuals and companies who want more information about the biodiversity value 
of their landholdings and who wish to make a contribution to conserving the nation's natural heritage by 
ensuring that the use of their land is compatible with biodiversity conservation and/or by securing priority 
sites in stewardship contracts. 

 
1.4 Underlying Biodiversity Plan and limitations 
 
A bioregional plan must be a spatial plan showing terrestrial and aquatic features in the landscape that are 
critical for conserving biodiversity and maintaining ecosystem functioning. 
 
The Vhembe District Bioregional Plan is based on the CBA maps developed in the Limpopo Conservation Plan 
version 2 (2013), the current systematic biodiversity plan for the province undertaken by the Limpopo 
Department of Economic Development, Environment and Tourism (LEDET).  
 
A systematic biodiversity plan is a plan that identifies priority areas for biodiversity conservation based on 
internationally recognised systematic biodiversity planning principles, methodologies and techniques. A 
systematic biodiversity plan should possess four crucial features, namely: the principles of representation and 
persistence, setting of quantitative biodiversity targets, and efficiency and conflict avoidance in the spatial 
configuration (DEAT, 2009). 
 
The Limpopo Conservation Plan v2, 2013 fulfils all of these requirements. A revised and updated version of the 
vegetation types described in Mucina and Rutherford (2006) was utilized and wetland and river systems were 
included, as well as, data on the distribution and habitat of threatened species. The LCPv2 also focuses on three 
key aspects (namely climate change, hydrological processes and species requirements) to ensure that 
biodiversity persists in the future. Additionally, biodiversity targets were set for both biodiversity pattern and 
ecological process features indicating how much of each feature is required to ensure representation and 
persistence (Desmet, Holness, Skowno and Egan, 2013). 
 
The following limitations apply to this bioregional plan: 
 

• The bioregional plan does not negate the need for site assessments, particularly EIAs required in terms 
of NEMA. On site verification of identified CBAs and ESAs is still required. 

 
• The systematic biodiversity plan is designed to be used on a 1:50 000 scale which provides a broad 

overview of the entire Limpopo Province. While this plan can be used at a finer scale, specialist 
interpretation of the specific features identified will be required on a site level. 

 
• The LCPv2 was developed using nationally prescribed methods and based on the best available data at 

the time of its development. The limitation of input data needs to be acknowledged during development 
planning processes, particularly at the site-level. 

 
• Continuous changes to land use and land use patterns may result in encroachment into natural areas / 

CBAs, and as a result, additional areas may need to be reassigned or designated as CBAs in order to 
meet biodiversity targets as set out in the Limpopo Conservation Plan. 

 
1.5 Physical context 
 
Vhembe District Municipality is located in the Northern portion of Limpopo Province. It is bordered by Zimbabwe 
to the north and Botswana to the northwest. The Limpopo river valley forms the border between the District and 
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its International neighbours. Through the Kruger National Park, the Vhembe District Municipality also borders 
Mozambique on its eastern border. 
 
The District spans a total area of 2 796 900 Ha (27 969 km²), inclusive of the northern portion of the KNP, which 
extends north from the Shingwidzi River to the border of Zimbabwe. 
 
Refer to Figure 1. 
 
Vhembe District Municipality consists of four Local Municipalities (LMs), namely: 
 

• Makhado LM (8310.6 km2) 
• Thulamela LM (2893.9 km2) 
• Musina LM (11 297.4 km2) 
• Collins Chabane LM (newly formed) (5467.2 km2) 

 
Up until recently, Mutale Local Municipality formed part of Vhembe District Municipality. However, after the 
August 2016 municipal elections, Mutale LM was disestablished and merged with Musina and Thulamela and 
Collins Chabane was created by merging portions of Thulamela LM and Makhado LM.  
 
Refer to Figures 2 and 3. 
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Figure 1: Location of the Vhembe District Municipality   
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Figure 2: Local Municipalities in the Vhembe District Municipality- new designations 
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Figure 3: Local Municipalities in the Vhembe District Municipality- previous designations 
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PART 2: BIODIVERSITY PROFILE 
 
2.1 Physical environment 
 
The majority of the VDM landscape is characterized by undulating rolling hills with flat plains occurring in the 
east. The topography of the VDM is also characterized by the Soutpansberg, the northern most mountain range 
in South Africa. Its altitude ranges from 250 meters above mean sea level to 1748 meters at Letjuma, the highest 
peak. 
 
The Limpopo River System on the northern part of the district is considered to be the life blood of the Northern 
Vhembe semi-arid area. Limpopo River is the country‘s third most important river which provides sustenance to 
the predominantly hot and drylands. Vhembe area also boasts the widely known Lake Fundudzi which is steeped 
in cultural history. There is also the Mutale and Luvuvhu Catchments area with a number of tributaries emanating 
from the catchments (Vhembe District Municipality Integrated Development Plan, 2011/12). 
 
The Luvuvhu Catchment forms part of the larger Limpopo system, which extends into Mozambique. The Luvuvhu 
River and some if its tributaries (including the Mutshindudi and Mutale Rivers) rise in the Soutpansberg 
Mountains and flows for approximately 200 km before it joins the Limpopo River near Pafuri in the KNP. Other 
main rivers in the VDM are the Sand River, Luvuvhu River, Nzhelele River and the Shisha River (Vhembe District 
Municipal Spatial Development Framework V2, 2015/16). 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.2 Natural environment 
 
2.2.1 Significance of biodiversity 
 
The Savanna biome covers approximately 98% of the Vhembe District Municipality with the remainder being 
made up of Forest (1%) and Grassland (0.2%) biomes (CNdV Africa, 2015). Azonal vegetation is found in 
patches along the Limpopo, Luvuvhu and Shingwidzi Rivers.  
 
Vhembe District Municipality, inclusive of the KNP, has 24 different vegetation types. Two of the 24 vegetation 
types are classified as Threatened ecosystems, namely Tzaneen Sour Lowveld which is classified as 
Endangered and the Lowveld Riverine Forest which is classified as Vulnerable in the national list of threatened 
ecosystems published in terms of the Biodiversity Act (DEA, 2011). It should also be noted that Mapungubwe 
Forest located on the northern border of the District near MNP is classified as Endangered. 
 
Thirteen (13) of the vegetation types occurring within the District are classified as endemic and five (5) as near-
endemic.  
 
The Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism, the northern most mountain range in South Africa, stretches from east 
to west covering an area close to 130 Km. The Soutpansberg is truly diverse and home to  approximately 2500-
3000 recorded vascular plant taxa, 594 tree taxa, 510 bird species, 116 reptile species and 145 mammal species 
(The Soutpansberg, 2003). This area also functions as an important biodiversity hotspot, ecological corridor, 
centre of endemism, Important Bird Area and Strategic Water Source Area. 
 
Additionally, the Soutpansberg Mountains houses one of the few natural inland lakes in South Africa, Lake 
Fundudzi. Several wetlands in this mountain range contain peat which harbours information going back 12 000 
years. There is also the Makuleke Wetlands in the north east, an identified RAMSAR wetland, one of only two 
identified in Limpopo. The mountains also hold the catchments of several important Limpopo Province rivers, 
including the Sand, Mutamba, Nzhelele, Nwanedzi, Mutale and Luvuvhu. All of these flow north into the 
province's most important river, the Limpopo. 
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Designated Protected Areas (in terms of South African Protected Area Database 2016 (SAPAD)) covers 30.6% 
of the District.  
 
Notwithstanding the large percentage under formal protection, 38% of the vegetation types found in the District 
are under-protected which is the collective term used to refer to ecosystems that are unprotected, poorly 
protected and moderately protected. 
 
In addition, the Makuya focus region is one of the highest scoring sites for expansion of PAs in the Province, 
being particularly valuable in terms of freshwater, tourism and Alignment and Implementation issues. Other very 
high value Focus Regions that occur in the District are the Dzanani-Thohoyandou and Soutpansberg. 
 
2.2.2 Terrestrial ecosystems 
 
2.2.2.1 Threatened ecosystems  
 
Ecosystem threat status refers to the degree to which an ecosystem is still intact, or alternatively losing vital 
aspects of its structure, function or composition. Ecosystems are listed as threatened based on their risk of 
extinction as a result of irreversible loss of natural habitat, ecosystem degradation and loss of integrity. The main 
purpose of listing threatened ecosystems is, therefore, to counteract this risk. 
 
 
• Vulnerable ecosystem is located in the north east near Pafuri in the Kruger National Park 

o Lowveld Riverine Forest 
 

 
• Endangered ecosystems are located centrally in the south of the District on the undulating plains and hills 

at the foot of the escarpment and in the north west near Mapungbuwe. 
 

o Tzaneen Sour Lowveld 
o Mapungubwe-Greefswald Riverine Forest  

 
Based on analysis done for LCPv2, Tzaneen Sour Bushveld has changed from Vulnerable (NBA 2011) to 
Endangered, based on high levels of natural habitat conversion (>35%), as well as high levels of degradation 
due to alien vegetation and proximity to rural settlements that is not captured in the land-cover. This is not an 
application of a new criterion for listing of threatened ecosystems but rather the application of existing criteria (A1 
and A2) where the quantitative assessment using only land-cover has been adjusted based on expert 
information relating to incompletely mapped degradation. This change is not yet reflected in the national list of 
threatened ecosystems.  
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.2.2.2 Level of endemism 
 
75% of the vegetation in the District is classified as endemic or near endemic (i.e. 54% endemic and 21% near-
endemic).  
 
Endemic ecosystems cover the majority of the Vhembe District Municipality where only small portions in the KNP 
and areas along the north western border near MNP are classified as near endemic. A small portion in the south 
east near Thohoyandou is not endemic.   
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.2.2.3 Protection level 
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Ecosystem types are categorised as not protected, poorly protected, moderately protected or well protected, 
based on the proportion of each ecosystem type that occurs within a Protected Area (PA) recognised under the 
Protected Areas Act. 
 
Designated PAs in terms of SAPAD 2016 cover 30.6% of the Vhembe District Municipality. 
 
Within Vhembe District Municipality, 38% of the ecosystems are under protected. Four (4) ecosystems are not 
protected at all, five (5) ecosystems are poorly protected inclusive of the Endangered Tzaneen Sour Lowveld, 
and fifteen (15) well protected. 
 
In general, well and moderately protected ecosystems lie in the eastern parts of the District within the KNP, as 
well as, along the northern border along the Limpopo River. The remainder of the District is poorly protected with 
a small portion in the south west being hardly protected.   
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.2.2.4 Important terrestrial features 
 
• Threatened species: 

 
Plants: 

 
The Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism, the northern most mountain range in South Africa stretches from 
east to west covering an area close to 130 Km. The Soutpansberg is truly diverse and home to 
approximately 2500-3000 recorded vascular plant taxa and 594 tree taxa of which 50 are endemic. 
 
38 endemic plant taxa are known to occur in the Soutpansberg, where approximately 58% occur within the 
mist belt region and where 30% are restricted to it. 
 
41% of all plant genera and 68% of all plant families occurring in the southern African region are represented 
in the Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism (Hahn, 2017). 
 
The monotypic genus Zoutpansbergia is the only genus endemic to the mountain, comprising one species. 

 
The Musina Nature Reserve is home to South Africa’s largest concentration of Baobabs- a nationally 
protected tree species. These majestic trees can grow up to 25 m in height, 28 m in circumference and can 
live up to 3000 years old (Musina Nature Reserve, 2017). 

 
Mammals: 
 
Samango Monkey Cercopithecus albogularis, Ground Pangolin Manis temminckii and Leopard Panthera 
pardus are threatened mammals that occur in the Soutpansberg. Yellow Golden mole Calcochloris 
obtusirostris (Near Threatened), Four-toed Elephant-shrew Petrodromus tetradactylus (Near Threatened), 
Water Rat Dasymys robertsii  (Vulnerable), Schwarz’s White-collared Money Cercopithecus albogularis 
schwarzi  (Endangered), Thin Mouse Shrew Myosorex cf. tenuis (Endangered, restricted to the 
Soutpansberg), African Wild Dog Lycaon pictus (Endangered) are all found within the Vhembe District 
Municipality. 
 
Reptiles: 
 
The Soutpansberg rock lizard Australolacerta rupicola,, Warren's Girdled Lizard Cordylus warreni and 
Spotted Dwarf Gecko Lygodactylus ocellatus, Soutpansberg worm lizard, Soutpansberg dwarf gecko and 
the Soutpansberg flat lizard are all endemic to the mountain range. 

 
Birds: 
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Six (6) Red Data listed species, classified as Vulnerable, are found in the Soutpansberg, namely the  White-
backed Night Heron Gorsachius leuconotus, Cape Vulture, Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus, African 
Finfoot Podica senegalensis, Grass Owl Tyto capensis and Pel’s Fishing Owl Scotopelia peli (Tarboton et al, 
2017). 

 
Amphibians: 
 
The Soutpansberg Forest Rain Frog Breviceps sylvestris taeniatus, is endemic to the area and is restricted 
to Afromontane forest and forest margins on the southern slopes of the Soutpansberg. 
 
Insects: 
 
Four (4) butterfly species: Swanepoel’s widow Dira swanepoeli (Least Concern), Forest King Emperor 
Charaxes xiphares bavenda (Least Concern), Soutpansberg Silver-barred Emperor C. druceanus entabeni 
(Least Concern), Emperor Swallowtail Papilio ophidocephalus entabeni (Rare) are all endemic to the 
Soutpansberg (le Roux, 2017). 

 
 

2.2.3 Aquatic ecosystems 
 
2.2.3.1  Freshwater features 
 
The VDM lies within two of the water management areas (WMA), namely the Limpopo WMA and the Luvuvhu 
and Letaba WMA. 
 
Within the two water management areas there are numerous Fresh Water Priority Areas (FEPA) (Atlas of 
Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas of South Africa, Nel et al, 2011). On the eastern half of the VDM, the 
northern section of the Luvuvhu and Letaba WMA is encompassed within the boundary and the entire area is 
made up of FEPA catchments including River FEPAs, Fish Support Areas and Upstream Management Areas. 
These catchments include Flagship Free-flowing Rivers, namely the Mutale River and Luvuvhu River, and 
numerous Fish Sanctuaries for Vulnerable or Near Threatened species. There are also numerous FEPA 
wetlands and wetland clusters within these catchments. Fish Sanctuaries for Critically Endangered and/or 
Endangered species occur on the southern border of the VDM. The western half of the VDM is made up of the 
Limpopo WMA and approximately 60% of the area comprises FEPA catchments including River FEPAs, Fish 
Support Areas and Upstream Management Areas. The north eastern section contains Fish Sanctuaries for 
Vulnerable or Near Threatened species and there are numerous FEPA wetlands and wetland clusters within 
these catchments (SEF, 2016). 
 
One RAMSAR site is located within the District- the Makuleke Wetlands on the north east border of the District. 
 
2.2.4 Important ecological processes 
 
The Vhembe District Municipalityis important for supporting a range of ecological processes which are critical for 
ensuring long term persistence of biodiversity and the delivery of ecosystem services especially in the context of 
climate change.  
 
Well-functioning, largely undisturbed and natural ecosystems can improve the natural resilience to the adverse 
effects of climate change and the vulnerability of people thereto. Riparian corridors and buffers; areas with 
temperature, rainfall and altitudinal gradients; areas of high diversity; areas of high plant endemism; refuge sites 
including south-facing slopes and kloofs; and priority large un-fragmented landscapes are all features in the 
environment which are more significant than others for supporting this resilience (Holness, 2015).  
 
A District-wide network of intact natural habitat in an ecologically viable configuration maximises the retention of 
valuable ecological infrastructure and should be viewed as the primary climate change adaptation strategy 
adopted by district and local authorities. 
 

Vhembe District Bioregional Plan 12 



 

Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard, and specifically pertaining to the following: 
 

• Ecosystem services and ecological infrastructure; 
• Hydrological processes; 
• Climate change mitigation; 
• Climate change adaptation. 

 
2.3 Man-made environment 
 
2.3.1 Land cover 
 
The land cover data for the District1 shows that the most extensive and widely dispersed land cover is natural.  
Human settlement is concentrated in the south east portion of the District between Mutale and Waterval with 
concentrated areas at Makhado, Musina and Thohoyandou. 
 
Agriculture (irrigated fields) is concentrated at the foot of the escarpment just west of Thohoyandou. Nodes also 
occur adjacent to the Mapungubwe NP in the north along the Limpopo River with scattered areas occurring in the 
south west. Dryland fields (subsistence farming) occurs predominately next the settlement areas in the east of 
the District.  
 
The land cover data indicates that 83.6% of the Vhembe District Municipality is in a natural state. This high 
percentage is partially due to the proportion of the District which lies within the KNP, other PAs and the largely 
rural natural of the District. 12.2% is altered by agriculture, forestry erosion and degraded areas and a further 
4.3% is severely or irreversibly modified by towns, settlements and mining. 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.3.2 Mining Activity and Mineral Deposits 
 
The mining sector is considered to be one of the three pillars of the Limpopo Province and is, therefore, 
strategically important to the development of the economy of the District. Active and continuously producing 
mines are scattered throughout the District with clusters occurring at both Musina and Makhado. A number of 
abandoned mines are also found within the District, predominately in the south west and just north of the 
Soutpansberg Mountain Range. The largest mine in the district is the Venetia mine which is located in the north 
west, just south of the Mapungubwe National Park. 
 
Mineral deposit areas are found throughout the District in four (4) belts. These belts are located in the north 
western corner of the District covering the Mapungubwe National Park and World Heritage Site (coal belt), in the 
south spanning from Thohoyandou in the east to Senwabarwana in Capricorn in the west (corundum), from 
within the KNP near Pafuri in the east to just west of the N1 (coal belt) and finally just north of the Soutpansberg 
in the west and extending into the Capricorn District (coal belt). These are areas where mining is possible in the 
future. 
 
Musina and Makhado have also been identified as Special Economic Zones (SEZ). The site identified for the 
Musina SEZ is the Antonvilla area located approximately 10 km northeast of Musina. 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.3.3 Cultural historic features 
 

1 2013-2014 Land Cover, DEA (30m resolution) as updated in 2017 by Dr Philip Desmet 
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Mapungubwe National Park in Musina LM is also known as the Mapungubwe Cultural Landscape World Heritage 
Site. Mapungubwe was awarded World Heritage Site status by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 2003. The area is an important Iron Age site. 
 
 
2.3.4 Land claims 
 
1042 land claims have been lodged in Vhembe District Municipality. Delay in settling registered Land Claims 
keeps the affected land unutilized and barren and further causes unnecessary demand and surplus for land for 
development. 
 
2.4 Planning environment 
 
2.4.1 Protected Areas planning 
 
2.4.1.1 Protected Areas 
 
PAs are declared and formally protected under the Protected Areas Act, and include National Parks, legally 
declared Nature Reserves, World Heritage Sites and Protected Environments that are secured by appropriate 
legal mechanisms. The following are some of the PAs occur that within the Vhembe District Municipality2: 
 

• Kruger National Park 
• Happy Rest Nature Reserve 
• Langjan Nature Reserve 
• Baobab Tree Reserve 
• Honnet Nature Reserve 
• Mapungubwe Nation Park 
• Nwanedi Nature Reserve 

 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.1.2 Conservation areas 
 
Conservation areas are areas of land not formally protected by law but informally protected by the current owners 
and users; and managed at least partly for biodiversity conservation. Because there is no long-term security 
associated with conservation areas, they are not considered a strong form of protection. 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.1.3 South African National Parks Conservation Development Frameworks (CDF) Park Interface Zones and 
the Kruger National Park Integrated Land Use Zones 
 
Owing to high development rates within the country and the subsequent destruction and extinction of biodiversity 
and natural environments, Conservation Development Frameworks (CDF) Park Interface Zones have been 
established in and around South African National Parks. These Interface zones aim to reconcile conservation, 
development and recreational needs within and surrounding the park, reduce or mitigate the negative influences 
of activities occurring outside of the National Parks and on the Park borders. 
 

2 The listed Protected Areas include both statutory protected areas and designated private nature reserves as identified by 
SAPAD 2016 and made available for public use. In addition to this database, the SANBI Protected Areas was accessed to 
cross check designation of private nature reserves. Discrepancies between the databases exist, and ultimately for the 
purpose of this Bioregional Plan, the SANBI data was utilized. 
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While there are two (2) National Parks (NP) within VDM, only the Mapungubbwe NP implements the CDF park 
interface zones. The area surrounding the MNP, extending into Botswana and Zimbabwe, is a Viewshed 
Protection Area at a width of 1-5Km. This is followed by an area just south of the MNP by a Priority Natural Area 
which then extends into a Catchment Protection Area. 
 
The Kruger National Park recently reviewed the interface zones and now implements the Kruger National park 
Buffer Zones. The Greater KNP Integrated Regional Land Use approach challenges the conventional approach 
towards Park planning and management.  It requires the integration of the KNP into the broader economic and 
social landscapes through appropriate strategies, mechanisms and incentives and through encouraging 
complementary economic activity.  It promotes and improves conservation and ecosystem services, allowing 
sustainable natural resource use and unlocking direct commercial benefits to communities, developing the 
necessary skills and capacity, linked to national planning/government priorities. 
 
In the northern section of the KNP, the area along the western border of the KNP, extending from Punda Maria to 
Pafuri is classified as a General Buffer and Potential Core Expansion Area. The western boundary of the KNP 
from Punda Maria south is classified as a Defensive buffer. 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.1.4 Protected Area Expansion Strategy 
 
The National Protected Area Expansion Strategy (NPAES), 2008 provides South Africa’s first national 
assessment of priority areas for PA expansion based on systematic biodiversity planning principles. It deals with 
both terrestrial and aquatic environments. 
 
The NPAES has identified one focus area, the Blouberg- Langjan Focus Area, within the District. There are four 
(4) priority areas within this focus area: an area in the south of the District, a portion of the Soutpansberg 
escarpment in the west, an area extending off of Langjan NR in the west and the expansion of the Musina NR 
located in the North. 
 
Strategically, the 20-year spatial vision for the Limpopo Protected Areas Network has identified 6 focus regions 
within the District which coincide with the NPAES focus regions: Vhembe-Mapungubwe in the north and 
Soutpansberg in the south connected via the Langjan Corridor, Dzanani-Thohoyandou in the east connecting 
with Makuya adjacent to the KNP in the east, Messina in the north. 
 
The Makuya focus region is one of the highest scoring sites in the province, being particularly valuable in terms 
of freshwater, tourism and alignment and implementation issues. The Soutpansberg and Dzanani-Thohoyandou 
were also highlighted as of very high value. 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.2 Multi sectoral planning 
 
2.4.2.1 Environmental Management Framework 
 
The Olifants and Letaba Catchment Environmental Management Framework (OLCEMF) is a study of the Olifants 
River catchment, the Letaba River catchment and the Shingwidzi sub-catchment area in terms of both the 
biophysical and socio-cultural systems to determine the optimal land-uses within specific areas. Different 
management zones include geographical areas that require active control to ensure that their potential is realized 
and sensitive features are protected. OLCEMF has 8 environmental management zones of which the following 
have reference in terms of the Vhembe District Municipality: 
 
• Zone F: Nature conservation / tourism focus area; 
• Zone H: Dry Rural Lowveld area. 

 

Vhembe District Bioregional Plan 15 



 

Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.2.2 Integrated Development Plans 
 
An Integrated Development Plan (IDP) is a super plan for an area that gives an overall framework for 
development within the local municipality. It aims to co-ordinate the work of local and other spheres of 
government in a coherent plan to improve the quality of life for all the people living in an area (Local Government 
Action, 2017). 
 
The two main economic sectors in Vhembe District Municipality are agriculture and tourism. The VDM is home to 
the renowned Kruger National Park and the Mapungubwe National Park. The VDM also boasts a range of nature 
reserves and privately owned game farms. 
 
2.4.2.3 Spatial Development Frameworks 
 
A Spatial Development Framework (SDF) is regarded as an integral part of an IDP. SDFs seek to arrange 
development activities, land uses and the built form in such a manner that they can accommodate the ideas and 
desires of people without compromising the natural environment and how services are delivered. 
 
The overall intention of the VDM Spatial Development Framework (2015/16) is to spatially represent the District’s 
Vision and how it intends to reach it. 
 
The following current SDF’s are relevant in terms of the Vhembe District Municipality. Please note that no SDF is 
currently available for Collins chabane LM, however, it is informed by the Mutale LM SDF: 
 

• Musina LM SDF (2015) 
• Makhado LM SDF (2011) 
• Thulamela LM SDF (2010); 
• Mutale LM SDF- unable to source  

 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.3 Other informants 
 
2.4.3.1 Vhembe Biosphere Reserve 
 
The primary objectives of biosphere reserves are the conservation of biological diversity; sustainable use and fair 
and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the utilization of genetic resources (in accordance with the 
Convention on Biological Diversity). 
 
The Vhembe Biosphere Reserve (VBR) Biosphere Reserve covers five local municipal areas of the Limpopo 
Province. One of the municipal areas (Blouberg) is located in the Capricorn District Municipality (DM) while the 
remaining 4 are located in Vhembe DM- Musina, Makhado, Thulamela and Collins Chabane. A portion of the 
Kruger National Park, north of the Shingwedzi River, is also included. The eastern border is formed by the 
Mogalakwena River and the southern border extends roughly from just south of the Blouberg – Makgabeng and 
Soutpansberg Mountain Ranges, across the Luvuvhu River catchment, to the east. The northern and eastern 
boundaries are formed by the international boundaries with Botswana, Zimbabwe and Mozambique. 
 
The VBR covers the entire area of the Vhembe District Municipality inclusive of the KNP portion, north of the 
Shingwedzi River. 
 
The Core zone includes the KNP, Mapungubwe National Park and WHS, Langjan Nature Reserve (NR), Happy 
Rest NR, Musina Baobab Reserve and Nwanedi NR. The Buffer zone corresponds with the MNP buffer zone and 
CBAs and includes the western portion of the Soutpansberg escarpment. The Transition zone covers all other 
areas within the biosphere reserve. 
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Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.3.2 National Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas 
 
The National Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas (NFEPA) (Nel et al 2011) identifies rivers, wetlands and 
estuaries in South Africa that are most important for sustaining the integrity and continued functioning of our 
freshwater ecosystems. The following is relevant for the Vhembe District Municipality: 
 

• The Shigwedzi River which forms the southern boundary of the VDM is classified as a Class B river. 
The Sand River in the north is also a Class B river. 

• The Limpopo and Mutale Rivers are classified as Class C Rivers. 
 
River Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas (FEPAs) achieve biodiversity targets for river ecosystems and fish 
species, and are identified in rivers that are currently in a good ecological condition (A or B Present Ecological 
State). These areas correspond mostly with the Class B Rivers discussed above. 
 
Note: River and wetland FEPAs have been fully integrated into the LCPv2, and are thus fully reflected in the 
map of CBAs and ESAs. 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.3.3 Strategic Water Source Areas 
 
Strategic Water Source Areas are those areas that supply a disproportionate amount of mean annual runoff to a 
geographical region of interest, and are particularly important because they have the potential to contribute 
significantly to overall water quality and supply. Conversely, deterioration of water quality and quantity in these 
areas can have a disproportionately large negative effect on the functioning of downstream ecosystems and the 
overall sustainability of growth and development in the regions they support.  
 
The Soutpansberg is a high priority water production area and an identified national Strategic Water Source Area 
(SWSA). Cultivation and plantation forestry are equal contributing factors for the modification in the 
Soutpansberg. It should also be noted that the Soutpansberg NSWSA has no formal protection whatsoever. 
 
Note: Strategic Water Source Areas have been fully integrated into the LCPv2, and are thus fully reflected in the 
map of CBAs and ESAs. Most Strategic Water Source Areas are included as CBAs, and the remainder as ESAs. 
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
2.4.3.4 Important Bird Areas 
 
The Important Bird and Biodiversity Areas (IBA) Programme identifies and works to conserve a network of sites 
critical for the long-term survival of bird species. Three (3) IBAs are located within the Vhembe District 
Municipality: 
 

• Soutpansberg IBA is located in the south of the District. Cape Vulture (300 individuals and 147 
breeding pairs) and Crowned Eagle are the globally threatened species in this IBA. Regionally 
threatened species are Black Stork Ciconia nigra and Orange Ground Thrush Zoothera gurneyi. 
Common biome-restricted and restricted-range species are Knysna Turaco, Gurney's Sugarbird, White-
starred Robin Pogonocichla stellata, White-throated Robin-Chat, Chorister Robin-Chat, Kurrichane 
Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Barred Wren-Warbler Calamonastes fasciolatus, Gorgeous Bush-Shrike, 
White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and Swee Waxbill Coccopygia melanotis (Birdlife South Africa, 
2015). 

• Mapungubwe is located at the Shashe–Limpopo confluence where South Africa, Botswana and 
Zimbabwe meet in the far north of the District. Globally threatened species are White-backed Vulture 
(breeding) and Kori Bustard (possibly breeding). The only regionally threatened species is Greater 
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Painted-snipe Rostratula benghalensis. Biome-restricted species that are common are Kurrichane 
Thrush Turdus libonyanus, Meves's Starling, White-bellied Sunbird Cinnyris talatala and White-throated 
Robin-Chat (Birdlife South Africa, 2016). 

• Kruger National Park IBA includes several provincial and privately owned reserves that are adjacent to 
the park's western border. Globally threatened species include Cape Vulture, Hooded Vulture, White-
backed Vulture, Lappet-faced Vulture, White-headed Vulture, Kori Bustard, Crowned Eagle, Bateleur, 
Secretary bird and Martial Eagle (Birdlife South Africa, 2015). 

 
2.4.3.5 Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism 
 
A geographical region can be called a centre of endemism when distinguished by a particular combination of 
endemic plant taxa. Although a Centre of Endemism is considered a high priority in terms of biodiversity 
conservation, it does not enjoy any formal protection in its own right.  
 
The Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism is located in the centre of the District and spans the length of the District 
from east to west.   
 
PAs are located within the Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism include the Lesheba Wilderness Reserve, Happy 
Rest Nature Reserve, Hangklip Forest Reserve, Entabeni Nature Reserve and Nzhelehele.  
 
Refer to Appendix 1 for additional information in this regard. 
 
 
 

PART 3: CRITICAL BIODIVERSITY AREAS 
 
The current systematic biodiversity plan for the province is the Limpopo Conservation Plan (version 2), 2013. The 
purpose of the LCPv2 is to inform land-use planning and development on a provincial scale and to aid in natural 
resource management. 
 
One of the outputs of the LCPv2 is a map of Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) and Ecological Support Areas 
(ESAs). These are classified into different categories based on biodiversity characteristics, spatial configuration 
and requirement for meeting targets for both biodiversity pattern and ecological processes. 
 
Protected Areas are declared and formally protected under the Protected Areas Act, such as National Parks, 
Nature Reserves, World Heritage Sites and Protected Environments that are secured by appropriate legal 
mechanisms. 
 
Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) are sites that are required to meet biodiversity targets for ecosystems and 
species and need to be maintained in good ecological condition. The majority of the CBAs in the Vhembe District 
Municipality are CBA1, which can be considered irreplaceable in that there is little choice in terms of areas 
available to meet targets. If CBA1 areas are not maintained in a natural state then targets cannot be achieved. 
Those areas falling within CBA2 are considered optimal. Although they represent areas where there are other 
spatial options for achieving targets, the selected sites are the ones that best achieve targets of the systematic 
biodiversity plan.  
 
Ecological Support Areas (ESAs) are areas that are important for supporting the ecological functioning of 
CBAs and protected areas and for meeting biodiversity targets for ecological processes. This category has also 
been split into ESA1s and ESA2s on the basis of land cover. ESA1s are in a largely natural state, and are 
important for supporting CBAs, while ESA2s are no longer intact but potentially retain significant importance from 
an ecological process perspective (e.g. agricultural land maintaining landscape connectivity). 
 
Other Natural Areas (ONAs) are areas that still contain natural habitat but that are not required to meet 
biodiversity targets. 
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No Natural Areas Remaining (NNRs) are areas without intact habitat remaining. 
 
In response to potential losses and threats identified during the alignment process undertaken during the 
development of the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan, the CBAs and ESAs of the LCPv2 required updating in 
order to ensure that biodiversity targets remained intact within the District. In particular, CBAs and ESAs were 
adapted in response to the following: 
 

• Losses due to land uses that result in irreversible modification of natural habitat; 
• Threats due to altered land uses; 
• Threats due to incompatible SDF zonation 

 
CBAs make up 30.2% of the District and ESAs make up 24.8%, as shown in Table 2. 
 
It should be noted that the Limpopo Conservation Plan V2, 2013 is due to be revised. In this regard, the Vhembe 
District Municipality CBA Map (Figure 4) will be incorporated into the revised document. However, until such a 
time when this is done, the Vhembe District Municipality CBA Map should replace the LCPv2 for all local, 
provincial and national decision making pertaining to Vhembe District Municipality. 
 
Refer to Figure 4 for the Map of CBAs and ESAs for the Vhembe District Municipality, and to Appendix C of the 
Process and Consultation Report for the Technical notes on the update of Critical Biodiversity Areas and 
Ecological Support Areas for Vhembe District Bioregional Plan. 
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Figure 4: Map of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas for the Vhembe District Municipality 
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Table 1: Summary of map categories 
 
Category Definition/ Description Land Management Objective Land Management Recommendations 
Protected Areas • Formal Protected Areas and Protected Areas 

pending declaration under the National 
Environmental Management Protected Areas 
Act (NEMPAA), including National Parks, 
Nature Reserves, Special Nature Reserves and 
Protected Environments. 

• As per the relevant Protected Area 
Management Plan  

• Maintain or obtain formal conservation 
protection 

Critical Biodiversity 
Area 1 (CBA1) 

• Irreplaceable sites. 
• Areas that are essential for meeting biodiversity 

targets. 
• No alternative sites are available to meet 

targets. 

• Maintain in a natural state with limited or no 
biodiversity loss. 

• Rehabilitate degraded areas to a natural or 
near natural state, and manage for no further 
degradation. 

• Obtain formal conservation protection 
where possible. 

• Implement appropriate zoning to avoid 
loss of intact habitat or intensification of 
land use. 

Critical Biodiversity 
Area 2 (CBA2) 

• Areas selected to meet biodiversity targets. 
• Alternative sites may be available to meet 

targets, but these are the optimal sites based on 
complementarity, connectivity and avoidance of 
conflict with other land uses. 

• Maintain in a natural state with limited or no 
biodiversity loss. 

• Rehabilitate degraded areas to a natural or 
near natural state, and manage for no further 
degradation. 

• Obtain formal conservation protection 
where possible. 

• Implement appropriate zoning to avoid 
loss of intact habitat or intensification of 
land use. 

Ecological Support 
Area 1 (ESA1) 

• Natural, near natural and degraded areas that 
support the ecological functioning of CBAs and 
protected areas and maintain cological 
processes. 

• Maintain ecosystem functionality and 
connectivity allowing for limited loss of 
biodiversity pattern. 

• Implement appropriate zoning and land 
management guidelines to avoid 
impacting of ecological processes. 

• Avoid intensification of land use. 
• Avoid fragmentation of natural landscape. 

Ecological Support 
Area 2 (ESA2) 

• Areas with no natural habitat that are 
nevertheless important for supporting ecological 
processes. 

• Avoid additional / new impacts on ecological 
processes.  

• Ensure that land use is not intensified and that 
activities are managed to minimise impact on 
threatened species. 

• Avoid intensification of land use, which 
may result in additional impact on 
ecological processes. 

• Avoid conversion of agricultural land to 
more intensive land uses, which may 
have a negative impact on threatened 
species or ecological processes. 

Other Natural 
Areas (ONA) 

• Natural and intact but not required to meet 
targets, and not identified as CBAs or ESAs. 

• Subject to town and regional planning 
guidelines and policy. 

• Subject to town and regional planning 
guidelines and policy. 

No Natural Habitat • Areas with no significant direct biodiversity • Subject to town and regional planning • Subject to town and regional planning 
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Remaining (NNR) value. 
• Areas with no natural habitat or degraded 

natural areas that are not required as ESAs, 
including intensive agriculture, urban, industry 
and built infrastructure. 

guidelines and policy. guidelines and policy. 

 
 
Table 2: Extent of Critical Biodiversity Areas in Vhembe District Municipality 
 
CBA Map Category Extent (Ha) Extent (%) 
Protected Area 479 805 18.7 
CBA 1 549 491 21.5 
CBA 2 451 942 17.7 
ESA 1 415 716 16.2 
ESA 2 220 643 8.6 
Other Natural Areas 344 467 13.5 
No Natural Areas Remaining 97505 3.8 
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PART 4: GUIDELINES FOR DECISION MAKING 
 
4.1 Land management objectives and land-use guidelines 
 
This section contains guidelines on land-uses compatible with the land management objectives of each category on the Map of Critical Biodiversity Areas. 
 
The guidelines of compatible and incompatible land-uses are designed to aid planners to identify the appropriate zones and controls to impose on areas designated as CBAs 
or ESAs when developing SDFs, Land Use Management Schemes, EMFs or similar strategic land-use planning tools. The guidelines also give the evaluators of 
Environmental Impact Assessments an indication of appropriate land-uses within each category. 
 
Importantly, the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan provides guidance on appropriate land uses and does not grant or remove existing land-use rights or take the place of 
development application authorisation processes. 
 
Also included are land management guidelines for CBAs and ESAs. These management recommendations are designed to inform a wide range of land-use planning and 
decision-making processes, as well as conservation implementation activities. The recommendations only provide guidance to decision-makers and serve as an informant to 
planning processes on appropriate land management and activities; and therefore do not grant or remove existing land-use rights or take the place of development application 
authorisation processes. 
 
Where there is conflict in recommendations of the guidelines the recommendation with the least environmental impact should be adopted as the recommendation. 
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4.1.1 Protected Areas 
 
Table 3: Guidelines: Protected Areas 
 
DESCRIPTION: 
Formal Protected Areas and Protected Areas pending declaration under the Protected Areas Act. 
LAND MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVE: 

• Development subject to Protected Area objectives and zoning in a Protected Areas Act compliant and approved Protected Area Management Plan. 
LAND MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATION: 

• Maintain or obtain formal conservation protection. 
STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS: 
As per Government Notice No. R985, certain types of development proposed inside or within a certain proximity to a Protected Area identified in terms of Protected Areas Act will be 
subject to, at a minimum, a Basic Assessment Process. 
COMPATIBLE LAND USE: 

• As determined in the applicable Protected Area Management Plan. 
• Conservation and associated activities (such as eco-tourism operations) and required support infrastructure. 
• Mining is prohibited in Protected Areas (including National Parks, Nature Reserves, World Heritage Sites, Protected Environments, and Nature Reserves) and areas declared 

under Section 49 of the Mineral and Petroleum Resources Development Act.  
• Mining may only be allowed in Protected Environments if both the Minister of Mineral Resources and Minister of Environmental Affairs approve it. 

GUIDELINES: 
General: 

• No Further loss of natural habitat should occur i.e. land in this category should be maintained as natural vegetation cover as far as possible. 
• Remove existing mining areas from PA network. Offset loss of PA/CBA1 by addition of area to the PA network. 
• Enforce environmental performance requirements for operation and closure of the mine(s). 
• Enforce Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and Water Use License (WULA) requirements in all Protected Areas. 
• Enforce planning controls to stop the development of incompatible land uses in Protected Areas. 

 
Protection: 

• Maintain formal protection in terms of the Protected Areas Act. 
• Prioritise conservation areas and PNRs for proclamation as PAs 
• Verify designation of PNRs and conservation areas. 

 
Rehabilitation: 

• As determined in the applicable Protected Area Management Plan. 
 
Development: 

• As determined in the applicable protected area management plan. 
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Aquatic ecosystems: 

• As determined in the applicable protected area management plan. 
 
4.1.2 CBA 1 and CBA2 
 
Table 4: Guidelines: CBA1 and CBA2 
 
DESCRIPTION: 
CBA1: Irreplaceable Sites – areas that are essential for meeting biodiversity targets and where no alternative sites are available to meet the targets. 
CBA2: Optimal Sites-Areas selected to meet biodiversity targets where alternative sites may be avialbe to meet targets but these are the optimal sites based on complementarity, 
connectivity and avoidance of conflict with other land uses.  
LAND MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVE: 

• Maintain in a natural state with limited or no biodiversity loss. 
• Rehabilitate degraded areas to a natural or near natural state, and manage for no further degradation. 

LAND MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATION: 
• Obtain formal conservation protection where possible. 
• Implement appropriate zoning to avoid loss of intact habitat or intensification of land use. 

STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS:  
As per Government Notice No. R985, any development that occurs in the Limpopo Province within a CBA will be subject to, at a minimum, a Basic Assessment Process. Environmental 
screening, EIAs and their associated specialist studies must be conducted. 
COMPATIBLE LAND USE: 

• Conservation and associated activities. 
• Extensive game farming and ecotourism operations with strict control on environmental impacts and carrying capacity. 
• Extensive livestock production with strict control on environmental impacts and carrying capacity. 
• Required support infrastructure for the above. 
• Municipal  Open Space. 
• Urban land uses (residential, golf estates, rural residential, resorts, business, mining and industrial infrastructure such as roads, power lines and pipelines) are not permitted. 
• Intensive animal production (all types including dairy farming, feedlots, imported foodstuffs and improved / irrigated pastures) is not permitted. 
• Arable agriculture (forestry, dryland and irrigated cropping) is not permitted. 
• Smallholdings are not permitted. 

GUIDELINES: 
General: 

• No Further loss of natural habitat should occur i.e. land in this category should be maintained as natural vegetation cover. 
• These areas of land can act as possible biodiversity offset receiving areas. 
• Prioritise CBAs for land care projects, Working for Water (WfW) and NGOs to direct their conservation projects, programmes and activities. 
• Prioritise CBAs for invasive alien plant removal. 
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• Fire management regimes should be appropriate for the ecosystem type concerned. 
• Control of illegal activities (such as hunting and dumping), which impact biodiversity should be prioritized in CBA areas. 
• Capacitate local, district and provincial authorities to enforce the bioregional plan 
• Enforce EIA requirements in all CBA areas. Institute penalties if required 
• Enforce WULA requirements in all CBA areas. Institute penalties if required 
• Enforce planning controls to stop the spread of incompatible land use 
• Monitor threat areas for further spread of incompatible land use. 
• Monitor trends in other areas. 
• Revise Mining Rights areas to exclude CBA areas of the bioregional plan 
• Enforce EIA requirements for mine expansion and new mines in all CBA areas regardless of mining right status. 
• Enforce planning controls to stop the expansion and development of mines in CBA areas 
• Enforce planning controls to stop the development of incompatible land uses in CBA areas 

 
Protection: 

• CBAs not formally protected should be rezoned where possible to conservation or appropriate open space zoning, and where possible declared in terms of the Protected 
Areas Act. 

• The Biodiversity Stewardship program should prioritise privately owned erven in CBAs to be incorporated into the protected area network through Biodiversity Stewardship 
Agreements and incentives. 

 
Rehabilitation: 

• Degraded or disturbed CBAs should be prioritized for rehabilitation through programmes such as Working for Water, Working for Wetlands. 
 
Development: 
Where infrastructure is proposed: 

• Rezoning of properties to afford additional land-use rights that will result in increased biodiversity loss should not be granted. 
• Permission to increase the permitted number of units per erf or per Ha should not be granted. 
• Developments should be limited to existing developed / degraded footprints, if present. 
• Units carefully dispersed or clumped to achieve least impact, particularly with regard to habitat loss and fragmentation. 
• The installation of infrastructure in CBAs is not desirable and should only be considered if all alternative alignment and design options have been assessed and found to be 

non-viable. Under such conditions, at least a Basic Assessment (BA) should be undertaken, and if approved, a comprehensive EMP must be developed and best-practice 
restoration efforts strictly implemented. 

• Ecological specialist to conduct the ecological assessment. 
 
Where development proposals other than the preferred biodiversity-compatible land-uses (see table above) are submitted in terms of the NEMA: EIA Regulations or land development 
application process:: 

• A Screening Exercise should be undertaken by a Biodiversity Specialist or Ecologist to verify the CBA map category on site. 
• If the site is verified as a CBA, developments other than the preferred biodiversity-compatible land-uses should be investigated in detail and the mitigation hierarchy applied in 
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full. 
• If the application is pursued they should be informed by a specialist biodiversity assessment. 
• EIA’s and their associated specialist studies should focus on confirming the presence and significance of these biodiversity features, identifying features (e.g. threatened 

species) not included in the existing datasets, and on providing site-specific information to guide the application of the mitigation hierarchy. 
 
If mining authorisation is granted: 

• The authorisations should set limits on allowed activities and impacts, and may specify biodiversity offsets that would be written into licence agreements and/or authorisations. 
This must be monitored to ensure that these limits and biodiversity offsets are implemented. 

 
Aquatic ecosystems: 

• Maintain water quality and flow regimes should be maintained as close to natural as possible. 
• Where Environmental Reserves or Environmental Flow Requirements have been determined these should be strictly adhered to. 
• All effluent (including municipal, mining and industrial waste water) as well as acid mine drainage should be treated to required specifications before release. 
• Storm water flow should be managed to avoid damage to CBA areas. 
• Where CBAs include floodplains (e.g. areas within the 1:100 year flood line), riparian areas (e.g. as a minimum, a 32m buffer around rivers) or buffers around wetlands, 

particular attention should applied to ensure that these remain in a natural state or are rehabilitated to this state. In addition to avoiding irreversible land use modification, other 
activities such as livestock access may need to be controlled and alien vegetation managed to avoid damage to banks. Do not permit infilling, excavation, drainage, hardened 
surfaces (including buildings and asphalt), intensive agriculture or any new developments within a river or wetland. 

• Areas that are degraded or disturbed should be rehabilitated, through programmes such as Working for Water, Working for Wetlands and a systematic alien vegetation 
eradication programme implemented. Rehabilitation work should be undertaken in a way that does not negatively impact on the survival of threatened species. 

 
4.1.3 ESA 1 
 
Table 5: Guidelines: ESA1 
 
DESCRIPTION: 
Natural, near natural or degraded areas that support the ecological functioning of CBAs and Protected Areas and maintain ecological processes.  
LAND MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVE: 

• Maintain ecosystem functionality and connectivity allowing for limited loss of biodiversity pattern. 
LAND MANAGEMENT RECOMMENDATION: 

• Implement appropriate zoning and land management guidelines to avoid impacting ecological processes.  
• Avoid intensification of land use.   
• Avoid fragmentation of natural landscape. 

STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS:  
As per Government Notice No. R983, R984 and R985, all proposed developments: 
 
• Of a certain category or type; 
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• That exceeds a certain area or extent; 
• That is likely to result in pollution or emissions; 
• That occurs in close proximity to water resources; 
• Within sensitive areas as identified in an environmental management framework; 

 
Will be subject to, at a minimum, a Basic Assessment Process. 
COMPATIBLE LAND USE:  

• Conservation and associated activities. 
• Extensive game farming and ecotourism operations. 
• Extensive livestock production. 
• Municipal open space systems 
• Low density rural residential, small holdings or resorts where development design and overall development densities allow maintenance of ecological functioning. 
• Urban land uses (residential, golf estates, business, mining and industrial infrastructure such as roads, power lines and pipelines) are not permitted. 
• Intensive animal production (all types including dairy farming, feedlots, imported foodstuffs and improved / irrigated pastures) is not permitted. 
• Arable agriculture (forestry, dryland and irrigated cropping) is not permitted. 

 
Note: certain activities may be permitted subject to detailed impact assessments to ensure that developments were designed to maintain overall ecological functioning of 
ESAs. 

GUIDELINES: 
General: 

• Maintain in a functional state, avoid intensification of land uses, and rehabilitate to a natural or semi natural state where possible. In irreversibly modified areas, which are 
important for maintaining ecological processes, current land uses should be maintained, intensification of use (e.g. a transition from agriculture to urban) should be avoided, 
and where possible areas should be rehabilitated. 

• No further loss of natural habitat should be allowed, and land in this category currently in a degraded state should be rehabilitated or restored to a natural or semi-natural state 
once the current land use has ceased. 

• Maintain current land uses where these play a role in supporting ecological processes. 
• Ensure land use changes do not impact negatively on ecological processes. 
• The maintenance of connectivity between CBAs, continued ecosystem functioning within the CBA corridors, and the prevention of degradation of adjacent CBAs must be 

achieved. 
• After the CBAs, ESA1’s should be prioritised for land care projects, Working for Water (WfW) and NGO’s to direct their conservation projects, programmes and activities. 
• Capacitate local, district and provincial authorities to enforce the bioregional plan 
• Enforce EIA requirements in all ESA1 areas. Institute penalties if required  
• Enforce WULA requirements in all ESA1 areas. Institute penalties if required 
• Enforce planning controls to stop the spread of incompatible land use 
• Monitor threat areas for further spread of incompatible land use. 
• Monitor trends in other areas. 
• Enforce planning controls to stop the development of incompatible land uses in ESA1 areas 
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Development: 
Where infrastructure is proposed: 

• Rezoning of properties to afford additional land use rights that will result in increased impact on ecological processes should not be granted, unless significant net conservation 
gains can be achieved, ecosystem functioning and connectivity of Ecosystem Support Areas (ESAs) will not compromised, and biodiversity impacts with regard to species and 
habitats are of at an acceptable significance and mitigated where possible. 

• Developments should be limited to existing developed / degraded footprints, where possible. 
• Units carefully dispersed or clumped to achieve least impact, particularly with regard to impacts on ecological processes. 
• Ecological specialist to conduct the ecological assessment. 

 
Where development proposals other than the preferred biodiversity-compatible land-uses are submitted in terms of the NEMA: EIA Regulations or land development application 
process: 

• A Screening Exercise should be undertaken by a Biodiversity Specialist or Ecologist to verify the CBA map category on site. 
• If the site is verified as an ESA, developments other than the preferred biodiversity-compatible land-uses should be carefully screened to ensure that developments are 

planned and activities undertaken in a way that minimizes impact on ecological processes. Impacts should be mitigated. 
• If the application is pursued they should be informed by a specialist biodiversity assessment.  
• EIA’s and their associated specialist studies should focus on confirming the presence and significance of these biodiversity features, identifying features (e.g. threatened 

species) not included in the existing datasets, and on providing site-specific information to guide the application of the mitigation hierarchy. 
 
If mining authorisation is granted: 

• The authorisations may set limits and specify biodiversity offsets that would be written into licence agreements and/or authorisations. This must be monitored to ensure that 
these limits and biodiversity offsets are implemented. 

 
Aquatic ecosystems: 

• Maintain water quality and flow regimes should be maintained as close to natural as possible. 
• Where Environmental Reserves or Environmental Flow Requirements have been determined these should be strictly adhered to. 
• All effluent (including municipal, mining and industrial waste water) as well as acid mine drainage should be treated to required specifications before release. 
• Storm water flow should be managed to avoid damage to ESA areas. 
• Where ESAs include floodplains (e.g. areas within the 1:100 year flood line), riparian areas (e.g. as a minimum, the 32m around rivers) or buffers around wetland particular 

attention should applied to ensure that these remain in a natural state or are rehabilitated to this state. 
• Areas that are degraded or disturbed should be rehabilitated, through programmes such as Working for Water, Working for Wetlands and a systematic alien vegetation 

eradication programme implemented. 
• Creation of berms, roads, culverts, canalisation, channelization, alien vegetation, impoundment, abstraction, well points, storm water or other point source inflows, irrigation 

return flows, grazing / trampling, agriculture, golf courses, suburban gardens, artificial deepening, and drainage, should be avoided where possible within the 1:20 year flood 
line. 
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4.1.4 ESA 2 
 
Table 6: Guidelines: ESA2 
 
DESCRIPTION: 
Areas with no natural habitat that are nevertheless important for supporting ecological processes. 
LAND MANAGEMENT OBJECTIVE: 

• Avoid additional / new impacts on ecological processes. 
• Ensure that land use is not intensified and that activities are managed to minimise impact on threatened species  

LAND MANAGEMENT RECOMMEDNATION: 
• Avoid intensification of land use, which may result in additional impact on ecological processes. 
• Avoid conversion of agricultural land to more intensive land uses, which may have a negative impact on threatened species or ecological processes 

STATUTORY REQUIREMENTS: 
As per Government Notice No. R983, R984 and R985, all proposed developments: 
 
• Of a certain category or type; 
• That exceeds a certain area or extent; 
• That is likely to result in pollution or emissions; 
• That occurs in close proximity to water resources; 
• Within sensitive areas as identified in an environmental management framework; 

 
Will be subject to, at a minimum, a Basic Assessment Process. 
COMPATIBLE LAND USE: 

• Existing activities should be maintained but where possible, a transition to less intensive land uses or ecological restoration should be favoured. 
• Any land use or activity that results in additional impacts on ecological functioning, mostly associated with the intensification of land use in these areas, is not permitted. 

GUIDELINES: 
General: 

• Additional impacts on ecological processes should be avoided. In severely modified areas that are important for maintaining ecological processes, current land uses should be 
maintained, intensification of use (e.g. a transition from agriculture to urban) should be avoided, and where possible areas should be rehabilitated. 

• The maintenance of connectivity between CBAs, continued ecosystem functioning within the CBA corridors, and the prevention of degradation of adjacent CBAs must be 
achieved. 

• In some cases the rehabilitation of ESA2’s may be the suitable for land care projects, Working for Water (WfW) and NGOs to direct their conservation project, programmes 
and activities. 

 
Development: 
Where infrastructure is proposed: 

• Infrastructure should be designed to avoid additional impacts on ecological processes. 
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In irreversibly modified areas which are still important for supporting ecological processes: 

• Current land uses should be maintained, intensification of use (e.g. a transition from agriculture to urban) should be avoided, and where possible areas should be rehabilitated. 
• Developments should be screened to ensure that they do not have an unacceptable impact on ecological processes. 

 
If mining authorisation is granted: 

• The authorisations may set limits and specify biodiversity offsets that would be written into licence agreements and/or authorisations. This must be monitored to ensure that 
these limits and biodiversity offsets are implemented. 

 
Aquatic ecosystems: 

• Maintain water quality and flow regimes should be maintained as close to natural as possible. 
• Where Environmental Reserves or Environmental Flow Requirements have been determined these should be strictly adhered to. 
• All effluent (including municipal, mining and industrial waste water) as well as acid mine drainage should be treated to required specifications before release. 
• Storm water flow should be managed to avoid damage to ESA areas. 
• Where ESA2’s include floodplains (e.g. areas within the 1:100 year flood line), riparian areas (e.g. as a minimum, the 32m around rivers) or buffers around wetlands, particular 

attention should applied to ensure that there is no additional impact on ecological functioning, and where possible these areas rehabilitated to improve ecological functioning. 
In addition to avoiding intensification of land use, other activities such as livestock access may need to be controlled and alien vegetation managed to avoid damage to banks. 
Do not permit infilling, excavation, drainage, hardened surfaces (including buildings), intensive agriculture or any new developments within a river or wetland. 

• Creation of berms, roads, culverts, canalisation, channelization, alien vegetation, impoundment, abstraction, well points, storm water or other point source inflows, irrigation 
return flows, grazing / trampling, agriculture, golf courses, suburban gardens, artificial deepening, and drainage, should be avoided where possible within the 1:20 year flood 
line.  
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4.2 Additional guidelines 
 
The guidelines above provide advice on land uses and activities most compatible with maintaining the ecological 
integrity of CBAs and ESAs, as well as other parts of the landscape. They should be used in conjunction with 
other sector-specific guidelines applicable within the Province. Examples of such guidelines include the following: 
 

• Mining and Biodiversity Guideline (SANBI, 2013); 
• Grazing and Burning Guidelines (SANBI, 2014); 
• Implementation Manual for Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas  (Driver et al, 2011). 
• Vhembe Biosphere Reserve Initial SEMP: Desired State of the Environment Report with Environmental 

Management Guidleines (SEF, 2016); 
• The Grassland Ecosystem Guidelines (SANBI, 2013); 
• Guidelines for incorporating biodiversity into Environmental Impact Assessment (Brownlie et al., 2009). 

 
Of specific relevance to the Vhembe District Municipality are the various planning instruments and informants 
applicable to the District. These include the following: 
 

• Limpopo Protected Area Expansion Strategy Technical Report (Desmet et al, 2014); 
• Environmental Management Framework for the Olifants and Letaba Rivers Catchment Area 

(Environomics, 2009); 
• State of the Rivers Report: Letaba and Luvuvhu River Systems (WRC, 2001); 
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PART 5: ADDITIONAL MEASURES 
 
This section has borrowed extensively from the Mopani Bioregional Plan (2016). 
 
5.1 Data collation and management 
 
Appropriate land use decision-making is greatly enabled by the availability of accurate, up-to-date information. A 
system to regularly record changes in land use / rezoning approvals that impact on biodiversity would be of great 
benefit to authorities and decision makers in the provincial and municipal biodiversity and multisectoral planning 
sectors. 
 
In this respect, it is recommended that a database be developed and maintained to track the loss of biodiversity 
and inform day-to-day decision-making around rezoning and development applications. This database should be 
developed on a GIS platform for integration and overlay with other environmental instruments and must be 
updated at least once a year. 
 
Supporting database to allow for fully integrated decision making include the following: 
 

• Consolidated and coordinated database of approved rezoning applications within each Local 
Municipality. 

• Consolidated and coordinated database of Environmental Authorisations issued by National DEA and 
LEDET (updated at least annually). 

• Consolidated and co-ordinated database of granted prospecting rights, mining permits and mining rights 
(updated at least annually). 

• Consolidated and co-ordinated database of land claims, both valid and in process (updated at least 
annually). 

 
5.2 Capacity building 
 
Critical to all of the above is capacity building and training at Local and District Municipality level, as well as 
within LEDET, in terms of: 
 

• The role of the bioregional plan (and associated instruments and informants) in land use development 
and management. 

• The correct and efficient use of spatial information and supporting documentation. 
• The dissemination of relevant information to role players in various sectors and industries. 
• The effective update of databases to ensure relevance. 

 
5.3 Effective biodiversity management 
 
5.3.1 Invasive alien management 
 
Alien invasive plants include annual grasses, woody and herbaceous perennial and freshwater species. Invasive 
plants represent a significant threat to biodiversity in terms of fire hazard, water availability, light and space. 
 
Management interventions include a range of actions including prevention, early detection, rapid response, 
control, eradication and containment, depending on the nature of the site and the management objectives 
thereof. 
 
The VDM, in collaboration with LEDET, must develop an invasive alien plant clearing strategy which is to be 
updated every five years. Additionally, adequate budget must be provided for invasive alien plant control 
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operations on public land and private landowners should be encouraged to control invasive alien plants on their 
properties (e.g. through the provision of property rates rebates for landowners who adequately control invasive 
alien plants on their properties). LEDET should support invasive alien plant control operations on private land 
where Biodiversity Stewardship are in place. 
 
The negative impacts of invasive alien animal species on biodiversity within the District should also be 
considered. Activities such as the illegal pet trade and the widespread grazing of goats and cattle, especially in 
rural communities, should be addressed in species-specific programmes. 
 
5.3.2 Biodiversity management plans 
 
Biodiversity management plans are one of the planning tools provided for by the Biodiversity Act to ensure that 
all land acquired for conservation is managed appropriately. In this respect, management plans are required for 
all PAs in order to ensure that targets are reached and that management activities are properly coordinated. 
 
Management activities may also be monitored and evaluated in order to review and improve management 
activities. In this respect, a Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT-SA) allows for rapid site level 
assessment. 
 
PAs also require subsidiary plans, such as fire management plans to guide annual operations. 
 
Where high concentrations of threatened species and centers of endemism are concerned, it is important to 
monitor an agreed subset of species in order to assess management impacts and to make changes to 
management plans if required. 
 
5.3.3 Protected Area expansion 
 
PA expansion within the District will require the conservation of a combination of public and private land. 
 
Where possible, state-owned properties located in CBAs should be rezoned to conservation-compatible uses. 
Where these areas lie within identified LPAES zones, these should be proclaimed and formally incorporated into 
the PA network.  
 
The Stewardship Programme is a voluntary conservation initiative that focuses on biodiversity conservation on 
private land identified as a priority in the LPAES. For landowners outside of the urban edge, Stewardship 
agreements can offer incentives such as rates rebates and biodiversity management advice and assistance. 
 
Inside the urban edge, where development rights may already exist, there is the possibility of land swaps, limited 
development rights or biodiversity offsets in combination with enhanced development rights as part of the 
conditions of approval in an Environmental Impact Assessment or Land Development Planning process. 
 
It is important to note that the necessary mechanisms and resources must be put in place to ensure adequate 
management. 
 
5.3.4 Biodiversity offsets 
 
Where a significant negative impact to biodiversity cannot be avoided or minimized, desirable developments may 
be approved based on a biodiversity offset. An on-site offset would entail a biodiversity stewardship agreement 
and management mechanism for the area set aside, while an off-site offset would conserve biodiversity at an 
alternative site. 
 
For a biodiversity offset to contribute effectively to protected area expansion and biodiversity conservation, 
biodiversity offsets should be located in CBAs. Biodiversity offsets can comprise either single or composite areas 
in order to compensate adequately for residual biodiversity loss. 
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5.3.5 River health 
 
River systems are key to providing direct ecosystem services in the form of water provision, but also to reduce 
the vulnerability of dependent communities to the effects of climate change (such as flooding and drought). 
 
At present, Limpopo is a water scarce province where the demand exceeds the capability of the river systems. In 
this respect, the various role players and authorities within the district should manage the state of river health 
individually and collectively as follows: 
 
• Department of Water and Sanitation: 

o Determine the ecological reserve for the rivers, particularly the Limpopo River (i.e. the statutory 
concept that makes quality objectives legally binding and provides the basis for issuing water use 
licences). 

o Formulate and administer water use licences (for water abstraction and discharge of treated effluent) 
in line with the in-stream quality and quantity objectives. 

o Audit and control compliance with licence conditions. 
o Manage water releases from storage dams to simulate seasonal variations in flows and natural 

hydrological fluxes as closely as possible. 
 
• Forestry Sector 

o Ensure that a sufficient buffer zone is maintained along all rivers to protect riparian habitats and their 
functionality. 

o Minimise erosion potential, especially related to construction and maintenance of access roads and 
harvesting of timber during the rainy season. 

 
• Working for Water Programme: 

o Coordinate programmes to eradicate or control invasive alien plants 
o See that riparian zones are properly restored after alien plants have been removed. 

 
• Local Government: 

o Ensure that sewage treatment plants adhere to required operating standards and that treated sewage 
is of acceptable quality before it is discharged to a river. 

o Issue fines where necessary. 
 
• Agricultural Sector: 

o Protect riparian zones. 
o Use water efficient technologies. 
o Comply with livestock carrying capacities. 

 
In addition to the above, is noteworthy that the Atlas of Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas and accompanying 
Implementation Manual for Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas (2011), is useful to guide action related to river 
ecosystems in general. 
 
5.3.6 Priority areas for rehabilitation 
 
Restoration activities within the District should focus on reserves and other secure sites. Biodiversity remnants in 
CBAs and degraded wetlands, as well as areas invaded by alien invasives are priorities. In severe cases, the 
indigenous seed banks may have been depleted and plant re-introduction may be required.  
 
It is clear that a protocol is required for the prioritisation of areas for rehabilitation and restoration within the 
District in order to properly plan works and involve appropriate key partners. 
Key informants are the ecosystem threat status of the vegetation and the importance of restoration for ecological 
processes. 
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5.4 Building a biodiversity economy 
 
Building a biodiversity economy involves promoting economic activities that use biodiversity in a sustainable way. 
This includes the creation of opportunities through biodiversity for economic development in previously 
disadvantaged communities, the promotion of sustainable agriculture and fisheries, and the promotion of land-
uses that are compatible with biodiversity. 
 
5.4.1 Ecotourism 
 
The importance of the natural environment in underpinning livelihoods in the District has been emphasised in this 
bioregional plan. This occurs directly through job creation and indirectly through the provision of ecosystem 
services. 
 
Vhembe District Municipality enjoys a wealth of ecotourism opportunity through both its diverse biodiversity and 
landscape offering, as well as, its array of existing Protected Areas, including the Kruger National Park, catering 
for all markets. 
 
There is huge potential to increase the tourism value of the many Protected Areas within the District, as well as 
unlocking the ecotourism potential of other CBA sites.  
 
The development of public-private partnerships through the sensitive and appropriate development of high 
potential sites would provide local businesses and individuals to benefit from ecotourism ventures. 
 
Of importance, is that such development must be directed by appropriate Conservation and Development 
planning with designated areas for high, medium and low impact activities. 
 
5.4.2 Wildlife economy 
 
Parts of the Vhembe District Municipality are well suited to the development of the game farming industry. 
Farming with game has the potential to be more ecologically and economically sustainable than farming with 
livestock. 
 
The main activity for which game is utilized is hunting, including both recreational and trophy hunting. This 
industry, including the breeding of species to support it, has potential to contribute substantially to the biodiversity 
economy in the District provided that it is correctly managed and controlled (for example, preventing or limiting 
the introduction of non-indigenous species). 
 
In the Vhembe District Municipality, the provisions of the Foot and Mouth Disease control zones will be of 
relevance for some species. 
 
5.4.3 Skills development and training 
 
The development of a biodiversity economy within the municipal area will create a demand for a new set of skills 
within the workforce.  
 
An opportunity for skills development is the creation of indigenous plant nurseries to supply plants for cultural 
and medicinal use. Ecotourism establishments, such as game lodges, require staff skilled in the hospitality sector 
and in ecological management. Opportunities also exist to create new industries and produce various products 
from invasive alien plant biomass, such as timber, firewood and charcoal. 
 
5.4.4 Natural resource use 
 
It is probable that a significant portion of the Vhembe District Municipality population makes use of natural 
resources for cultural and medicinal purposes as a source of fuel and as a means to supplement income. The 
unsustainable harvesting of natural resources will, however, impact on biodiversity and on the ability of the 
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environment to supply goods and services to the population. 
Threatened ecosystems, centers of Endemism and Strategic Water Source Areas, such as the Soutpansberg are 
particularly vulnerable, especially where settlements are located in close proximity. Even managed Protected 
Areas are experiencing increasing pressure on biodiversity owing to illegal harvesting of many indigenous 
species.  
 
In this respect, areas of natural vegetation, outside of the Protected Area and CBA network, should be set aside 
for harvesting practices to take place. In order to reduce the impact of resource use on natural areas, the 
development of nurseries for indigenous plants of cultural and medicinal value should be encouraged. Harvesting 
within CBAs and of Threatened species should not be permitted to take place at all. 
 
5.4.5 Expanded Public Works Programme 
 
In addition to employment opportunities within Protected Areas and game farms, resource management also has 
the potential to generate temporary jobs. Many people are employed in conservation areas through the national 
Expanded Public Works Programme (EPWP) and receive valuable skills training while carrying out socially useful 
activities. 
 
Relevant conservation-based programmes supported by the EPWP include the following: 
 
• The Working for Water Programme collaborates with local communities on projects to control invasive 

alien plants. At the same time, the programme creates an enabling environment for skills training, HIV and 
AIDS projects and other socio-development initiatives. Short-term contract jobs (with an emphasis on 
recruiting women, youth, and the disabled) are created through the clearing activities undertaken. 

 
• Working for Wetlands focusses on the rehabilitation, wise use and protection of wetlands in a manner that 

maximizes employment creation, supports small businesses and transfers relevant and marketable skills to 
beneficiaries. 

 
• Working on Fire employs more than 5000 young men and women who have been fully trained as veld and 

forest fire fighters and are stationed in more than 200 teams throughout South Africa. Working on Fire 
addresses the prevention and control of wildland fires to enhance the sustainability and protection of life, 
poverty and the environment through the implementation of Integrated Fire Management (IFM) practices. 

 
• LandCare is a community based and government supported approach to the sustainable management and 

use of agricultural natural resources. The overall goal of LandCare is to optimize productivity and 
sustainability of natural resources so as to result in greater productivity, food security, job creation and 
better quality of life for all. 

 
The efforts of the EPWP programmes should be aligned to the network of Critical Biodiversity Areas and 
Ecological Support Areas, where possible. Where private landowners enter into conservation agreements with 
LEDET, these landowners should be prioritized for assistance by EPWP programmes. 
 
5.5 Awareness raising 
 
Continuous Communication, Education and Public Awareness are key to building and maintaining support for 
biodiversity conservation initiatives and to ensure that the importance of conserving the natural environment in 
order to underpin sustainable development is generally known. 
 
A Biodiversity Communications Strategy would go far to guide action plans and activities in various sectors. Of 
importance in this regard are industries involved in site clearing, such as Construction and Mining.  
 
An improved awareness of the importance of biodiversity conservation and / or legal requirements associated with the 
natural environment and water is essential to minimizing construction impacts on CBAs and ESAs within the District. 
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PART 6: MONITORING AND REVIEW 
 
6.1 Monitoring and review 
 
6.1.1 Roles and responsibilities 
 
The VDM is the lead implementing agency for the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan, while LEDET is the agency 
responsible for the update of the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan as required. The following is a summary of 
anticipated roles and responsibilities in terms of the bioregional plan. 
 
Table 7: Summary of roles and responsibilities for monitoring and review of the Vhembe District 

Bioregional Plan  
 

Role Representation Responsibility 
LEDET • As determined by LEDET • Convening of a Bioregional Plan Coordination 

Committee. 
• Representation on the Coordination Committee. 
• Reviewing and updating the systematic 

biodiversity plan on which the bioregional plan is 
based (i.e. the Limpopo Conservation Plan). 

• The review and revision of the published 
bioregional plan as per the review process 
(6.1.3). 

Bioregional Plan 
Coordination 
Committee (to be 
convened) 

• LEDET 
• DMR 
• DWS 
• DAFF 
• VDM 
• LMs 
• VBR 

• Representation of local, district, provincial 
authorities and other key stakeholders with the 
purpose of ensuring that the Vhembe District 
Bioregional Plan remains current, effective and in 
force. 

• The on-going evaluation of the use of the 
bioregional plan in land-use planning and 
decision-making. 

• Recommendation to review and revise the 
bioregional plan. 

VDM • As determined VDM • Representation on the Coordination Committee. 
• Monitoring, reviewing and implementing the 

bioregional plan. 
• Establishment of a biannual or annual monitoring 

and reporting programme upon gazetting of the 
bioregional plan. 

• Compilation of an annual Audit Report on the 
effectiveness of the bioregional plan. 

• Revision of SDF’s in response to the bioregional 
plan. 

Local Municipalities • Planning departments • Representation on the Coordination Committee. 
• Revision of SDF’s in response to the bioregional 

plan. 
• Revisions of IDPs in response to the bioregional 

plan. 
• Gathering of data on the performance indicators 

(6.1.2). 
• Feeding data to the VDM and the Co-ordination 

Committee for use as key indicators for the 
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monitoring effectiveness of the bioregional plan. 
 
 
6.1.2 Performance indicators 
 
The primary purpose of on-going monitoring is to evaluate the on-going implementation of the bioregional plan, 
rather than to evaluate the biodiversity outcomes or to describe the state of biodiversity within the Vhembe 
District Municipality. Therefore, the following implementation indicators are proposed: 
 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas that are 
contained within conservation orientated zones within Spatial Development Frameworks, Land Use 
Management Schemes and Environmental Management Frameworks. For this purpose, conservation 
orientated zones are defined as areas where the primary purpose is conservation or where there are 
significant restrictions on allowable land uses. 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas that are 
under some form of conservation management (including both formal protection and less formal 
conservation agreements). 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas where 
subdivision has been approved or where increased development rights have been granted. 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas where 
appropriate biodiversity management interventions have been applied (e.g. clearing of invasive alien 
species). 

 
The advantage of these indicators is that they do not require investment into baseline biodiversity data gathering, 
but rather focus on the evaluation of the implementation mechanism. This should allow indicators to be evaluated 
on at least an annual basis. 
 
However, it will be necessary to evaluate the biodiversity outcome of the implementation of the bioregional plan 
in order to conduct the required five-year review of the bioregional plan. Additional biodiversity indicators 
should include at least an evaluation of: 
 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas that have 
been severely or irreversibly modified due to various land-use changes. This indicator can be assessed 
using land cover data. 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas that are in a 
natural or near-natural state (key aspects would be level of invasive alien vegetation infestation, level of 
degradation due to overgrazing, sand mining or dumping etc.). 

• Percentage and area (hectares) of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas that have 
been rehabilitated to a satisfactory ecological condition. 

 
6.1.3 Review 
 
The bioregional plan must be reviewed and updated (where necessary) at least every five years.  The review 
process should examine the following: 
 

• Progress towards the full implementation of the bioregional plan (as measured against the performance 
indicators). 

• The biodiversity outcome of the implementation actions (as measured against the performance 
indicators). 

• The need (or lack thereof) for an update of the underlying systematic biodiversity plan. Although the 
update of a systematic biodiversity plan is a data intensive and time consuming process, it is likely that 
this will be at least every five years. 

• The need (or lack thereof) for an update of the bioregional plan. 
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6.1.4 Updating 
 
Should the review process indicate that it is necessary to update the bioregional plan or components of the 
bioregional plan, then this should be undertaken and the revised bioregional plan should be re-submitted to the 
Member of the Executive Committee (MEC) for approval. Ideally, this should be timed to precede the revision 
cycle for municipal SDFs. 
 
Although the VDM is the lead implementing agency for the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan, LEDET is the 
agency responsible for the update of the Vhembe District Bioregional Plan as required. 
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PART 7: GIS FILES 
 
 
NO NAME DESCRIPTION SHAPEFILE NAME FIELDS SOURCE DATE 

KEY SHAPEFILES 
1 Limpopo 

Conservation 
Plan v 2 

Cplanv2 CBA Cplan Version 
2 

Limpopo Conservation Plan v 2 2013 

2 Limpopo 
Conservation 
Plan v 3 

Cplanv3 CBA CBA Cplan Version3. Revised for the Vhembe 
District (Dr. Philip Desmet) 

2017 

3 Pl_PA Protected Areas CplanV2 Final_cat SANBI 2013 
4 M_LU Land Use Landcover Class_new DEA ,National Land Cover 2013-14 
  Land Use/Land Cover Landcover2017 Lcclass Limpopo Integrated Land Cover 2017 

(Vhembe Project) 
Revised (Dr. Philip Desmet) 

2017 

SUPPORTING SHAPEFILES 
5 LM Local municipality boundaries Local_mun Name National Demarcation Board 2017 
  Previous local municipality 

boundaries 
Old_mun Name National Demarcation Board 2014 

6 N_VT Vegetation types Vegmap Vegname SANBI 2013 
7 N_TS Terrestrial ecosystems threat 

status 
Vegmap Eco_status SANBI 2013 

8 N_LOE Terrestrial ecosystems level of 
endemism 

Vegmap Endemism SANBI 2013 

9 N_PS Terrestrial ecosystems 
protection status 

Vegmap Prot_level SANBI 2013 

10 N_EC Ecological Corridors Eco_corridor Descr ? 2012 
11 M_Mi Mining Mine_pnt 

Mine_area 
Dep_stat 
Mine_area 

Council for Geoscience 2010 

12 Pl_PA Protected Areas CplanV2 Final_cat SANBI 2013 
  Designated Protected Area SAPAD2016Q4 Legal_stat SANBI 2016 
  Trans-Frontier Conservation Tfca Tfca Peace Parks Foundation 2003 
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Areas 
  Vhembe Bio-Sphere Reserve Vbr Zone ? 2016 
  Musina/Makhado Special 

Economic Zone 
SEZ Descr Digitised: L du Plessis 2017 (captured) 

13 Pl_ILU Kruger National Park Integrated 
Land Use Zones 

Knp_vpz 
Knp_zone 

Vpz 
Knp_plan 

SANParks 2017 

  Mapungubwe National Park 
Integrated Land Use Zones 

Knp_vpz 
Knp_zone 

Vpz 
Knp_plan 

SANParks 2008 

14 Pl_NPAES National Protected Areas 
Expansion Strategy 

Npaes Blobname SANBI 2010 

15 Pl_LPAES Limpopo Protected Areas 
Expansion Strategy 

Lpaes 
Lpaes_focus 

Category 
Region 

ECOSOL GIS Unknown 

16 Pl_EMF Environmental Management 
Framework for the Olifants and 
Letaba Rivers Catchment Area 

EMF Env_man_zon MetroGIS/Environomics 2009 

17 Pl_SDF Local municipality SDF’s Sdf_musina 
Sdf_makhado 
Sdf_thulamela 
No data for Mutale 

Sdf 
Sdf 
Sdf 
 

• Musina Local Municipality Spatial 
Development Framework: Supplied 
as Geodatabase 

• Makhado Local Municipality Spatial 
Development Framework digitised: L 
du Plessis 2017. 

• Thulamela Local Municipality Spatial 
Development Framework digitised: L 
du Plessis 2017. 

2017( Captured) 

19: Pl_FEPA FEPA rivers Fepa_riv Pes1999 Council for Scientific and Industrial Research 2011 
20 Pl_NFEPA National Freshwater Ecosystem 

Priority Areas 
Nfepa_area 
Wetland 

Fepatxt 
Natart 

SANBI 2011 

23 Pl_COE Soutpansberg Centre of 
Endemism 

SoutpansbergCoE Endemism SANBI Unknown 

  Limpopo Old Field Boundaries LimpoSec ID SANBI Unknown 
  Limpopo Crop Field Boundaries LP_fields_030507_ll Strata ARC 2007 
  RSA Gullies rsa_gulliesClipped ID ARC 2011 
  Kruger National Park Buffer 

Zones 
KNP_Buffer_Aug_2017V2 PIZ SANParks 2017 
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  Renewable Energy 
Environmental Applications 

REEA_OR_2017_Q2 Status DEA 2017 
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