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PART 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Legislative context 
 
Table 1: Overview of applicable legislation 
 

Name Overview 
National Environmental 
Management Act (Act No. 
107 of 1998) 

To provide for co-operative environmental governance by establishing principles for 
decision-making on matters affecting the environment, institutions that will promote 
cooperative governance and procedures for co-ordinating environmental functions 
exercised by organs of state; to provide for certain aspects of the administration and 
enforcement of other environmental management laws; and to provide for matters 
connected therewith. 

National Environmental 
Management: Biodiversity 
Act (Act No. 10 of 2004) 

The purpose of the Biodiversity Act is to provide for the management and conservation of 
South Africa’s biodiversity within the framework set out by NEMA and the protection of 
species and ecosystems that warrant national protection. 

National Environmental 
Management: Protected 
Areas Act (Act No. 57 of 
2003) 

The Act provides for the protection and conservation of ecologically viable areas 
representative of South Africa’s biological diversity and its natural landscapes and 
seascapes; for the establishment of a national register of all national, provincial and local 
protected areas; for the management of those areas in accordance with national norms 
and  standards; for intergovernmental co-operation and public consultation in matters 
concerning protected areas, and for matters in connection therewith.  

National Spatial Biodiversity 
Assessment, 2004 

The National Spatial Biodiversity Assessment (NSBA) classifies areas as worthy of 
protection based on its biophysical characteristics, which are ranked according to priority 
levels. 

National Biodiversity 
Assessment, 2011 (NBA) 

The purpose of the NBA is to assess the state of South Africa’s biodiversity based on best 
available science, with a view to understanding trends over time and informing policy and 
decision-making across a range of sectors. 

National Biodiversity 
Framework (NBF) 

The purpose of the NSF is to provide a framework to co-ordinate and align the efforts of the 
many organisations and individuals involved in conserving and managing South Africa’s 
biodiversity, in support of sustainable development. The NBF provides a framework for 
conservation and development which is detailed in 33 Priority Actions. 

List of Threatened species / 
ecosystems 

The purpose of listing threatened ecosystems is primarily to reduce the rate of ecosystem 
and species extinction. This includes preventing further degradation and loss of structure, 
function and composition of threatened ecosystems. Threatened ecosystems are identified 
using different criteria such as: 

• Irreversible loss of natural habitat 
• Ecosystem degradation and loss of integrity 
• Limited extent and imminent threat 
• Threatened plant and animal species associations 
• Priority areas for meeting explicit biodiversity targets as defined in a systematic 

biodiversity plan 
National Forests Act (Act No. 
84 of 1998): 

This Act provides for the management, utilisation and protection of forests through the 
enforcement of permitting requirements associated with the removal of protected tree 
species, as indicated in a list of protected trees (first promulgated in 1976 and updated 
since).  

The National Water Act (Act 
No. 36 of 1998) 

This Act aims to provide management of the national water resources to achieve 
sustainable use of water for the benefit of all water users. 

Municipal Systems Act (Act 
No. 32 of 2000) 

This Act aims to empower local government to fulfil its Constitutional objects, regulate key 
municipal organisational, planning participatory and service delivery systems. 

Spatial Planning and Land 
Use Management Act (Act 
No. 16 of 2013) 

This Act is a framework act for all spatial planning and land 
use management legislation in South Africa. It seeks to promote consistency and uniformity 
in procedures and decision-making in this field. 

Convention of Biological 
Diversity (CBD) 

South Africa is a signatory to the CBD, which requests countries to: 
• Establish a system of protected areas to conserve biodiversity; 
• Develop guidelines for the selection, establishment and management of 

protected areas; 
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• Promote the protection of ecosystems, natural habitats and the maintenance of 
viable populations of species. 

Biosphere reserves: The 
Seville Strategy and the 
Statutory Framework of the 
World Network. UNESCO, 
Paris (UNESCO, 1996) 

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). 

 
 
1.2 Methodology 

 
 
Figure 1: Methodology  
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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. 
 
Refer to Figure 2. 
 
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). 
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Figure 2:  Physical environment: relief
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2.2 Natural environment 
 
2.2.1 Terrestrial ecosystems 
 
2.2.1.1 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. 
 
The South African National Botanical Institute (SANBI) has developed a system for assessing threat status that 
uses a suite of criteria to assign national ecosystem status to South African vegetation types. The National 
Threatened Ecosystems List covers a list of threatened terrestrial ecosystems published by the Minister of 
Environmental Affairs in December 2011 in terms of the National Environmental Management: Biodiversity Act 
(Act No. 10 of 2004), hereafter referred to as the Biodiversity Act. 
 
• 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  
 

Refer to Table 2 and Figure 3b. 
 
2.2.1.2 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.   
 
3.5% of the endemic and near-endemic vegetation types are classified as threatened. 
 
Refer to Table 2 and Figure 3c.  
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Table 2: Overview of the vegetation types found in Vhembe District Municipality inclusive of the KNP 
No
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1 Cathedral Mopane Bushveld S 275.58 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
2 Mopane Gabbro Shrubland S 20.90 Near Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
3 Granite Lowveld Bushveld S 1441.05  Least Threatened 19 Not 
4 Gravelotte Rocky Bushveld S 40.06 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Poor 
5 Ironwood Dry Forest S 46.28 Endemic Least Threatened 31 Well 
6 Limpopo Ridge Bushveld S 2621.35 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
7 Limpopo Sweet  Bushveld S 116.43 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Not 
8 Lowveld Riverine Forest S 33.41  Vulnerable 31 Well 
9 Lowveld Rugged Mopaneveld S 93.95 Near endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
10 Makhado Sweet Bushveld S 2779.78 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Not 
11 Makuleke Sandy Bushveld S 1998.34 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
12 Mopane Basalt Shrubland S 962.98 Near Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
13 Musina Mopane Bushveld S 8115.25 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Poor 
14 Northern Lebombo Bushveld S 21.33  Least Threatened 24 Well 
15 Northern Mistbelt Forest F 71.00  Least Threatened 30 Well 
16 Nwambyia-Pumbe Sandy Bushveld S 142.29 Near Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
17 Sand Forest S 14.71  Least Threatened 24 Well 
18 Soutpansberg Mountain Bushveld S 3782.48 Endemic Least Threatened 24 Poor 
19 Soutpansberg Summit Sourveld S 55.24 Endemic Least Threatened 24 Poor 
20 Subtropical Alluvial Vegetation Az 374.56 Near Endemic Least Threatened 31 Well 
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21 Subtropical Salt Pans Az 2.25  Least Threatened 24 Well 
22 Tsende Mopaneveld S 1712.88 Endemic Least Threatened 19 Well 
23 Tzaneen Sour Lowveld S 870.14 Endemic Endangered 19 Poor 
24 VhaVenda Miombo S 0.34 Endemic Least Threatened 30 Not 

 
Key: 
 
Biome:  S = Savanna, F = Forest, G = Grassland, Az = Azonal Vegetation 
Endemism: Endemic = More than 80% of national extent occurs in Limpopo Province; Near Endemic = More than 60% of national distribution within Limpopo Province. 
Levels of Protection: Not Protected = Zero or less than 5% of biodiversity target; Poorly Protected = 5–49% of biodiversity target; Moderately Protected = 50–

99% of biodiversity target; and, Well Protected = >100% of biodiversity target. 
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2.2.1.3 Protection level 
 
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 
National Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act (Act No. 57 of 2003), hereafter referred to as the 
Protected Areas Act. 
 
The Protected Areas Act sets out several categories of PAs, namely Special Nature Reserves, National Parks, 
Nature Reserves and Protected Environments. It also recognises World Heritage Sites, Marine Protected Areas, 
Specially Protected Forest Areas and Mountain Catchment Areas, all of which are declared in terms of other 
legislation (Driver et al, 2012). 
 
Determining the ecosystem protection level is significant in that it highlights which ecosystems are under 
protected within PA’s. 
 
The ecosystem protection level status is assigned as follows: 
 
Well Protected: If an ecosystem type has more than 100% of its biodiversity target met in 

Protected Areas. 
Moderately Protected: When less than 100% of the biodiversity target is met in Protected Areas. 
Poorly Protected: If less than 50% of the biodiversity target is met in Protected Areas. 
Not Protected: If less than 5% of the biodiversity target is met in Protected Areas. 
 
 
Designated PAs in terms of SAPAD 2016 cover 30.6% of the Vhembe District Municipality.  
 
Note: In addition to the above, there are also areas which are informally conserved through conservation 
orientated game or stock farms. However, no national mechanism yet exists for the validation of these areas in 
terms of their contribution towards achieving national biodiversity targets. Whilst these areas do make an 
important contribution to biodiversity conservation nationally, the lack of a provincial or national database of 
these areas or verification of conservation management effectiveness of these areas means their contributions 
towards achieving targets is not considered in the Levels of Protection calculation. 
 
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. 
 
Tzaneen Sour Lowveld is not only Endangered and poorly protected, but is also endemic to the Limpopo 
Province.  
 
In general, well and moderately protected ecosystems lie in the eastern parts of the District, 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.   
 
Note: It can be said that vegetation types of which the majority are located in PAs have a higher level of 
protection and require a lesser degree of consideration within the bioregional plan. However, these vegetation 
types should not be excluded from CBAs or ESAs as they may house species of conservation concern or other 
significant ecological processes. 
 
Refer to Table 3 and Figure 3d. 
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Table 3: Summary of protection level of vegetation in Vhembe District Municipality 
 

Not Protected ( < 5% of the biodiversity target is met) 
Granite Lowveld Bushveld 
Limpopo Sweet  Bushveld 
Makhado Sweet Bushveld 
VhaVenda Miombo 

Poorly Protected ( < 50% of the biodiversity target is met) 
Gravelotte Rocky Bushveld 
Musina Mopane Bushveld 
Soutpansberg Mountain Bushveld 
Soutpansberg Summit Sourveld 
Tzaneen Sour Lowveld 

Moderately Protected (< 100% of the biodiversity target is met) 
N/A 

Well Protected (>100% of biodiversity targets are met) 
Cathedral Mopane Bushveld 
Mopane Gabbro Shrubland 
Ironwood Dry Forest 
Limpopo Ridge Bushveld 
Limpopo Sweet  Bushveld 
Lowveld Riverine Forest 
Lowveld Rugged Mopaneveld 
Makuleke Sandy Bushveld 
Mopane Basalt Shrubland 
Northern Lebombo Bushveld 
Northern Mistbelt Forest 
Nwambyia-Pumbe Sandy Bushveld 
Sand Forest 
Subtropical Alluvial Vegetation 
Subtropical Salt Pans 
Tsende Mopaneveld 
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Figure 3a: Natural environment: vegetation type
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Figure 3b: Natural environment: terrestrial ecosystems threat status 
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Figure 3c: Natural environment: level of endemism of terrestrial ecosystem types 
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Figure 3d: Natural environment: terrestrial ecosystem protection level
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2.2.2 Important ecological processes 
 
The Vhembe District Municipality is important for supporting a range of ecological processes that 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. S. 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. 
 
2.2.2.1 Ecosystem services and ecological infrastructure 
 
Ecological infrastructure refers to naturally functioning ecosystems that deliver valuable services to people. In 
this respect, the natural and near natural environments within the VDM deliver vital ecosystem services, such as 
clean, fresh water, carbon sequestration, oxygen production and flood risk reduction. In so doing, the 
environment supports the surrounding settlements and associated economic activities. 
 
The ecological infrastructure necessary for the provision of ecosystem services include healthy mountain 
catchments, rivers, wetlands, nodes and corridors of natural habitat, which form a network of interconnected 
structural elements in the landscape (Holness. S. 2015). The permanent loss of extensive areas of natural 
vegetation cover would have harmful effects downstream, for example: flooding, siltation of dams, erosion, and 
reduction in water quality. 
 
The Vhembe District Municipality enjoys a wealth of ecological infrastructure (such as Strategic Water Source 
Areas), which should be preserved if it is to continue to deliver important ecosystem services to the communities. 
 
2.2.2.2 Hydrological processes 
 
Many key hydrological processes fall within the Vhembe District Municipality, but extend beyond the 
municipality’s borders as well. VDM falls within the Limpopo, and Luvuvhu and Letaba Water Management 
Areas. The Luvuvhu Catchment forms part of the larger Limpopo system which extends in to Mozambique. The 
Luvuvhu River and some of its tributaries (including the Mutshindudi and Mutale Rivers) rise in the Soutpansberg 
Mountains. The Luvuvhu River joins the Limpopo River near Pafuri in the KNP (Vhembe District Municipal 
Spatial Development Framework, 2015/16). 
 
It is therefore important to note that any changes to the hydrological processes upstream could have a 
detrimental effect on the hydrological processes downstream. It is also of significance that functioning 
hydrological systems need to remain in a natural state in order to effectively mitigate climate change. 
 
2.2.2.3 Climate change mitigation  
 
Biosequestration, whereby atmospheric carbon dioxide is captured and stored by biological processes, plays a 
vital role in climate change mitigation. Forests, soils and oceans are known as natural carbon sinks as they 
absorb and store carbon dioxide. Biosequestration, thus, aids in the long-term reduction of global warming 
through the reduction of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.  
 
It is important to note that while reforestation is significant in climate change mitigation, it is not sufficient. 
Afforestation and destruction of established natural ecosystems needs to be prevented and these areas 
preserved if biosequestration is to make a significant contribution. 
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2.2.2.4 Climate change adaptation 
 
Aspects important for supporting climate change adaptation include the following: 
 
• Corridors and connectivity 

 
An ecological corridor is an area of habitat that allows for the connecting of wildlife populations separated 
by human activities or infrastructure such as roads and developments. Corridors help maintain or recover a 
certain degree of cohesion in otherwise fragmented ecosystems. Through the connection of fragmented 
habitats, the viability of animal and plant species is improved by: 
 
o enlarging habitats, for example to improve the search for food; 
o dispersion of young animals; 
o re-use of “empty” habitats (SICIREC, 2009). 

 
Ecological connectivity is critical for the long-term persistence of biodiversity in the face of on-going climate 
change. Connected natural landscapes allow biodiversity to respond and adapt to the impacts of climate 
change. Maintaining landscape connectivity represents a major contribution by the region to climate change 
adaptation within the District, Limpopo Province and South Africa as a whole. 
 
Mountains, ridges and rivers, including wetland systems, represent important natural corridors in the 
District.  
 
One ecological corridor is found in the Vhembe District Municipality. It spans the width of the District from 
Pafuri in the east at the KNP, through the Soutpansberg Mountains in the west and continues into 
Capricorn District. A branch leads off of the main corridor, through waterval in the south into Mopani 
District.  
 
In addition, conserving large unfragmented landscapes through PAs assists in maintaining ecological 
processes which support climate change adaptation. These processes are more likely to remain functional 
in un-fragmented landscapes than in fragmented ones. 
 
Refer Figure 5c. 
 

• Climate change refuges and high diversity areas 
 
Areas with significantly different or moderated climates provide species with local climate change refuges. 
These include features such as kloofs and south facing mountain slopes. High diversity areas and Centres 
of Endemism can also be viewed as climate change refuge areas. These centres are significant in that they 
represent areas where species have persisted through previous eras of climate change. 
 

• Minimizing climate change impacts on society 
 
Climate change is likely to result in significant increases in climate variability. In the urban context, perhaps 
the most important consequence is an increase in the likelihood of extreme flood events. Protection of 
intact natural habitat (especially wetlands, floodplains and intact riparian habitat) is extremely important for 
reducing the magnitude of flood events as these areas play an important role in regulating hydrological 
processes, such as storm runoff. 
In addition, rural areas (especially floodplains) are extremely high risk for communities living in these areas, 
and ensuring that infrastructure and agricultural development is avoided where possible in high risk areas 
will reduce the long term impact of climate change, particularly on poor communities. 
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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 VDM 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. 
 
Table 4: Overview of land cover classes in Vhembe District Municipality 
 

Land cover description Extent (Ha) % of District 
Natural 212 8475.8 83.2 
Old field 85025.4 3.3 
Dryland field 141 591 5.5 
Irrigated field 49261.1 1.9 
Plantation 31605.2 1.2 
Mine  4718.4 0.2 
Settlement  105 209 4.1 
Water  9484.4 0.4 
Gully (degradation) 4200.2 0.2 

 
Refer to Figure 4a. 
 
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, in the south 
spanning from Thohoyandou in the east to Senwabarwana in Capricorn in the west, from within the KNP near 
Pafuri in the east to just west of the N1 and finally just north of the Soutpansberg in the west and extending into 
the Capricorn District.  
 
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 Figure 4b.

1 2013-2014 Land Cover, DEA (30m resolution) updated 2017 as per Dr Philip Desmet 
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Figure 4a: Man-made environment: land cover 
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Figure 4b: Man-made environment: mining 
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2.4 Planning environment 
 
2.4.1 Protected Areas planning 
 
2.4.1.1 Protected Areas 
 
The listed Protected Areas in the table below 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. 
 
The information contained in Table 5 and Figure 5a are for information purposes only. 
 
Refer to Table 5 and Figure 5a. 
 
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. 
 
Note: Presently there is no national mechanism for the validation of these areas in terms of their contribution 
towards achieving national biodiversity targets. Whilst these areas do make an important contribution to 
biodiversity conservation nationally the lack of a provincial or national database of these areas or verification of 
conservation management effectiveness of these areas means their contribution towards achieving targets is not 
considered in the Levels of Protection calculation. 
 
Protected Area Management Plans are the overarching management planning documents compiled for PAs. All 
PAs are required to have management plans in place as per the requirements of the Protected Areas Act. The 
objective of a management plan is to ensure the protection, conservation and management of the PA concerned 
in a manner that is consistent with the objectives of the Protected Areas Act and for the purpose for which it was 
declared. These management plans set out ambitions as articulated through the vision and objectives for the PA 
and detail how these will be achieved and delivered through management guidelines and implementation / action 
plans, and govern all decision making within the PA. 
 
Refer to Table 5 and Figure 5a. 
 
Table 5: Summary of Protected Areas in Vhembe District as per SAPAD 2016 
 

Name 
Kruger National Park Mapungubwe CL (buffer) 
Adwen PNR Mapungubwe CL (core) 
Amsterdam PNR Mapungubwe NP 
Avarel PNR Mary Levin No.1 PNR 
Balaai PNR Mary Levin No.2 PNR 
Bergsig PNR Mary Levin No.3 PNR 
Blijdschap PNR Mollevel PNR 
Brakrivier PNR Mopanie PNR 
Chapudi PNR Musina NR 
Club Ranch PNR Nieuw Geneve PNR 
Cooksley PNR Nwanedi NP 
De Voogd PNR Nzhelele NR 
Dongola Belvedere PNR Oase PNR 
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Entabeni NR PA Coetzer PNR 
Fontainebleau PNR Pafuri NR 
Gogga PNR Philp Herd PNR 
Happy Rest NR Ratombo NR 
Honnet NR Renfrew PNR 
JD Storm PNR Roodewal NR 
JS Gouws PNR Roodewal PNR 
Johanna F Uys PNR Roos PNR 
Kilian PNR No.2 Roux PNR 
Kliprivier PNR Schulenburg PNR 
LJ Steyn PNR Seduka PNR 
Lala ya tau PNR Sigetti PNR 
Langjan NR Skelmwater NR 
Leyden PNR Skutwater Ranch PNR 
Limpopo PNR Tinus Eyssell PNR 
Luvhondo NR Vembe PNR 
Manombe NR Vercueil PNR 

 
* NP: National Park    NR: Nature Reserve 
PNR: Private Nature Reserve   CL: Cultural Landscape 
 
2.4.1.3 South African National Parks Conservation Development Frameworks (CDF) Park Interface Zones and 
the Kruger National Park Integrated Land Use 
 
Owing to high development rates within the country and the subsequent destruction and extinction of biodiversity 
and natural environments, the Conservation Development Frameworks (CDF) Park Interface Zones concept 
around National Parks has been established. 
 
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. 
 
Interface zones are subdivided into the following categories: 
 

• Priority Natural Areas which are areas required for the long term persistence of biodiversity within and 
around the park and include areas identified for future Park expansion, reasonably natural areas of high 
biodiversity value, adjacent natural areas, areas critical for maintaining ecological links and connectivity. 

• Catchment Protection Areas which include surface water catchment areas which feed rivers flowing 
into or through National Parks, and ground water catchment areas or aquifers which feed springs and 
seeps into National Parks. 

• Viewshed Protection Areas are areas in need of viewshed protection, and include those areas visible 
from the National Park (i.e. wilderness areas and areas lit up at night) and approaches to the National 
Park, which provide vistas of the Park.  
 

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 
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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. 
 
The Greater KNP Land Use Buffer contains three designated layers, each having particular land use guidelines, 
as well as guidelines/requirements for inclusion into the Greater KNP: 
 

• Broader Land Use Buffer: Demarcates the entirety of the priority areas for maintaining the ecological 
integrity of the Greater KNP and the associated socio-economic development emanating from it. 

• Defensive Land Use Buffer: Defensive Areas are highly impacted landscapes where the approach of 
the buffer is almost entirely aimed at mitigating further environmental impacts.  

• Core Expansion/Inclusion Areas: The Core Expansion Areas are any areas that wish to be included, 
expanded or consolidated into the Greater KNP. The land use guidelines put out for it acts as minimal 
requirements for such inclusion. The areas where inclusion should be prioritised are key climate change 
adaptation corridors and areas important for landscape linkages.   

 
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 Figure 5b. 
 
2.4.1.4 Protected Area Expansion Strategy 
 
The National Protected Area Expansion Strategy (NPAES) 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 goal of the NPAES is to achieve cost-effective PA expansion for ecological sustainability and increased 
resilience to climate change. It sets targets for PA expansion, provides maps of the most important areas for PA 
expansion, and makes recommendations on mechanisms for PA expansion. 
 
The NPAES requires that each PA agency should develop its own agency specific PA expansion implementation 
plan based on the PA targets and focus areas developed in the NPAES. The Limpopo Protected Area Expansion 
Strategy (LPAES) fulfils this role, utilising updated information, and taking the existing expansion activities into 
account to produce a Protected Area expansion strategy, priority areas map and clear action plan for the next 3 
years. 
 
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 Figure 5c.
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Figure 5a: Planning environment: Protected Areas and conservation areas 
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Figure 5b: Planning environment: CDF Interface zones and EMF 
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Figure 5c: Planning environment: Protected Areas Expansion Strategy focus areas- National and Provincial 
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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 – a small area is located within the south western portion 

of the District south of Waterval. 
• Zone H: Dry rural Lowveld area: this zone follows a small portion of the District along the south border 

extending to Malamulela in the east. 
 
Refer Figure 5b. 
 
2.4.2.2 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 vision for the Vhembe District is ;a spatially integrated district striving 
towards effective sustainable development, service delivery and improving accessibility to economic resources.’  
 
The SDFs of the 4 Local Municipalities within the District have been combined into two (2) graphics to illustrate to 
combined vision for the District and to test the interfaces between the planning categories. 
 
Of note is that each SDF has been developed independently, and as such has used different terminology to 
describe the land use zones. All local municipality SDFs pre-date the Spatial Planning and Land Use 
Management Act (2013), hereafter referred to as SPLUMA, which came into effect in 2015, and are either 
undergoing review or are due for review within the next year or two. 
 
The following is relevant in terms of these Local Municipality SDFs: 
 

• The Musina LM SDF (2015) has only identified towns, settlements, and mining around the town of 
Musina. No acknowledgement of PAs or agriculture exists in the SDF, and the extent of forestry is not 
shown at all. 

• The Makhado LM SDF (2011) shows dispersed settlements with various forms of associated 
agriculture. The Soutpansberg mountain range is classified as an ‘environmentally sensitive area. 

• The Thulamela LM SDF (2010) shows the dispersed settlements within the area as the main driver. 
Associated with these are various forms of agriculture and grazing, with no PAs are formally noted 
within the SDF. 

• The Mutale LM SDF could not be sourced, nor could any contact be made with the Local Municipality. 
 
Refer Figure 6a and 6b.
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Figure 6a: Planning environment: Local Municipality SDFs Musina 
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Figure 6b: Planning environment: Local Municipality SDFs Makhado and Thulamela 
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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). Furthermore, a biosphere reserve is intended to fulfil three functions, 
namely: 
 

• Conservation - to preserve genetic resources, species, ecosystems and landscapes; 
• Development - to foster sustainable economic and human development; 
• Logistic support - to support demonstration projects, environmental education and training as well as 

research and monitoring related to local, national and global issues of conservation and sustainable 
development. 

 
Biosphere reserves are internationally recognized by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO) and are categorized into three interrelated zones: 
 

• Core Zone, which comprises a strictly protected ecosystem that contributes to the conservation of 
landscapes, ecosystems, species and genetic variation; 

• Buffer Zone, which surrounds or adjoins the core areas, and is used for activities compatible with 
sound ecological practices that can reinforce scientific research, monitoring, training and education; 

• Transition Zone, which is the part of the reserve where the greatest activity is allowed, fostering 
economic and human development that is socio-culturally and ecologically sustainable. 

 
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 LIM345. 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. 
 
Refer Figure 7a. 
 
2.4.3.2 National Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas 
 
The National Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas (NFEPA) identifies rivers, wetlands and estuaries in South 
Africa that are most important for sustaining the integrity and continued functioning of our freshwater 
ecosystems. 
 
The NFEPA status of rivers indicates which rivers should remain in good ecological condition, with a Present 
Ecological State (PES) of A/B, in order to contribute to national biodiversity goals and support sustainable water 
use. The following is relevant for the VDM: 
 

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

Vhembe District Bioregional Plan 31 



 

• The Limpopo and Mutale Rivers are classified as Class C rivers (moderately modified). 
• The remainder of rivers within the Vhembe District are classed as D (largely modified).  

 
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 PES).  
 
River ecosystem types where less than 20% of their total length is in A or B ecological condition are identified as 
Phase 2 FEPAs, as well as, moderately modified rivers (C). Phase 2 FEPA’s are found in the north, east of MNP. 
 
Fish sanctuaries in rivers lower than an A or B ecological condition are identified as Fish Support Areas. Fish 
Support Areas also include sub-quaternary catchments that are important for migration of threatened fish 
species. A fish support area, which originates in the northern KNP, extends along the Limpopo River to just west 
of the Nwanedi River through the Nwanedi NR. 
 
Upstream Management Areas are areas where human activities need to be managed to prevent degradation of 
downstream river FEPAs and fish support areas. These areas occur in the majority of the District from the KNP 
in the east to the Sand River is the west.  
 
Mining and agricultural activities are those sectors that impact most on freshwater features in the VDM, as well 
as urban and rural settlement. Changes in water quality (e.g. acid mine drainage, waste water from treatment 
plants, fertilizer and pesticide runoff) and changes in water flow regimes within urban areas (e.g. catchment 
hardening and increased storm water flows) are the most significant impacts. 
 
Note: River and wetland FEPAs have been fully integrated into the LCPv2, and are thus fully reflected in the 
map of CBAs and ESAs. 
 
2.4.3.3 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 Figure 7b 
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Figure 7a: Planning environment: Proposed Vhembe Biosphere Reserve 
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Figure 7b:  Planning environment: Soutpansberg Centre of Endemism 
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2.4.4 Other plans and programmes 
 
2.4.4.1 Environmental Outlook: Limpopo 
 
The Limpopo Environmental Outlook (under development at the time of compilation of this bioregional plan) is 
about observing trends in resource utilisation and making predictions on sustainability. In order to change 
negative trends, management interventions are required, which are to be actively implemented and maintained 
on an on-going basis. The Environmental Outlook aims to identify environmental issues and challenges within 
Limpopo, provide environmental management responses and recommendations. 
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GLOSSARY 
 
Biodiversity: The diversity of genes, species and ecosystems on Earth, and the ecological and evolutionary 
processes that maintain this diversity. 
 
Biodiversity stewardship: An approach to securing land in biodiversity priority areas through entering into 
agreements with private or communal landowners, led by conservation authorities. Different types of biodiversity 
stewardship agreement confer different benefits on landowners, and require different levels of restriction on land 
use. In all cases the landowner retains title to the land, and the primary responsibility for management remains 
with the landowner, with technical advice and assistance provided by the conservation authority. 
 
Biodiversity target: For ecosystems: The minimum proportion of each ecosystem type that needs to be kept in 
good ecological condition in the long term in order to maintain viable representative samples of all ecosystem 
types and the majority of species associated with them. Expressed as a percentage of the historical extent of an 
ecosystem type (measured as area, length or volume).  
 
Biome: An ecological unit of wide extent, characterised by complexes of plant communities and associated 
animal communities and ecosystems, and determined mainly by climatic factors and soil types. A biome may 
extend over large, more or less continuous expanses or land surface, or may exist in small discontinuous 
patches. 
 
Bioregional plan A map of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Ecological Support Areas accompanied by contextual 
information, land- and resource use guidelines and supporting GIS data, which has been published by the 
Minister or MEC in terms of the Biodiversity Act. The map must be produced using the principles and methods of 
systematic biodiversity planning. 
 
Conservation area: An area of land or sea that is not formally protected in terms of the Protected Areas Act but 
is nevertheless managed as 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. Conservation areas 
contribute towards the conservation estate but not the protected area estate. Also see Protected Area. 
 
Critical Biodiversity Area: An area that must be maintained in a good ecological condition (natural or near-
natural state) in order to meet biodiversity targets. CBAs collectively meet biodiversity targets for all ecosystem 
types as well as for species and ecological processes that depend on natural or near natural habitat, that have 
not already been met in the protected area network. 
 
Critically Endangered ecosystem: An ecosystem type that has very little of its historical extent (measured as 
area, length or volume) left in good ecological condition. Most of the historical extent of the ecosystem type is in 
fair or poor ecological condition. The ecosystem type is likely to have lost much of its natural structure and 
functioning, and species associated with the ecosystem type may have been lost. 
 
Ecological Support Area: An area that must be maintained in at least fair ecological condition (semi-
natural/moderately modified state) in order to support the ecological functioning of a CBA or protected area, or to 
generate or deliver ecosystem services, or to meet remaining biodiversity targets for ecosystem types or species 
when it is not possible or no necessary to meet them in natural or near-natural areas. One of five broad 
categories on a CBA map, and a subset of biodiversity priority areas. 
 
Ecosystem protection level: Indicator of how well represented an ecosystem type is in the protected area 
network. Ecosystem types are categorised as well protected, moderately protected, poorly protected or 
unprotected, based on the proportion of the biodiversity target for each ecosystem type that is included in one or 
more protected areas. Unprotected, poorly protected and moderately protected ecosystem types are collectively 
referred to as under protected ecosystems. 
 
Ecosystem services: The benefits that people obtain from ecosystems, including provisioning services (such as 
food and water), regulating services (such as flood control), cultural services (such as recreational benefits), and 
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supporting services (such as nutrient cycling, carbon storage) that maintain the conditions for life on Earth. 
Ecosystem services are the flows of value to human society that result from a healthy stock of ecological 
infrastructure. If ecological infrastructure is degraded or lost, the flow of ecosystem services will diminish. 
 
Ecosystem threat status: Indicator of how threatened an ecosystem type is, in other words the degree to which 
it is still intact or alternatively losing vital aspects of its function, structure or composition. Ecosystem types are 
categorised as Critically Endangered, Endangered, Vulnerable or Least Threatened, based on the proportion of 
ecosystem type that remains in good ecological condition relative to a series of biodiversity thresholds. Critically 
Endangered, Endangered and Vulnerable ecosystems are collectively referred to as threatened ecosystems. 
 
Ecosystem type: An ecosystem unit, or set of ecosystem units, that has been identified and delineated as part 
of a hierarchical classification system, based on biotic and/ or abiotic factors. Ecosystems of the same type are 
likely to share broadly similar ecological characteristics and functioning. Also see National ecosystem 
classification system. 
 
Endemic: A vegetation type, plant or animal species, which is naturally restricted to a particular defined region 
(not to be confused with indigenous). For example, a plant may be endemic to a certain region, such as the 
Vhembe District, which means it is restricted to this area and does not grow naturally anywhere else in the 
country or world. 
 
Endangered ecosystem: An ecosystem type that is close to becoming Critically Endangered, i.e. that has little 
of its historical extent left in good ecological condition and is likely to have lost much of its natural structure and 
functioning. 
 
Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Area: A river reach or wetland that is required to meet biodiversity targets for 
freshwater ecosystem types. 
 
Least threatened ecosystem: An ecosystem type that has experienced little or no loss of natural habitat or 
deterioration in condition. 
 
Protected Area: An area of land or sea that is formally protected in terms of the Protected Areas Act and 
managed mainly for biodiversity conservation. Includes state owned protected areas and contract protected 
areas. Also see Conservation area. 
 
Species of special concern: Threatened species, and other species of significant conservation importance: 
Extinct, Extinct in the Wild, Near Threatened, Data Deficient. 
 
Systematic biodiversity planning: A scientific method for identifying geographic priority areas of biodiversity 
importance. It involves: mapping biodiversity features (such as ecosystem, species, spatial components of 
ecological processes); mapping a range of information related to these biodiversity features and their ecological 
condition; setting quantitative biodiversity targets for biodiversity features; analysing the information using 
software linked to GIS and developing maps that show spatial biodiversity priorities. The configuration of priority 
areas is designed to be spatially efficient (i.e. to meet biodiversity targets in the smallest area possible) and to 
avoid conflict with other land and resource uses where possible. 
 
Threatened ecosystem: An ecosystem type that has been classified as Critically Endangered, Endangered or 
Vulnerable, based on an analysis of ecosystem threat status. A threatened ecosystem has lost or is losing vital 
aspects of its composition, structure or function. Also see Ecosystem threat status. 
 
Threatened species: IUCN Red List definition: A species that faces a high risk of extinction in the near future. 
Threatened species include those assessed as Critically Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable. 
 
Vulnerable ecosystem: An ecosystem type that still has the majority of its historical extent (measured as area, 
length or volume) left in good or fair ecological condition, but has experienced some loss of habitat or 
deterioration in condition. The ecosystem type is likely to have lost some of its structure and functioning, and will 
be further compromised if it continues to lost natural habitat or deteriorate in condition. 
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