
 
 
 

 

Bioregional Plan Factsheet 
An introduction to the purpose and content of bioregional 
plans for government officials and land-use planning 
practitioners. 

 
 

The Biodiversity Act (10 of 2004) provides for the 
management and conservation of biological diversity 
in South Africa, and has introduced a number of tools 
to help achieve this. One of these tools is the 
development and publishing of bioregional plans. 
Bioregional plans inform land-use planning, environ-
mental authorisations and natural resource 
management outside of protected areas. The bio-
regional plan serves as the primary source of 
biodiversity information informing land-use planning 
and decision-making processes. 

A ‘bioregion’ is aligned with municipal boundaries. 
The development of bioregional plans for muni-
cipalities is a National Biodiversity Framework priority 
(no. 17). In Limpopo, bioregional plans are being 
developed for all district municipalities based on the 
2013 Limpopo Conservation Plan version 2. 
What is a bioregional plan? 

A bioregional plan is published by the Minister or 
MEC in terms of the Biodiversity Act. 

The purpose of a bioregional plan is 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. The bioregional plan provides: 
þ A map of Critical Biodiversity Areas and Eco-

logical Support Areas (referred to as a CBA Map), 
which are terrestrial and aquatic features required 
for conserving and maintaining biodiversity and 
ecosystem functioning. 

þ Accompanying land-use guidelines for avoiding 
loss or degradation of natural habitat in areas 
identified as being important in the CBA Map. 
The CBA Map is a core component of a bio-

regional plan, and therefore a bioregional plan is a 
spatial planning tool. The CBA Map must be produced 
using the principles and methods of systematic 
biodiversity planning. The CBA Map systematically 
identifies a set of geographic priorities to inform 
planning, action and decision-making in support of 
sustainable development. CBA Maps can also inform 
conservation action, such as by defining spatial 
priorities for protected area network expansion or 
restoration of critical ecosystems. 

A bioregional plan is a spatial plan for ecological 
sustainability, which promotes biodiversity retention 
and ecological functioning across the whole 
landscape. The bioregional plan together with the 
protected area network in a region, aim to achieve 
LIVING LANDSCAPES that retain and maintain 

representative examples of all our species and 
ecosystems, as well as important ecological 
processes, services and infrastructure. 

Bioregional plans are the biodiversity sector’s 
input to multi-sectoral planning and assessment 
processes (Figure 1). By itself a bioregional plan is not 
a multi-sectoral planning or assessment tool, but it 
should be used by a range of sectors to inform land-
use planning, environmental authorisations, 
agricultural authorisations, mining authorisations, 
water use licencing, and other decisions that impact 
on the use and management of natural resources. 

 
 

 
Figure 1 The relationship between a CBA Map, biodiversity 
sector plan, bioregional plan and multi-sectoral planning 
tools. 



Land Use Guidelines 
Bioregional plans contain land-use guidelines for 

Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) and Ecological 
Support Areas (ESAs). These guidelines are designed 
to aid planners and environmental practitioners in 
identifying appropriate development zones and the 
controls for these designated areas. The guidelines 
also indicate appropriate land-uses within each area, 
providing compatible and incompatible land-uses. 

It is important to recognise that the bioregional 
plan does not in itself grant or limit land use rights, but 
must be considered during a decision making process. 
Once published, municipalities are legally required to 
consider the bioregional plan during spatial planning. 
A National Standard for Bioregional Plans 

Guidelines for the development of bioregional 
plans were published in the Government Gazette 
(Notice No. 291, Government Gazette No. 32006 of 
2009). More recently the South African National 
Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) have published technical 
guidelines for developing CBA Maps that promote a 
national standard for the development of bioregional 
plans. Before publication the Bioregional Plan Review 
Panel, convened by SANBI, reviews all draft plans to 
ensure that they meet these standards. 
What is a Biodiversity Sector Plan? 

The Guideline for Bioregional Plans requires that a 
bioregional plan must align with municipal boundaries 
(district, local or metropolitan) and go through a 
process of consultation with relevant municipalities, as 
well as a public participation process. Experience over 
the last several years has shown that the develop-
ment of a bioregional plan, including the consultation 
process and the process of publishing in the Govern-
ment Gazette, can be complex and can take 
considerable time. This prompted the development of 
biodiversity sector plans, to denote a plan that is 
identical in terms of content to a bioregional plan, but 

may not yet have gone through, or intend to go 
through, the full consultation process with muni-
cipalities and published as a bioregional plan in the 
Gazette. 
Alignment of Plans 

Once a bioregional plan has been published, the 
Biodiversity Act requires affected municipalities align 
their IDPs and SDFs with the bioregional plan (see 
Section 48 of the Act). This helps to ensure that the 
bioregional plan is considered in land-use planning 
and authorisations of land-use change. CBA Maps are 
also given legal authority through the EIA Regulations 
published in terms of the National Environmental 
Management Act (107 of 1998). Listing Notice 3 of the 
EIA Regulations specifies geographic areas that 
trigger environmental authorisation processes, 
including CBAs identified in a bioregional plan or in a 
spatial biodiversity plan that has been adopted by the 
relevant authority. This helps to ensure that CBA 
Maps inform environmental authorisations for a range 
of land-use activities. 

During the bioregional plan development process, 
land-use conflict identified from other proposed land-
uses (e.g. in the SDF) can be avoided in the 
development of the CBA Map. This can only happen 
where there are alternative options for achieving 
biodiversity targets. Where there is no flexibility then 
conflict will remain in the final CBA Map that will need 
to be addressed during the development application 
process. 
Contact Us 

For further information regarding the development 
of bioregional plans in Limpopo contact: 
1. Karen Steenkamp (LEDET): 015 290 7012 / 

082 822 6266 / steenkampk@ledet.gov.za 
2. Bryony van Niekerk (NuLeaf Planning & 

Environmental): 012 753-5792 / 
bryony@nuleafsa.co.za

 
 

Information Sources: 
þ DEAT (2009) Guideline regarding the determination of bioregions and the preparation and publication of 

bioregional plans. Notice No. 291, Government Gazette No. 32006 - http://biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/08/Gazetted_guideline_-bioregiona_plans.pdf 

þ Limpopo Conservation Plan version 2 (2013) – http://bgis.sanbi.org/Projects/Detail/21 
þ SANBI (2017) Technical guidelines for developing CBA Maps – http://biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org/wp-

content/uploads/2017/06/Technical-Guidelines-for-CBA-Maps.pdf 
þ SANBI (2016) Lexicon of Biodiversity Planning in South Africa – http://biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org/planning-

and-assessment/lexicon-of-biodiversity-planning-in-south-africa/ 
þ SANBI’s Biodiversity Advisor (http://biodiversityadvisor.sanbi.org) & Biodiversity GIS (http://bgis.sanbi.org) 
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