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Ms Thyileka Madubela 

Committee Section 

Parliament of the Republic of South Africa 

 

 

Dear Ms Madubela 

 

 

Submission to the Portfolio Committee on Water and Environmental Affairs w.r.t.  

‘The Efficacy of South Africa’s Environmental Impact Regime’ 

 

 

I have been invited by Agri Wes-Cape to make this submission, on its behalf, on the efficacy of South Africa’s 

environmental impact assessment (EIA) regime to the Portfolio Committee on Water and Environmental Affairs. 

Thank you for the opportunity to do so. 

 

Agri Wes-Cape is the Western Cape provincial affiliate of Agri SA, which represents the interests of organised 

agriculture at a national level. I, in turn, am a certified environmental assessment practitioner who provides ad hoc

professional advice to Agri Wes-Cape on environmental matters in farming contexts. 

 

A. SCOPE OF SUBMISSION 

 

This submission comprises the following documents (which are attached hereto as appendices): 

 

1. Comment by Agri Wes-Cape on the National Environmental Impact Assessment and Management Strategy 

(7 June 2011). This document represents the core of Agri Wes-Cape’s comment to the Committee; 

2. A paper (De Villiers and Hill, 2008) that presents a case study-based argument for using strategic planning to 

screen and streamline applications for agricultural development in areas with a high degree of competition 

between agricultural and biodiversity conservation considerations; and 

3. A paper (De Villiers et al., 2012) which explores the potential of river maintenance plans (adopted in terms 

of the 2010 NEMA EIA regulations) to reduce the transaction costs of environmental compliance while 

promoting coordinated planning and management in support of legitimate farming activities and river 

rehabilitation at the appropriate institutional and ecological scales. 
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B. KEY ISSUES 

 

The submission by Agri Wes-Cape with respect to the ‘National Environmental Impact Assessment and Management 

Strategy’ (co-ordinated by the national Department of Environmental Affairs) hinges on the following contentions 

regarding agriculture and the NEMA system of environmental regulation: 

 

− Today’s farmers have in many instances inherited unsustainable patterns of land use that may not be 

desirable from an environmental perspective but which continue to make an important contribution to food 

and livelihood security – and which cannot be easily changed without potentially major repercussions for 

the economy and the redress of rural poverty. This poses immense and complex challenges for farmers, 

decision makers and the interested and affected public at large. 

 

− Compared to the industrial, mining, infrastructure and property development sectors, agriculture has had 

relatively limited practical exposure to the official system of environmental regulation and impact 

assessment (only having conclusively been drawn into the ‘NEMA fold’ with the 2006 amendments to the 

EIA regulations). This is worrying as farmers effectively serve as custodians of 75 to 90% of the country’s 

land surface and its numerous ecosystems, many of which have great conservation importance and provide 

critical environmental services in the form of grazing, water security and buffering against the negative 

effects of climate change. Low levels of awareness of environmental obligations may translate into non-

compliance and, of particular concern, the failure to adequately and pre-emptively integrate environmental 

considerations into agricultural planning and development. 

 

− The current system of reactive, activity-based environmental authorisation is poorly suited to predicting and 

responding to the types of cumulative impacts that typically arise from agricultural expansion and which 

often only become apparent, over extended periods of time, at an ecosystem or regional scale – when it is 

often too late to stem resource degradation or avoid irreversible loss of biodiversity. It is also a very 

cumbersome and expensive system to administer, and comply with, in rural contexts. 

 

C. RELEVANCE OF THE CBD’S ‘ECOSYSTEM APPROACH’ TO AGRICULTURAL PLANNING AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

The Agri Wes-Cape submission to the DEA suggests a number of alternativ – and tested – approaches to improving 

the effectiveness and efficiency of the environmental regulatory regime in agriculture. Common to all is allegiance 

to the ‘ecosystem approach’ as advocated by the Convention on Biodiversity and promoted by the Food and 

Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. The principles of the ecosystem approach resonate closely with our 

own national environmental management principles (i.e. section 2 of NEMA 107/1998). 

 

Decision V/6 of the Sixth Meeting of the Conference of Parties to the CBD (15-26 May 2000, Nairobi) provides the 

following operational guidance for application of the ecosystem approach, which provides a very useful and relevant 

conceptual framework for rethinking the objectives and practice of environmental governance in agricultural (and, 

more generally, rural) contexts: 
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1. Focus on the functional relationships and processes within ecosystems; 

2. Enhance benefit-sharing; 

3. Use adaptive management practices; 

4. Carry out management actions at the scale appropriate for the issue being addressed, with decentralisation 

to lowest level, as appropriate; and 

5. Ensure inter-sectoral cooperation. 

 

D. FINDING A BALANCE BETWEEN REGULATION AND PLANNED, AGRO-ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT 

 

Overall, informed debate is needed on the fundamental question as to whether regulation is our chosen method of 

promoting sustainable agricultural development and the resilience of agro-ecosystems, or whether a more 

strategically-guided, management-intensive and incentive-based approach would be better suited to this end – or is 

there a robust, flexible and effective synthesis to be found between the two strategies? 

 

These questions are certainly not unique to environmental management in agriculture or to South Africa, for that 

matter. They are exceedingly important ones, though, and will require a wide and committed range of stakeholders 

and expertise to provide the answers that we seek, and a willingness to learn by experiment.  

 

There is a pressing need for research to obtain a better understanding of the state of agricultural environments 

(both from a productivity as well as an ecological perspective). We also need to identify those factors that 

compromise compliance with the NEMA EIA regulations by farmers. And following from the foregoing, we have to 

critically review the efficacy of the NEMA EIA system in promoting sustainable use of the agro-ecosystem resource 

base, which returns us to the aforementioned question. 

E. CASE-STUDIES ON ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES TO AGRI-ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION 

 

In closing, Agri Wes-Cape and its partners in the state and NGO sector have over the past few years been actively 

engaged in projects to find more efficient and cost-effective methods for promoting improved environmental 

compliance in farmed landscapes in the Western Cape. These initiatives potentially hold useful lessons for those 

engaged in environmental planning, regulation and development in farming areas elsewhere in South Africa. 

 

Agri Wes-Cape has indicated it would greatly appreciate an opportunity to present some of these case studies to the 

Committee as it is believed they would help to enrich debate on this vital but complex area of environmental 

governance and sustainability assurance. These are also matters that resonate closely with the objectives of the 

National Development Plan. 

 

The CEO of Agri Wes-Cape, Mr Carl Opperman, can be reached directly at:  

 

Agri Wes-Cape 

Private Bag 227 

PAARL 7620 
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Ph          021 860 3800 

Fax         21 872 3388 

e-mail   carl@awk.co.za 

 

Please see my contact details underneath. 

 

Your sincerely, 

 

Charl de Villiers  

Certified Environmental Asssessment Practitioner 

 

14 Bradwell Road 

VREDEHOEK  

8001 

 

Ph    021 461 2477 

Cell  083 785 0776 

Fax   086 553 9256 

skua@mweb.co.za 

 

“(The) objective is not how good an EIA we can do, but whether we can design a project right, from an environmental perspective, the first 

time.” (McDonald and Brown, 1995: 488). 

 

McDonald GT and Brown L (1995) Going beyond environmental impact assessment: Environmental input to planning and design. Environ Impact Assess Rev 15: 

483 – 495 

 

 


