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SUMMARY AND FUTURE FOCUS

In contrast with the Western world, environmental policies in
southern African countries were not created in response to local
public pressure but were largely initiated by governments in
response to international pressure regarding global
environmental issues. Although this is indicative that the
harmful consequences of development on the environment had
not reached the levels of those in the Developed World, it did
mean that early attempts to introduce environmental impact
assessment (EIA) in southern Africa were not very successful
and that change in this regard has been relatively slow. 

Nevertheless, EIA can potentially play a significant role as a
key support tool for sustainable development in southern Africa.
To effectively enhance sustainable development in the region,
EIA must contribute to poverty alleviation, employment creation
and improved economic development. In particular, EIA has a
vital role to play in the successful implementation of the New
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) – an initiative
by African leaders to eradicate poverty and to place African
countries on a firm path of sustainable growth and
development. 

Southern Africa supports significant biodiversity and is one of
the world’s most mineral-rich regions. Not surprisingly, the
dependence – economically and socially – on natural
resources, both renewable and non-renewable, is high. Mining
and its associated industries currently form the cornerstone of
most economies. The increasingly important tourism sector is
largely dependent upon natural capital, particularly healthy
wildlife populations and beautiful scenery. Millions of families
still rely on subsistence farming for their livelihoods, despite a
highly variable rainfall and susceptibility to drought in many
areas. Wild foods and medicines derived from indigenous plant
and animal populations are widely used, and wood is a key
source of fuel and building materials for many rural southern
Africans. 

Traditionally, resource-use activities in southern Africa were
largely sustainable, causing little, if any, harm to the
environment. However, an increasing population,
industrialisation and its accompanying environmental
problems, and the evolution of market economies are placing
enormous pressures on the natural capital. These pressures are
exacerbated by acute poverty, a high rate of urbanisation, one of
the highest HIV/AIDS1 infection rates in the world, low public
sector capacity, a high reliance on foreign technical experts and
insufficient public awareness regarding social and
environmental issues. 

As a result, southern Africa has lost an estimated 30% of its
wetlands due to degradation and/or overabstraction of water.
Water demand continues to rise at a rapid rate and it is
predicted that several countries will face water scarcity and

extreme water stress in the decades to come. Alleviating this
through the sustainable management of river basins is difficult
because three or more countries share each major river system.
Further degradation of the drylands, which support much of
the region’s grain and livestock production, will significantly
impact food production and will also be detrimental to the
migratory herds of wild species which depend on this habitat.
Overuse of wood and other forest products as a result of high
population growth rates and increasing poverty is exerting
great pressure on the remaining forested areas. Rapid
urbanisation and other human activities such as tourism
development, overfishing, clearing of mangroves, erosion and
sedimentation also threaten large areas of the coastline. The
growth in industrial activities such as informal and small-scale
mining results in the production of hazardous waste, much of
which accumulates in the environment because of poor waste
management. Similarly, most countries have inadequate, or no,
air quality standards despite expected increases in air pollution. 

There is an urgent need for a strategic framework and an
implementation strategy that can help to transform southern
Africa from a region in decline into one on a path to prosperity.

The state of southern Africa’s
environment

• Poverty, high population growth rates and
unemployment

• High infection rates of HIV/AIDS
• Inadequate capacity to implement policy and to

monitor the consequences of policy, programme and
project implementation

• Poor governance
• Degradation of natural habitat and loss of biodiversity
• Severe degradation of cropland and permanent

pasture
• Deterioration of marine and coastal environments
• Variability of water availability and deteriorating

groundwater quality
• Inadequate services and opportunities to cope with

the high rate of urbanisation

For more information, see the overview  in this volume (pp 11–21).

Box 1: Key threats to sustainable development 
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Inappropriate subsidies and agricultural policies based on poor information are the
ultimate causes of land degradation.1 Human immunodeficiency virus / acquired immune deficiency syndrome.
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Many of southern Africa’s non-renewable resources are rapidly
being used up. The region’s renewable natural resource capital
is generally in poor health, and its ability to sustain future
generations is uncertain. The region needs to adopt innovative
solutions to overcome the effects of drought, floods and other
natural phenomena. The response to these problems has
typically been reactive thus far, with relief efforts intended to
alleviate the effects rather than tackle the root causes. In this
context, the use of strategic environmental assessment (SEA)
would assist decision-makers by improving land-use planning.
SEA provides a framework for assessing the implications and
risks of various broad development scenarios and could, for
example, suggest land-use options that result in better
management of river catchments and rangelands.

Working towards sustainable development
Sustainable development encapsulates a concept of
development that enhances the quality of human life without
compromising the viability of natural systems. Given the low

levels of human development in southern Africa, it is not
surprising that the Southern African Development Community
(SADC) goals for sustainable development focus on social,
economic and equity issues (Box 2).

If the goals outlined in Box 2 are reached, many of the
threats to sustainable development in the region will be
alleviated. EIA could play a leading role in southern Africa in
attaining these goals.

Encouraging progress has been made regarding the promotion
and implementation of EIA within the region since the 1992
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development.
A relatively well-developed legislative and policy framework
now exists in the region and EIA is being adopted as a planning
tool in many sectors. There are, however, certain challenges to
be met before EIA reaches its full potential as a key tool in the
promotion of sustainable development in southern Africa. 

Achievements 
The rapid and systematic development of new policies and laws
has been complimented by newly created institutions, and
governments are making tangible efforts to improve their
capacity to guide, administer and monitor EIAs. The growth of
service providers (EIA practitioners) in the private sector has
been substantial. Universities throughout the region now offer a
wide range of EIA-related courses that are producing a small
but growing number of skilled EIA practitioners. Employment
and professional development opportunities in the field of EIA
are improving each year, and decision-makers and proponents
from all sectors are increasingly aware of the need to pursue
the goals of sustainable development. Some areas of
achievement are highlighted below.

Legislation, policy and guidelines
• SADC recognises the central role of EIA, and important

issues and options are clearly articulated in its Sustainable
Development Strategy (SADC 1996). Expectations are high
that SADC will become more successful in promoting
sustainable development than has been the case thus far. 

• Most SADC countries have developed, or are in the process
of developing, specific legislation covering EIA (see Table 1).
The international community has responded positively to
these developments, providing relevant and substantial
technical, financial and capacity-building support.

• Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, South
Africa, Tanzania and Zimbabwe have developed national
visions, most of which explicitly commit their governments
to promoting sustainable development. Namibia has
entrenched these ideals in their Constitution, while South
Africa guarantees its citizens access to publicly-held
information. Many countries have policies or laws that
protect the right to freedom of association and expression,
although there is still a tendency to stifle criticism in some
countries.

EIA in southern Africa today

SADC aims to promote development, peace and stability in
the region. In terms of the SADC vision for achieving
equity-led growth and sustainable development, the
region must –
• accelerate economic growth with greater equity and

self-reliance
• improve the health, income and living conditions of the

poor majority, and
• ensure equitable and sustainable use of the

environment and natural resources for the benefit of
present and future generations.

In addition, the SADC Environment and Land Management
Sector has identified the following seven, key
environmental goals:
• Securing sustainable water supply and quality
• Preventing and reversing desertification
• Combating coastal erosion and pollution
• Ensuring sustainable industrial development
• Making efficient use of energy resources
• Maintaining forests and wildlife resources, and
• Managing demographic change and pressures.

Source: SADC (1996).

Box 2: SADC’s commitment to sustainable developmnet
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All forms of fuel use impact on the environment



Country EIA policy Specific EIA (or  framework) law Existing and  emerging guidelines 

Angola None Environmental Framework Act, None 
No. 5 of 1998 

Botswana National Policy on Natural In progress None
Resource Conservation and
Development 1990 (not strictly EIA)

Lesotho National Environment Environment Act, No. 103 of 2001 In progress
Policy, 1996

Malawi National Environmental Policy, Environmental Management Act, EIA in general; as  well as guidelines for EIA 
1996 No. 23 of 1996 and the environmental management systems 

and auditing guidelines for irrigation and 
drainage, mining, sanitation and waste 
management projects 

Mauritius National Environment Policy, 1990  Environment Protection Act, None
National Environmental Action No . 19 of 2002
Plan, 1999

Mozambique National  Environmental Framework Environmental Act, General EIA  guidelines in progress 
Management Programme, 1996 No. 20 of 1997 
(not strictly EIA) EIA Regulations, No. 76 of 1998

Namibia Environmental Assessment Environmental Management Bill, Mining irrigation;water infrastructure and
Policy, 1995 in progress supply

Seychelles None Environmental Protection Act, None
No. 9 of 1994 
EIA Regulations, S/I 39 of 1996 
Town and Country Planning Bill,
in progress

South Africa Environmental Management  Environment Conservation Act, Six volumes on integrated environmental   
Policy, 1999 No. 73 of 1989 management; EIA regulation guidelines in  

EIA Regulations, No. R1182 of 5 Sept 1997 preparation (implementation of Sections 21, 22
National Environmental Management and 26 of the  Environmental Conservation 
Act, No. 107 of 1998 Act); EIA sector guidelines in preparation  for 
Minerals Act, No. 50 of 1991 housing, transmission lines and communication

structures, filling stations and road construction

Swaziland Environmental Action Plan, Swaziland Environment Act, No. 15 of 1992  None
1998 (not strictly EIA) Swaziland Environmental Audit,

Assessment and Review Regulations 
(Legal Notice No. 30 of 2000)

Tanzania National Environmental Environmental Management Bill, in General EIA guidelines; screening and scoping;
Policy, 1997 progress report writing; review and monitoring;

checklist of environmental characteristics

Zambia National Conservation Strategy, Environmental Protection and Pollution In progress: social impact assessment;
1985 (not strictly EIA) Control Act, No. 12 of 1990, and amended energy; forestry; tourism; fisheries

in Act No. 13 of 1994 
Regulations of 1997

Zimbabwe Environmental Impact Environmental Management Bill, Mining and quarrying; forestry; agriculture;
Assessment Policy, 1997 in progress transport; energy; water; urban 

infrastructure; tourism

Source: Summarised from the 13 country reports in this volume.
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Table 1: EIA policies, laws and guidelines, June 2002
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Institutional structures and staffing
• Most governments have created EIA units to guide and

implement EIA (Table 2), and discussions are under way to
seek ways of harmonising EIA throughout the SADC region. 

• In Seychelles and Tanzania, environmental management
has been placed under the Office of the Vice-President in
recognition of its importance and cross-cutting nature. In
South Africa, the implementation of EIA has been delegated
to the provinces and local authorities, thus helping to
spread the load. Zambia has created a multi-sector
Environment Council, whilst in many other countries
committees exist where various ministries collaborate in
terms of planning and project implementation.

EIA practice and implementation
• EIA is widely applied in southern African countries (Table

3), and some examples of excellent EIA practice exist. There
is a growing realisation that EIAs need to consider
cumulative and transboundary impacts in addition to local
impacts. Collectively, SADC countries have agreed to

Table 2: EIA institutional structures, June 2002

Country Institution responsible for EIA administrationa Current  staffing

Angola National Directorate for Environment, 5 professionals 
Ministry of Urban Planning and Environment

Botswana National  Conservation Strategy Agency 4 professionals

Lesotho National Environment Secretariat, Ministry 3 professionals
of Environment, Gender and Youth Affairs

Malawi Ministry of Natural Resources and Environmental Affairs 3 professionals

Mauritius EIA Division, Ministry of Environment 7 professionals supported by environmental  police

Mozambique National Directorate of EIA, Ministério para a 8 professionals
Coordenação da Acçaõ Ambiental (Ministry for the
Co-ordination of Environmental Affairs, MICOA)  

Namibia EIA Unit, Directorate of Environmental Affairs, 1 professional,
Ministry of Environment and Tourism 1 donor-funded assistant

Seychelles EIA Unit, Ministry of Environment (located in the Office of the  9 professionals 
Vice-President)

South Africa Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism (DEAT) administers 6 professionals (DEAT), 198 provincial professionals 
EIA nationally; the nine provinces have their own structures which (75% filled)   
do most of the reviews and compliance monitoring

Swaziland Swaziland Environment Authority 9 professionals

Tanzania National Environmental Management Council (located in the Unknown
Office of the Vice-President) administers EIA processes; local 
authorities are mandated to implement environmental policies 
and regulations

Zambia EIA Directorate, Environment Council of Zambia 5 professionals

Zimbabwe EIA Unit in the Department of  Natural Resources, 1 officer, 8 regional assistants
Ministry of Environment and Tourism

Source: Summarised from the 13 country reports in this volume.
a In many cases, these institutions have many functions in addition to EIA.

Peter Tarr

Wetlands are one of southern Africa’s most important, but most
threatened habitats.
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cooperate regarding natural resource management. Whilst
the SADC Protocol on Shared Water Resources is perhaps the
most significant achievement in this regard, other areas of
collaboration include fisheries management, combating
desertification, wildlife management and promoting the
concept of regional tourism. These steps provide excellent
entry points for the application of planning tools such as
EIA.

• In some countries advanced tools such as SEA are being
utilised to create a better framework within which EIA can
be applied. Moreover, some use is being made of
sophisticated predictive modelling techniques, health risk
assessment, and social impact assessment within EIA
processes.

• There is increasing demand from public and private sector
leaders for accountability. Although not yet widespread,
public participation processes are beginning to be developed
with progressive methodologies such as participatory rural
appraisal being applied.

Table 3: Current application of EIA, June 2002

Country Sectors that benefit most from EIAs Number of EIAs completed

Angola Petroleum exploitation No statistics available

Botswana Water projects and mining  16 EIAs completed between 1985 and 2001 

Lesotho Hydroelectric and water projects  No statistics available

Malawi Infrastructure, tourism and water projects 35 EIAs between 1998 and 2002

Mauritius Agriculture and animal-rearing Over 800 applications were lodged between 1993 and 2000, although  
it is not known how many resulted in full EIAs

Mozambique Infrastructure (e.g. roads, transmission lines, large No statistics available 
industries, gas fields and pipelines, and aquaculture) 

Namibia Mining (large- and small-scale) and infrastructure 82 EIAs completed between 1980 and 2001

Seychelles Tourism No statistics available

South Africa Mining, industrial development, power generation, A combined average of 5,800 project applications (excluding 
telecommunications, harbour and other major mining) are received by the provinces annually, of which more 
infrastructure developments than 75% are approved after a scoping report; the actual number  

of EIAs completed is not available

Swaziland Agriculture, water and construction An average of 1–2 EIAs are conducted per month

Tanzania Roads, power supply and irrigated agriculture An estimated 26 EIAs have been completed since 1980 

Zambia Mining, power and infrastructure Since 1997, 134 project briefs were completed, of which 23 resulted  
in full EIAs 

Zimbabwe Tourism, industry and mining 196 EIAs have been conducted since 1995 

Source: Summarised from the 13 country reports in this volume.
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Industrial activities such as copper smelting have resulted in high pollution levels and
the unsustainable utilisation of fuelwood.
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Obstacles 
Although these are notable achievements, EIA has not yet
fulfilled its potential as a key tool in the promotion of
sustainable development in southern Africa. The main reasons
for this are the following:
• EIA is seldom used strategically and continues to be

implemented in a highly variable way. Most laws are
sectoral, there is inadequate cohesiveness between them,
and the structures in place to administer the
implementation of EIA are often not effective. 

• The sectors traditionally exposed to EIA are industries that
are either resource-extractive (e.g. mining, oil and gas) or
developments that are highly visible and require the
construction of major infrastructure. Important sectors such
as agriculture, fisheries and tourism receive very little
attention in terms of EIA.

• There is the widespread impression that EIA is an
obstructive process that prevents development and keeps
people in poverty rather than one that promotes sustainable
development and ensures that future generations will enjoy
resource security and a good quality of life.

• The EIA process is often undermined by aspects of poor
governance such as insufficient opportunities for public
participation, limited access to information, inadequate
freedom of speech and, in some cases, corruption.

• Representation at government multi-sectoral fora is often
low-level and the committees seldom achieve strategic
results. Most EIA units have neither the skilled staff nor the
resources to fulfil their mandate. They are usually located in
environment or nature conservation ministries, which
generally have low political status and are often ignored by
more powerful sectors such as agriculture, mining, water,
trade and infrastructure. Moreover, there are often conflicts
of interest as, in many countries, the environment ministry
includes other sectors such as tourism, agriculture, fisheries,
water and even mining. Thus, the parent ministry itself is
often the proponent, the policeman and the judge.

For EIA to reach its full potential within the region, four key
challenges need to be met, as outlined below.

Establish conditions conducive to EIA
Consistent EIA legislation and policy is required within each
country and across the region. However, even with optimal
legislation, the current perception of EIA as a ‘green tool’ must
be reversed before EIA will be embraced and used to help meet
critical priorities such as poverty reduction and improved
socio-economic development. Ideally, this process needs to
occur in the context of peace, stability, good governance and a
healthy macroeconomic environment.

Improve strategic planning 
EIA should be integrated into large-scale issues such as
regional and transboundary initiatives, core national strategies,
the African Union and NEPAD. To be fully effective, EIA should
be linked with the full project life cycle.

Improve human and institutional capacity
Inadequate expertise in EIA within the region is a severe
limitation. Existing fragmented EIA expertise needs to be
consolidated, and a strong culture of sharing best practice
across the region promoted. A substantial effort is required to
build and maintain human capacity, especially to reverse the
‘brain drain’ from government into private institutions, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and parastatals and, to a
lesser extent, the exodus of skilled EIA practitioners from the
region. Capacity can be optimised through adopting flexible
institutional arrangements and diversifying approaches towards
decision-making processes through, for example, forming
partnerships between government departments, and between
governments and NGOs. 

Improve EIA implementation
The implementation of EIA across the region could be
enhanced through demonstrating the social, economic and
ecological benefits of good practice and ensuring that existing
policy is put into practice. Regular monitoring is necessary to
ensure that developers implement the agreed-upon mitigation
measures that result from EIAs, and to assess the effectiveness
of these measures. Diversifying EIA to include strategic
(including regional), cumulative, transboundary, and ‘fast-
track’ environmental assessment would ensure that it improves
strategic planning, project implementation and the growth of
Africa’s small-scale and informal sectors. 

The role of SAIEA
The Southern African Institute for Environmental Assessment
(SAIEA) is southern Africa’s only indigenous NGO dedicated to
promoting the use of EIA in the achievement of sustainable
development. It could play an important role in supporting

The way forward
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Small-scale mining provides economic opportunities, but often results in serious
health and environmental impacts. EIA needs to fulfil a more prominent role in
guiding this growing sector.
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governments, development agencies, NGOs and the private
sector in the way they plan and implement their policies,
programmes and projects. For this to happen, governments
need to embrace the concept of partnership and be more open
to sharing the responsibilities of decision-making with civil
society. Through partnerships, the region will be able to
capitalise on the skills of its human resources and reduce its
dependency on foreign experts.

SAIEA will continue to build and utilise its extensive
network of experts in the region as it pursues its key objectives
of capacity-building, research and development, and guiding
and reviewing EIAs. Specific services offered are –
• guiding EIAs (developing terms of reference)
• independently reviewing EIAs (including the process,

methodology and technical content)
• monitoring the implementation of EIAs (especially

environmental management plans)
• presenting a variety of EIA training courses
• hosting interns and providing learning-by-doing

experiences
• undertaking strategic research and monitoring on the

application of EIA, and
• assisting with policy and legislative reform and

development.

SAIEA’s comparative advantage is its independence from all
stakeholders and the use of carefully selected local experts.
Overheads are kept as low as possible to reduce costs, and
specialists are only utilised for the actual time required to
complete the tasks that are needed. Services are, thus, tailor-
made and affordable. SAIEA is committed to promoting
sustainable development in southern Africa: a region blessed
with abundant but fragile natural resources, and with people
whose aspirations have largely not been met. New generations
of southern Africans deserve a better future. 
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Whilst governments are ultimately responsible for protecting natural
resources, communities and civil society must be encouraged to play a
major role. Here, recycled metal is being used to construct fuel-efficient
stoves.
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