
  

Living Planet – the Inextricable 
Link Between Biodiversity, 
Health, Hope & Recovery 
By FINSA reporter  29 August 2021 
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One of the effects of climate change are dams affected by drought. Photo: 

Stock 

“Some of the worst effects of climate change will come not from 
severe weather but from the irreversible loss of species and 
ecosystems.” [ref. Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services report, an analogue 
to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)]. 
WWF’s annual Living Planet conference last week carried a 
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similar message too, highlighting the links between 
biodiversity, health, hope and recovery. There was also 
acknowledgement of two Living Planet Award recipients as 
catalysts of change. 

“Africa’s protected natural capital is rapidly dwindling… Failure to safeguard 
the continent’s natural capital not only short-changes us all but imperils our 

future.” 

This was the message delivered by WWF regional director for Africa, Alice 

Ruhweza, in her keynote address. 

“Now is the time to find common ground by balancing the needs of people and 
the planet. That is the road to a fair, equitable and sustainable future on our 

continent,” she said. 

African Conservation Strategy 

Announcing that WWF Africa will soon be launching its Africa Conservation 

Strategy (ACS), she explained this strategy rests on two pillars. 

The first is to make nature count by accepting the link between economic 
growth and sustainability. This means putting conservation at the heart of the 

community and community at the heart of conservation across Africa. 

The second pillar is to make nature everyone’s business. 

“We must move from exploiting nature to restoring nature, integrating 
environmental considerations into everyday economic, financial, business and 

policy decisions… it is about giving everyone in society a stake in sustainability. 

“Partnerships with the public and private sectors, the public, policy makers, 
indigenous peoples, and local communities (IPLCs) and civil society 

organizations are at the heart of a sustainable society,” she said. 
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“The powerful often make decisions which disproportionately affect the 
powerless. Indigenous peoples, and local communities, women and youth are 

often most vulnerable to climate change, nature loss and the extraction and 
exploitation of natural resources without due respect to their impact on 

inequality and environmental destruction.” 

Continuing, Ruhweza said that across Africa there is a growing commitment to 
put nature at the heart of economic growth, social development, and 

environmental sustainability. 

“We are working with partners, including the African Development Bank, 
among others to promote greening infrastructure across Africa by accounting 
for natural capital – from rivers and lakes to land and forests – as part of a 

pioneering project. There is cause for hope. There is cause for optimism.” 

Ecological infrastructure 

All of which starts with the basics, according to Samir Randera-Rees, 
Programme Manager: Water Source Areas, who says it is important to look 

after the ecological infrastructure that supplies South Africa with fresh water. 

Randera-Rees’ first message is one word: resilient. Not just in surviving the 
COVID-19 pandemic on a business and personal level, but also to be able to 

adjust to the changes this brings about. 

This resilience has already been tested. Just ask a Capetonian about Day Zero. 
As Randera-Rees points out, “South Africa is the 30th driest country on earth, 

98% of our readily available water resources have already been allocated, and 
by 2030, there will be a 17% shortfall between water supply and water 

demand.” 

Working With (out) Water – Trawling for Answer to the Western Cape Water 

Crisis 

“If you thought load shedding was bad, wait till water shedding begins,” he 

says, referring to problems with aging and degrading infrastructure, massive 
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water leakages and water quality issues caused by acid mine water and 

dysfunctional waste water treatment works. 

Climate change 

Climate change brings another set of challenges that will require resilience. 

Randera-Rees paints the picture of a country which is drier in many parts, and 
wetter in others. Where there are more extremes, more inconsistency, more 
floods, more droughts, and more uncertainty about rainfall and the quantity 

and timing of when it will arrive. 

But all is not lost. There is still time to pay attention to strategic water source 
areas – those places where most major rivers start and where most major 

dams are situated. 

They don’t act in isolation. There’s also the green infrastructure to maintain: 
green lands and fynbos and wetlands and soils, ecosystems that capture, 

store, clean and regulate our water supply. 

The Blooming State of South Africa’s Dams, Rivers and Ecosystems 

Biodiversity 

The reality is that these highly biodiverse areas are degrading. Invasive alien 
trees are replacing the indigenous vegetation, overgrazing is reducing the 
quantity and diversity of grasses, wetlands are being drained or ploughed, and 

fires run rampant and poor waste collection forces people to dump rubbish in 

the rivers. 

To reverse the degradation of the biodiversity which balances ecosystems, 

resilience is needed to rebuild water systems so that in the wet season water 
is stored, and in the dry season rivers continue to run. And as temperatures 
rise, and rainfall patterns change, ecosystems will be better able to cope and 

adjust to the new circumstances. 
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“To build the resilience of our water systems, we need to address issues right 
the way down the water value chain, but we must start at the top,” maintains 

Randera-Rees. 

“Now we see that the resilience of our businesses, our economy and our society 
is dependent on the resilience of our ecosystems, and the resilience of our 

ecosystems is dependent on its biodiversity” 

Biodiversity Report. Focus On Fresh Water Ecosystems 

WWF Living Plant awards 

The conference presented an opportunity to acknowledge an acclaimed South 
African scientist, the late Professor Bob Scholes, and the African Reclaimers 
Organisation, which gives a voice to informal reclaimers (‘waste pickers’), as 

the winners of WWF’s annual Living Planet Award 2021. 

This accolade is bestowed on exceptional South Africans who, through their 

catalytic contribution, inspire people to live in harmony with nature. 

Prof Bob Scholes, a Professor of Systems Ecology and Director of the Global 
Change and Sustainability Research Institute at University of the 
Witwatersrand, was regarded as a giant in the field of climate science, a true 

leader and dedicated conservation ecologist. 

Ranked among the top 1% of environmental scientists worldwide, based on 
citation frequency, he was also one of the lead authors in the third, fourth and 

fifth assessment reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change on 
the present and future effects of climate change and how humanity can adapt 

to reduce climate threats. 

The award honoured his lifelong commitment to science and the inspiration he 

continues to give those who follow in his footsteps. 

A Living Planet award was also presented to the African Reclaimers 

Organisation (ARO) for their work in support of a truly circular economy and 
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for being the voice of a particularly vulnerable community in the waste and 

recycling sector. 

The ARO is a Johannesburg-based non-profit, member-directed organisation, 
representing informal waste reclaimers, regardless of their nationality. It was 
formed in September 2018 in response to the City of Johannesburg’s decision 

to contract private companies to collect recyclables from high-income areas in 
the city, thereby displacing informal reclaimers and threatening their 
livelihoods. 
 

Commenting on the awards, Dr Morné du Plessis, CEO WWF South Africa said: 
“Given our pressing environmental needs, Prof Scholes’ passing leaves a 
gaping chasm, but his legacy lives on through his scientific endeavours and 

the many people he touched. 

“The African Reclaimers Organisation are worthy winners of our first 
organizational award. Informal reclaimers are often stigmatized in our society 

– yet they perform an essential role when it comes to recycling. 

“We applaud the ARO’s efforts to advance their cause for recognition and 
dignity for those who are among the most vulnerable players in our waste 

sector.” 

Catch the standout moments from Day 3: 

https://www.facebook.com/WWFSA/videos/527237341871756 

• South Africa has welcomed the release of the 6th IPCC 
assessment on Climate Change. Find out what the Minister of 
Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment, Ms.  Barbara Creecy, 

had to say earlier this month: 

                                                          ………………………….. 


