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Abstract
The water management sector has been one of the first sectors in South Africa to explore the application of strategic environmental assessment (SEA) during the mid 1990s. This paper presents the results of a performance evaluation on the quality
and effectiveness of a key landmark SEA case study, namely the Mhlathuze Catchment SEA. The case study provides an
ideal opportunity to gain valuable insights into the interpretation as well as the strengths and weaknesses of SEA as applied
within the water management sector. The research results showed that the SEA achieved an ‘average’ overall input quality
performance and a mixed output effectiveness performance. Reviewed against ‘direct output’ indicators it achieved a ’poor’
effectiveness performance results. However, the SEA also achieved significant successes in terms of ‘indirect outputs’, such
as a more holistic approach to water management, facilitated more effective public participation and contributed to broader
strategic planning in the department. The paper concludes by making recommendations to improve the quality and effectiveness of SEA within the water sector.
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Introduction
These are exciting times for anyone involved with environmental assessment in general and SEA in particular. International
events such as the European Union (EU) SEA directive in 2001
and the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
in 2002 have provided impetus and facilitated wide adoption,
both within developed as well as developing country contexts
(Dalal-Clayton and Sadler, 2005; Jones et al., 2005; Schmidt et
al., 2005). The lack of empirical research on the performance of
SEA remains the single biggest hurdle in our quest to improve
SEA practice (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler, 2005). The reason why
progress in performance evaluation has been so slow could be
attributed to the very difficult conceptual and methodological
challenges it presents (Cashmore et al., 2004; Partidario and
Fischer, 2004; Partidario and Arts, 2005), but also because it
requires some level of agreement on the identity and application
of SEA (Sadler, 2004), which has not been forthcoming from an
international perspective. It could be argued that a crosscutting
relation exists between performance evaluation and the debates
on the identity and application of SEA. Now that more contextspecific understandings of SEA have emerged, as reflected in
national guidance and legislation of different countries, the possibility for performance evaluation becomes more viable.
Developing countries in particular have shown increasing
interest in SEA as a tool that could deal with the limitations of
project level EIA and integrate the concept of sustainability with

 +27 18 299-1586; fax: +27 18 299 1580;
e-mail: ggffpr@puk.ac.za
Received 20 April 2006; accepted in revised form 29 January 2007.

Available on website http://www.wrc.org.za
ISSN 0378-4738 = Water SA Vol. 33 No. April 2007
ISSN 1816-7950 = Water SA (on-line)

strategic level decision making. South Africa has been highlighted as a leading developing country in terms of SEA and one
of the few with a home grown approach (DEAT, 2000; Rossouw
et al., 2000; Therivel and Partidario, 2000; Dalal-Clayton and
Sadler, 2005). However, after years of extensive voluntary SEA
practice within a range of different sectors (Retief, 2005) there is
still no clarity on the identity of SEA, how it should be applied or,
most importantly, what it is achieving within these sectors. One
of the first sectors within the country to embrace SEA as a decision-aiding tool was the water sector during the mid to late 1990s.
A landmark event in the introduction of SEA was the Mhlathuze
Catchment SEA pilot study in 1999. However, application of SEA
within this sector seems to have waned since 2000 (Retief, 2005).
This paper presents a retrospective performance evaluation
of the ‘quality’ and eventual ‘effectiveness’ of the Mhlathuze
case study, which provides an ideal opportunity to gain valuable
insights and new perspectives on how SEA performed as a decision-aiding tool within the water management sector. Firstly
the research design and methodology are explained followed by
a brief description of the SEA and water management interface.
Thereafter the Mhlathuze case study is introduced followed by
the research results and analysis. The paper ends by highlighting main conclusions and proposing a way forward.

Research design and methodology
Case study research has become more common as a research
approach to deal with performance evaluation research. This
is because case studies are particularly suitable to explore the
detail and complexities associated with tracing context-specific
real life events and their effects (Gherardi and Turner, 2002;
Maxwell, 2002; Robson, 2002; Schofield, 2002; Yin, 2003).
However, to ensure the validity and reliability of results it is
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