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Abstract
In South Africa certain development activities, which may have a substantial detrimental effect on the environment, require
an environmental impact assessment (EIA), including projects with the potential of affecting wetlands. A key element of the
EIA process is the submission of an environmental impact report (EIR) for review in order to determine whether the report is
adequate and/or whether a greater quantity of information is required before the project can be authorised. The information
available to decision-makers in the EIR is a major determinant in the outcome of wetland protection and/or destruction.
The quality of 4 environmental impact reports of large projects with the potential of impacting on wetlands was assessed
using an EIA report quality review checklist. It is concluded that the quality of the 4 reports was generally satisfactory but
certain areas were found to be poorly performed, i.e. identification and evaluation of impacts to the potential detriment of the
wetlands for which the EIAs were performed
To improve the quality of the reports for projects with the potential of affecting wetlands it is recommended that a quality
review checklist be used by EIA practitioners and authorities as an additional tool to the EIA regulations and the integrated
environmental management series. This should assist in ensuring that key aspects are addressed before submission to the
relevant authority, and will also contribute to establishing a baseline of EIR quality for evaluation of wetlands EIA practice
under the new regulations promulgated in 2006.
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Introduction
Wetlands have been referred to as ‘kidneys of the landscape’,
because of the functions they perform in the hydrological and
chemical cycles (e.g. groundwater replenishment, water purification, sediment and nutrient retention, flood control), and as
‘biological supermarkets’ because of the extensive food webs
and rich biodiversity they support (Odum, 1983; Bardecki, 1984;
Barbier et al., 1996; Kotze, 2000; Silvius et al., 2000; Furter,
2003). There are different definitions of wetlands depending on
the user or interest groups. The Ramsar Convention of which
South Africa is a member party, defines wetlands in Article 1.1
of the Convention Text as ‘areas of marsh, fen, peatland or water,
whether natural or artificial, permanent or temporary, with water
that is static or flowing, fresh, brackish or salt, including areas of
marine water the depth of which at low tides does not exceed six
metres.’ (Ramsar Convention, 1994). This definition of wetlands
recognises the often dynamic nature of wetlands, and allows the
consideration of the place that they have within the broader context of the landscape. However, despite the benefits they offer,
wetlands are amongst the most threatened ecosystems in the
world. These threats, resulting in wetland losses and associated
declines in biodiversity and ecosystem function, include pollution, waste disposal, mining, groundwater abstraction, agriculture, urbanisation, deficiency in planning, policy deficiencies
and institutional weakness (Dugan, 1994; Barbier et al., 1996).
Internationally, EIA is one of the most successful and widely
adopted environmental policy implementation instruments that
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has emerged over the past 3 decades. EIA is an instrument to
identify and evaluate the potential environmental consequences
of a proposed development action in order to support decisionmaking and sound environmental management (Glasson et al.,
1995; Sadler, 1996; Wood, 1988; Wood, 2003). Clearly, priceless ecosystems such as wetlands are susceptible to significant
adverse impacts resulting from developments. In an effort to
protect wetlands, Canada and the World Bank have developed
and use a guideline document to provide guidance to EIA practitioners in the use of EIA, specifically for projects likely to affect
biodiversity and wetlands (Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, 1996; The World Bank, 1997; 2002). Similarly,
guideline documents have been developed for parties to the
Ramsar Convention to include wetlands and biodiversity-related
issues into EIA legislation and/or processes (Ramsar Convention, 2007). The guideline documents assist EIA practitioners to
highlight potential impacts likely to be generated and to indicate
the type and scope of assessment and environmental planning
and management.
This article presents the research results of the first empirical study exploring the quality of EIA reports for projects that
have the potential to affect wetlands in South Africa. It starts by
briefly introducing wetlands in the South African EIA context
and a discussion of the problem statement and the research methodology. This is followed by the research results and analysis.
The article ends with conclusions and recommendations towards
improving the quality of EIA reports for projects affecting wetlands.

The South African context
It has been estimated that in South Africa more than 50% of
the wetlands ecosystems have been lost mainly through agricul-
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