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Abstract
This paper aims to analyse how to encourage science uptake, here defined as the uptake and use of scientific research
products (including journal articles, scientific reports, tools, expert knowledge, etc.), in the South African context. While
science uptake into implementation is a very case- and context-specific process, the authors propose that a general framework for analysis of the policy-making context in South Africa needs to be considered when analysing how to promote
science uptake in specific cases. In this paper, the National Freshwater Ecosystem Priority Areas (NFEPA) project is used as
an example to illustrate how to apply this framework and how science projects in South Africa can be better positioned for
impact and use. The paper starts by introducing the framework for conceptualising the complex set of dynamic processes
and actors that can be involved in science uptake by government in South Africa, i.e., the policy-making context. From this
theoretical platform the authors analyse to what extent the NFEPA project will be able to support more effective implementation of existing environmental and water legislation. This is done by exploring the challenges that hinder the uptake of
science in government departments and then offering recommendations on how to address these.
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Introduction
Science is a valuable input into public policy, and specifically
the ongoing process of policy implementation. Policy implementation is the process by which recommendations that are
developed in the initiation and formulation of policy are incorporated into practice by administration agencies (Heywood,
2002), known as government departments in South Africa.
Scientists can influence decisions that support policy implementation by making researched recommendations about the
best possible solutions for complex implementation-related
challenges and by developing tools to support policy implementation (Mubyasi and Gonzalez-Block, 2005; Watson, 2005;
Shisana and Louw, 2006; Shung-King, 2006; Campbell et al.,
2007; McNie, 2007; Nienaber et al., 2010; Strydom et al., 2010).
However, despite extensive international literature that exists
on the science-policy interface and the issue of science uptake
into policy implementation, this process is still not happening
to the extent that it should (Hanney et al., 2003; Bowen and
Zwi, 2005).
In the conservation sector in South Africa, specifically, an
acknowledged ‘knowing-doing’ gap exists between conservation science and implementation (Pierce et al., 2005; Knight et
al., 2008; Boreux et al., 2009; Shackleton et al., 2009; Arlettaz
et al., 2010). Implementation is for the purposes of this paper
defined as government departments’ responsibility for the
implementation of water and environmental policy, including
its monitoring, evaluation and enforcement. One of the reasons
for this ‘knowing-doing’ gap is that many scientists have a limited understanding of the complex nature of the policy-making
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context within which science exists and interacts (Van Kerkhoff
and Lebel, 2006; Nienaber et al., 2010), and perhaps for that
reason do not plan for implementation (Knight et al., 2007),
nor engage in ongoing social learning processes with decisionmakers (Shackleton et al., 2009).
There is an increasing realisation that the implementation
crisis in the conservation sector needs to be addressed, and
a growing body of literature has developed around this need.
There is a need to manage, through negotiation, the boundaries between the producers of knowledge (researchers) and
the executors of action (policy-makers) (Van Kerkhoff and
Lebel, 2006). It is recommended that researchers and policymakers should understand and take into account into each
other’s motivations and reward systems (Gibbons et al., 2008).
Researchers also need to understand and target the world of
institutions, policies and politics (Pierce et al., 2005), as well
as the processes of decision-making, behaviour change and
value transfer (Reyers et al., 2010). Lessons can also be learned
from other sectors, such as medicine and public health, and an
evidence-based framework with the necessary infrastructure to
support decision-making by managers can be adopted (Pullin
et al., 2004).
In addition, it is important to build and maintain relationships between researchers and key stakeholders through meetings, discussions, workshops, databases, forums, etc., and to
actively and effectively disseminate information to specific
audiences based on the perceived demands of these audiences
(Van Kerkhoff and Lebel, 2006; Gibbons et al., 2008; Pohl,
2008).
Other recommendations focus on planning for implementation through suggestions around the design of conservation
planning process, assembling a combination of relevant skills
of the conservation assessment teams, collaboration with
stakeholders and public participation, and interpretation and
mainstreaming of biodiversity concerns and values, as well as
products (e.g. maps) into sectors such as agriculture, forestry,

105

