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Wangari Maathai (10 December 2004) 

I reflect on my childhood experience when I would visit a 
stream next to our home to fetch water for my mother. I would 
drink water straight from the stream. Playing among the 
arrowroot leaves I tried in vain to pick up the strands of frogs’ 
eggs, believing they were beads. But every time I put my little 
fingers under them they would break. Later I saw thousands of 
tadpoles: black, energetic and wriggling through the clear 
water against the background of the brown earth. This is the 
world I inherited from my parents. Today, over 50 years later, 
the stream has dried up, women walk long distances for water, 
which is not always clean and children will never know what 
they have lost. The challenge is to restore the home of the 
tadpoles and give back to our children a world of beauty and 
wonder. 





Some of the problems around water 
resource governance……. 

• Community understanding of rights and expectations  
• One of them being “to an environment that is not harmful ……….” 

• Pollution of freshwater resources 

• Lack of flow – and what does this mean.. 

• Disconnection many of us have between our actions (what 

we consume) and its impact on the environment. 
• Poor understanding of ecosystem goods and services 

• Other than – polluted water or no water 
• What about everything in between? 

• The political and social will to tackle these issues 
• “Apparently” most pressing issues are dealt with first 

• The squeaky wheel gets oiled 

• Social License to Operate 
• Corporates and government 

 



miniSASS – Stream Assessment Scoring 
System - Summary 

• Aquatic biomonitoring technique 

• Derived from the  South African Scoring System (SASS) 

• Aquatic biomonitoring with a long pedigree (over 30 

years) 

• 90+ aquatic invertebrate taxa – used to derive river 

health classes 

• Distilled to 13 groups – capable of producing similar data 

to full SASS technique 

• Low cost, low technology, environmental education tool 

• Capable of producing “real/useful” bio-monitoring data – 

Red Flag indicator of problems 



Good (sensitive taxa) 
Fair (intermediate) 

Poor (tolerant taxa) 





miniSASS – Stream Assessment Scoring 
System - Summary 

• Used for over 10 years by environmental educators  

and the SA River Health Programme (RHP) 

 

• Skills learnt  
• promote environmental understanding,  

• “contact” with the science/environment,  

• real “useful data” is possible 

• Indications of the state of the health of the river??? 

 



miniSASS – Stream Assessment Scoring 
System - Summary 

Largely 
Modified 

Moderately 
Modified 

 

Few 
Modifications 

SASS and miniSASS Average Score Per Taxon (ASPT) per River and Ecological Categories
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ALL DATA ROCKY SANDY 
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miniSASS – Stream Assessment Scoring 
System - Summary 

 
 

Difference between 

SASS5 & miniSASS2 

Scores per intervals of 1 

ASPT 

Frequency 

Cumulative 

proportion 

of total 

number of 

records 

Entire dataset   1 5184 82.9% 

(6,254 records) 1.1-2 978 98.5% 

2.1- 3 83 99.9% 

 3 9 100.0% 



Development of miniSASS 



miniSASS materials 



miniSASS field guides 



miniSASS field guides 



miniSASS – Stream Assessment Scoring 
System - Summary 

• So........ 

• We have the tools to measure and monitor river 

health at the community level 

• Increasing integration of environmental education 

into the curricula 

• Skills learnt  
• promote environmental understanding,  

• “contact” with the science/environment,  

• real “useful data” is possible 

• Indications of the state of the health of the river??? 

– Where to from here – SO WHAT? 

 



The possibilities……….??? 
Spatial application and potential in SA 



Schools & Rivers KZN  



Spatial application and potential 
Schools & Rivers in South Africa 



100 schools monitoring 



All EcoSchools (approx 1111) monitoring 



50% of all SA schools (12877) monitoring 



Schools & Rivers proximity analysis 
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Buffer distance  (school distance from river - km's) 

Schools  (100) Eco-schools  (1111)

Half of all schools  (12877) All schools  (25754)



Conclusion 

• Cheap, effective tools 
• Easy to learn – some of you already trained! 
• Has potential to make a real change at the community 

level  
• Eyes & ears on the ground – identifying Water Quality 

problems – RED flag indicator 
• Connections made between broader catchment 

activities and Water Quality 
• Community involvement & understanding of Water 

Quality issues 
• The  next generation of consumers, river health 

monitors and potential polluters(!) & next generation 
of leaders have some understanding of what aquatic 
ecosystems are all about 

• Data platform/capture – the next phase ?? 
• Useful for monitoring uptake & use of School Box 
 



miniSASS – current application 



miniSASS – current application 


