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ACTIVITY TWO:  INVESTIGATING THE HEALTH OF OUR 

RIVERS 
  
This LIFE SCIENCES lesson looks at visible animal life to determine the health of our rivers 
and streams. 
 
MiniSASS is a simplified form of the South African Scoring System. It is a technique that 
can be used to measure the health of a river and the general quality of the water in that 
river. Developed by Umgeni Water and Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, it uses the composition of 
invertebrates living in rivers and is based on the sensitivity of the various animals to water 
quality. It does not, however, measure contamination of the water by bacteria and viruses 
and thus does not determine if the water is fit to drink without treatment. 
 
The MiniSASS is a miniature version of the more sophisticated SASS method that is used 
as part of the National River Health Programme. The results produced using MiniSASS 
have been tested against the more rigorous SASS method and have been found to be 
sufficiently close to be of real value. 
 
Are you ready for some environmental action? 
 
Method: 
 

1. The best sites to find insects in a 
nearby river are where the current is 
fairly fast moving and where there is 
some vegetation growing in the 
water, along the sides of the river. 

 
 
2. Look for invertebrates in as many of 

the different habitats (biotopes) you 
can find at a river site. Insects are 
collected holding a small net (a 
kitchen sieve will do) in the current, 
and then disturbing the stones, vegetation and sand using your feet (with boots 
on!) or hands just upstream of the net. Be bold in turning the stones over. The 
insects will be dislodged and will flow into the net. Do this for about 5 minutes while 
ranging across the river to a number of different habitats. You can also lift stones 
and pick off the insects with your fingers or you can brush off the underside of the 
stones with a clean paintbrush. 

 
 

3. Rinse any mud out of the net then turn the contents into a plastic tray (a 2 litre ice-
cream container is ideal). Identify each group using the sheet given on page 6 
(keep a tally of the number of each group). If the river is in reasonable condition, 
you should have several hundred individual insects in the sample. 
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Calculating your river’s MiniSASS score 
 

1. For each of the groups found in your sample, circle the score on the table on page 8.  
 
2. Total the scores and divide by the number of groups found. This will give you an average 

score. MiniSASS produces a single score which is similar and comparable to the average 
score which is produced by the more complex version of SASS. 

 
Interpretation 

0 - 2  Highly impacted stream (poor condition) 
2 - 4  Impacted stream (fair condition) 
4 - 6  Slightly impacted stream (good condition) 
> 6  Good quality stream (probably approaching natural condition) 

 
On rare occasions, an incorrect result will be obtained when the average score is high but the 
sample only contained a few (1 to 3) insect groups. When this happens this means that the river 
is impacted or disturbed but in a way that favours some organisms. 
 
Now that you have calculated and interpreted your river’s MiniSASS score, display a summary 
of your results in the form of a poster – be creative and add as much details as possible, without 
making the poster too text heavy. 

 
Remember to return all the insects back to the river. 

 
 
Criteria to assess learners during this life sciences lesson 
 

Criteria Outstanding Meritorious Satisfactory Adequate Partial Inadequate 
The learner  
followed the 
instructions 
given by the 
teacher 

      

The learner 
collected insects 
and added the 
data to a table 

      

The learner 
designed a 
poster to display 
a summary of 
their MiniSASS 
results  

      

 
 


