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AF04- Climate Change and Biodiversity: improving its relevance, outreach and impact

M Botha

AF 04 investigates the impacts on, and the adaptive responses required to conserve, Biodiversity in 3 regions of South Africa (Succulent Karoo, Fynbos and Savanna biomes) with very different vegetation types and predicted climatic changes. This paper will comment mostly in the part of the study applicable to the S and W of South Africa- the area most familiar to the author. My expertise lies mainly in understanding the policy context for crafting appropriate adaptive responses, particularly as it relates to conserving biodiversity beyond formal protected areas but on private land. The paper comprises an overall evaluation on the project’s relevance, and some recommendations for increasing its utility.

Evaluation: 

The scientific rigour of the study is exceptional, and its technical advances will be relevant and informative for a number of similar studies globally. 

Detailed results on species current and future distributions provide information at a scale previously only dreamt of.

The data set generated will be invaluable for guiding protected area design in the Cape Floral Kingdom (CFK), for many years.

There is an indication of novel means to investigate mechanisms for and the economics of promoting conservation action into corridors on private land.

However, we must acknowledge some short comings.

The data set chosen represents only one life history type- resulting in the danger of interpreting Protected Area adaptations required for only one family, especially one that is poorly represented in the most threatened habitats of the CFK.

Participation from stakeholders, especially protected area managers, is low to non-existent. 

This participation is important not just for their insights and practical field knowledge, but also to encourage them adopting the study’s outcomes.

A component that is possibly missing is an evaluation of communal grazing livelihood impacts, particularly in the Succulent Karoo. This is potentially a key mechanism to elicit attention in the policy arena, as several land reform projects here are relying heavily on natural grazing systems. This grazing will be severely affected by predicted climate change.

Interaction with other scientists and projects investigating similar things around SA is insufficient. 

Opportunities to inform national debates haven’t been pursued as vigorously as possible, but this could be due to the politically sensitive nature of the findings, and the reluctance of senior politicians to confront climate change realities.

While the author supports the focus on biodiversity (and questions its absence in the other African studies?), we must acknowledge that its political and social acceptability is rather low. 

Recommendations:

Run conservation agency (State and NGO) stakeholder workshops explaining methodology, going through scenarios, being honest about limitations and uncertainties, and jointly derive optimal adaptation strategies, particularly with the agencies that will eventually implement them.

Engage other scientists and researchers in peer review of the study before completion. Even if this is in a reference group capacity, it will help to flesh out under-developed portions of the project.

Find creative ways to contribute more intimately to the national debate on biodiversity and other impacts of anthropogenic change. One route could be through the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan currently being developed.

The study team could find ways or examples that will fire the popular imagination, especially where rural and poor community issues are involved, and eventually penetrate political decision making. Ideally the study should encompass some of the social impacts of biodiversity loss that may find acceptance with a broader sector of society and politicians.  This should preferably not include direct contact with rural stakeholders (a potentially difficult situation to manage), but should lay the groundwork for other projects and process (run by socio economists and communal grazing specialists to build on. The Surplus Peoples Project is running a large Succulent Karoo wide communal grazing strategy development process, and could seriously benefit from some insights into the possible effects of climate change.

The AIACC co-ordination unit could be playing more of a facilitation and co-ordinating role to identify regional gaps in the project portfolio, especially focussing at the regional scale outcomes.

There appear to be significant opportunities for synergy between AIACC and the UNFCCC to collaborate with other UN and GEF programmes, especially Biodiversity (GEF, UNDP), Capacity Building (UNDP), NEPAD (UNEP), and the Convention to Combat Desertification.

