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Abstract

This paper describes the history of conservation in the Cape Floristic Region, and the development of a conservation action plan
for the region, arising from the Cape Action Plan for the Environment (CAPE). The plan turns the long-term strategy, which
identified priorities for conservation action, into a practical 5-year action plan. The tension between protection and the use of

natural resources is addressed within the context of institutional frameworks. CAPE has succeeded in bringing together previously
fragmented institutions, and has ensured that they work together more effectively. It has also strategically realigned existing
resources earmarked for conservation. The factors that contributed to this success include a long history of research-based

management; the existence of a body of understanding and knowledge that made it possible to rapidly assess conservation
priorities; a small but viable number of scientists to carry out the planning phase of the project and institutions willing to take it
forward.
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1. Introduction

The Cape Floristic Region and adjoining marine
areas have exceptionally high levels of biodiversity and
endemism, concentrated in a relatively small area of
90,000 km2 (Cowling and Hilton-Taylor, 1994). Major
threats to this biodiversity include the loss of habitat to
agriculture, rapid and insensitive development, over-
exploitation of marine resources and wild flowers, and
the spread of invasive alien species. Some important
habitats have been reduced by over 90% (Rouget et al.,
2003a) and less than 5% of land in the lowlands has
been set aside for conservation (Rouget et al., 2003b).
These pressures are predicted to intensify, as the region
acts as a magnet for settlement and development (a
trend typical of Mediterranean climate regions globally,
Myers et al., 2000).

In recognition of the unique biodiversity of the Cape
Floristic Region and the high level of threats, the Glo-
bal Environmental Facility (GEF) funded the establish-
ment of a national park in the richest and most
threatened part of this area, the Cape Peninsula. In
addition, the GEF also allocated funds to support a
planning process for the remainder of the Cape Floristic
Region. This was the foundation of the Cape Action
Plan for the Environment (CAPE), which aimed to
develop a pragmatic plan, with local support, for the
conservation of the Cape Floristic Region and sur-
rounding marine environment. The plan needed to both
realign internal resources effectively, and to secure
additional external resources.

In this paper, we outline, briefly, the history of con-
servation in the Cape Floristic Region that preceded
CAPE. We describe how the conservation plan was
developed, and discuss important lessons that were
learnt during the development of the plan. A full
account of all elements of the plan cannot be presented
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in a paper of this nature, and our account provides
examples of key projects that characterise the plan.

2. The pre-CAPE era: conservation history of the

Cape flora

The unique nature of the Cape Floristic Region has
long been recognised. Early botanists (starting with Carl
Peter Thunberg, Anders Sparrman and Francis Masson
in 1773) began an almost unbroken tradition of
botanical exploration, discovery and description that
continues today. However, the road to effective con-
servation developed more slowly. Conservation in
South Africa in the early parts of the twentieth century
focussed on game protection, and the concept of
‘‘floral’’ reserves proved hard to sell. For example, early
attempts (in 1929) to secure parts of the Cape Peninsula
for conservation were met with incredulity by politicians
of the day, who considered reserves in ‘‘windswept
barren areas’’ to be of no possible value (Pringle, 1982).

Serious attempts at conserving the Cape’s ecosystems
came about in the mid-twentieth century largely
through the activities of South Africa’s Forestry
Department. These stemmed from a concern for pro-
tecting water resources in mountainous areas earmarked
for afforestation with alien pine trees. A research pro-
gramme was initiated with a view to determining the
effects of forestry on water resources in 1936 (Wicht,
1943), and this was later expanded to include research
into the ecology and management of natural vegetation
in watershed areas (van der Zel, 1974). The appoint-
ment of broad-minded foresters in these programmes
led to the first strategic assessments of conservation
needs in the region (Wicht, 1945; Kruger, 1977). In
addition, an ethos of providing for recreational oppor-
tunities in undeveloped wilderness areas further drove
the Forestry Department to set aside areas for con-
servation in the mountains (Ackerman, 1977). The
1970s and 1980s were consequently characterised by
active, and relatively well-funded, conservation activ-
ities in the mountain areas of the Cape Floristic Region.
Under the auspices of the Forestry Department, nature
reserves and wilderness areas were proclaimed, a pre-
scribed burning programme was developed and imple-
mented, and a concerted effort was made to bring
invasive alien plants under control. In parallel with this,
a well-funded co-operative research project produced a
generation of scientists and a body of scientific knowl-
edge and human capacity to underpin management
(Huntley, 1992).

The momentum of the conservation programmes was
lost in the late 1980s. Increasing demands on govern-
ment spending in a beleaguered South Africa under
apartheid and sanctions led to funding cutbacks and a
loss of momentum. Research programmes also suffered

cutbacks, and the net result was that programmes for
fire management, and invasive alien plant control, fell
behind at best, and had to be abandoned in many cases.
By the early 1990s, the situation was bleak, with what
remained of the staff in conservation organisations
being unable to adequately manage the areas under
their control.

A significant improvement in the conservation pro-
spects in the region was precipitated by the election, for
the first time, of a democratic government in South
Africa. The unique opportunity offered by the new
government, and the climate of optimism and accep-
tance of change, was critically important in providing
an environment conducive to re-invigorating conserva-
tion programmes (Cowling et al., 2002). For the first
time, South Africans were able to access international
funding aid, which led to the GEF-funded projects sup-
porting the CAPE initiative, among others. In addition,
the government launched the Working for Water pro-
gramme, aimed at bringing invasive alien plants under
control (Van Wilgen et al., 1998). This programme cur-
rently spends US$ 9.5 million annually in the two pro-
vinces in which the Cape Floristic Region occurs,
providing employment to over 6000 people in the pro-
cess. The degree to which society was able to respond to
the challenges of resurrecting the conservation initia-
tives in the region was in part due to the existence of a
cohort of experienced managers and academics who
played a vital role in guiding the implementation of
these initiatives. CAPE came into being as a result of
efforts by these people, and led to the development of a
strategy (Lochner et al., 2003). Our task was to turn the
strategy into action, by developing a detailed action
plan, with a range of projects, and estimates of the
budgets required. It was critical that this be supported
by the development of a strong sense of ownership
within the institutions responsible for implementation,
including those (such as planning) that were not
traditionally associated with biodiversity conservation.

3. From strategy to action—implementation themes in

CAPE

The CAPE action plan was developed between
September 1999 and September 2000. The interventions
necessary for achievement of the overall strategic goal
(Lochner et al., 2003) were identified and grouped into
three broad themes:

1. The protection of biodiversity in priority areas,
through the establishment of an effective reserve
system, and the strengthening of off-reserve
conservation.

2. The promotion of sustainable use of biodiversity
to protect ecosystem services (especially the
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delivery of water from mountainous areas),
improving harvesting techniques for both terres-
trial and marine resources, and promoting
sustainable nature-based tourism.

3. The strengthening of institutions, and the pro-
motion of co-operative governance and commu-
nity involvement in conservation.

Project ideas were then developed into detailed pro-
posals in close collaboration with the institutions that
would implement them (Younge and Fowkes, 2003).

4. Key themes and projects within the CAPE action plan

The action plan to achieve the goals of the three
themes listed above contained proposals for 37 projects
(Table 1). For each of these projects, we estimated the
total funds that would be required over a 5-year period
to ensure implementation. We assessed the capacity of
local institutions to support these projects from existing
budgets, and estimated the amount of additional funds
that would need to be sought from external donor
agencies to make up the difference. It is not possible or
relevant to review these projects in detail in this paper.
Many deal with aspects of conservation (such as the
establishment of new reserves, re-enforcing existing
projects, or developing tourism opportunities) that,
while extremely important and obviously needed, are
not novel. Rather, we attempt here to highlight some
projects that provide examples of new approaches to
conservation, and that, in our opinion, represent sig-
nificant advances in the approach to the conservation of
the Cape Floristic Region.

4.1. The protection of biodiversity

The CAPE action plan called for an effectively
managed system of conservation areas that would be
representative of the Cape Floristic Region and adja-

cent marine areas. However, the plan did not simply
recommend that a number of reserves be identified and
established. Rather, it sought to implement a range of
solutions that would ensure the conservation of patterns
and processes in representative sample of ecosystems.
First, three ‘‘mega-reserves’’ (>500,000 ha) were iden-
tified with the aim of ensuring that landscape-scale evo-
lutionary and ecosystem processes continue to operate
(Cowling et al., 1999). The plan also earmarked large
corridors (usually along rivers where development was
limited) for conservation, in order to link protected
areas and thus maintain migration routes. Secondly,
areas in the lowlands (where enough natural habitat
remains to develop viable reserves) were identified as
priority areas for the establishment of a network of
medium-sized reserves.

Finally, the plan sought to protect the last remnants
of highly threatened vegetation types. It was recognised
that most of these fragments would remain in private
ownership, and a range of incentives were proposed to
encourage landowners to protect the fragments (see also
Pence et al., 2003). These included the creation of
financial incentives for good management (Botha,
2001), supported by the drawing up of a legal frame-
work for incentives at a national level. These incentives
could take several forms: the provision of direct assis-
tance for the management or rehabilitation of the land;
the creation of tax rebates for those who conserve on
private land; and simply creating and nurturing a sense
of civic pride in a unique heritage, through awareness
and education campaigns, where landowners would
place a value on their contribution to the conservation
of the world’s smallest floral kingdom.

It is further planned to enhance the protection of
biodiversity through incorporating conservation
priorities into planning guidelines in the Western Cape
Province. Fortuitously, the CAPE initiative coincided
with the launch of a new strategic bioregional plan-
ning initiative by the provincial planning authorities
(bioregional planning seeks to amalgamate ecosystem

Table 1

Summary of funding required for component projects making up the 5-year CAPE action plan for the Cape Floristic Region and adjoining marine

areas

Theme Area of focus Number

of projects

proposed

Local funds

available

(millions of US$)

Additional

funds required

(millions of US$)

Protecting biodiversity

in priority areas

Strengthening on- and off-reserve conservation 15 25 30.5

Supporting bioregional planning 2 2.5 0.7

Promoting the sustainable

use of biodiversity

Conserving biodiversity in watersheds 5 1.7 2.06

Improving sustainability of harvesting 7 3.7 12

Promoting sustainable nature-based tourism 2 0 0.85

Strengthening institutions

and governance

Strengthening institutions, enhancing collaboration

and involving communities

6 2 2.6

Total 37 32.65 48.71
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management with development planning). The funding
provided by the GEF to support CAPE facilitated
critical interactions between key individuals from the
conservation and development planning communities,
and led to formalised inter-agency co-operation agree-
ments (see Section 4.3) (Gelderblom et al., 2002).

4.2. The promotion of sustainable use

The point is often made that biodiversity should be
protected for the sake of generating valuable if not
essential ecosystem services. In many areas, alternatives
to protection (such as conversion to crop agriculture,
plantation forestry, planted pastures or urban develop-
ment) would possibly generate benefits that would
appear relatively more attractive than conservation,
especially in the short term. In recognition of the fact
that pressures for alternative forms of land use would
remain, and probably grow, CAPE sought to identify
ways in which the sustainable use of biodiversity could
be encouraged, so as to produce tangible and recognised
benefits that would ensure continued protection. Three
major areas of focus were identified in this regard:

1. The conservation of biodiversity in important
watershed areas.

2. The improvement of harvesting practices in both
terrestrial and marine environments.

3. The promotion of sustainable tourism
opportunities.

South Africa’s innovative new Water Law recognises
both the importance of integrated watershed manage-
ment, and the need to maintain the flow of water in
rivers and streams so as to protect ecosystem function-
ing. There has also been significant progress in the con-
trol of invasive alien plants in watershed areas, which
both threaten biodiversity and reduce flow in rivers. It is
generally accepted that maintaining a cover of natural
vegetation in watershed areas is the best way of deliver-
ing valuable water. CAPE therefore developed projects
with a focus on watershed management. These would
enhance cooperative management, the development of
capacity to manage fires, invasive alien plants and
invasive alien fish, and the management of water
demand in priority watersheds. These initiatives would
pool resources from currently fragmented management
authorities, build management capacity, and (by mana-
ging demand) relieve pressure for the building of more
dams in important natural areas.

Projects proposed by CAPE to improve the efficiency
and sustainability of harvesting included the develop-
ment of models for harvesting wildflowers, and strate-
gies for the restoration of degraded lowland areas used
for cropping and grazing. In the marine environment,
the largest single threat to biodiversity comes in the

form of over-exploitation. Here, a comprehensive pro-
posal was put forward to enhance co-operative man-
agement of marine resources, the implementation of
effective law enforcement, the establishment of a mon-
itoring and compliance programme, and the establish-
ment of an education programme.

Tourism is one of the fastest growing sectors of the
economy, with the potential to create a large number of
jobs across a diverse spectrum of occupations, especially
in rural communities. The nature-based tourism indus-
try in the Cape Floristic Region already contributes
over US $800 million to the regional economy (7.2% of
the Gross National Product, using 1998 figures) (Turpie
et al., 2003). This is already higher than any returns
that can be made from harvesting, and it therefore has
tremendous potential to act as an economic driver,
encouraging conservation. The CAPE action plan
encourages sustainable growth of the nature-based
tourism industry, as well as the investment of more of
the revenue generated by nature-based tourism into the
conservation of the biodiversity on which it depends.
This will include increasing awareness of the bio-
diversity of the Cape Floristic Region, while setting
guidelines that ensure that the tourism development
does not damage natural resources.

4.3. Institutions and co-operative governance

The CAPE action plan recognises that capacity and
commitment within the institutions responsible for con-
servation is critical to the success of this initiative. The
conservation of biodiversity is promoted in a number of
disparate policies and laws in South Africa, but a cohe-
sive legal and policy framework, that draws the policies
from different sectors together and focuses them effec-
tively, is lacking. With this in mind, it was recognised
that an overarching legal framework is needed. In addi-
tion, conservation agencies need to be strengthened so
that they can enforce legislation aimed at protection, co-
ordinate efforts in research, training and capacity-
building, and engage communities to ensure participa-
tion in, and support of, conservation priorities. Three
strategic goals are recognised in the plan:

1. Institutions need to be strengthened to a point
where the collective capacity and will of imple-
menters is sufficient to sustain innovative and
adaptive management.

2. Co-operative governance needs to be enhanced:
where environmental responsibilities are frag-
mented, role players need to be mobilised and
aligned towards a common vision, policy and
purpose, so that they can work together for
conservation.

3. Community involvement needs to be promoted,
thereby empowering and motivating resource
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users to conserve and wisely use biological
resources.

CAPE has already resulted in two major positive
changes to the way in which various institutions are
working together more effectively (Gelderblom et al.,
2002). The first relates to the co-ordinated use of a
database on biodiversity to inform development plan-
ning in the Western Cape Province. Prior to CAPE,
development planning proceeded in the absence of
any comprehensive information base on biodiversity
priorities. After the interventions put in place by CAPE,
three arms of government collaborate closely to
improve the planning process. The department respon-
sible for environmental policy has relocated to the
offices of the department responsible for regional
planning, to facilitate collaboration through the use
of a common database on biodiversity features (see
Section 4.1). In addition, the department charged with
conservation management has established a conserva-
tion planning unit, charged with maintaining and
updating the biodiversity database through the con-
tinual addition of new information. Thus, for the first
time, up-to-date scientific information is being used, and
being given legal status, in the process of development
planning.

The second change relates to the way in which con-
servation goals are promoted outside of formal reserves.
Prior to CAPE, the department responsible for agri-
culture focussed on soil conservation. The department
charged with conservation management focussed (out-
side of formal reserves) on policing the use of biodi-
versity (e.g. through issuing permits for hunting, fishing,
flower harvesting or the keeping of wild animals in
captivity). In line with the strategy developed by CAPE,
the conservation department has now instituted a train-
ing course in biodiversity conservation, aimed at agri-
cultural extension officers. Thus, for the first time, these
extension officers will have been exposed to biodiversity-
related issues, and will apply this when exercising their
duties (e.g. when considering applications for permits to
plough virgin soil). In addition, a new unit, tasked with
addressing issues relating to ‘‘off-reserve’’ conservation,
has been created within the department charged with
conservation management. This unit will seek to secure
longer-term conservation in privately owned areas
important for the protection of biodiversity. These
would include both small remnant fragments of pristine
land (where the establishment of reserves would not be
feasible), or large, un-transformed areas where the
options for purchase and inclusion in formal reserves is
beyond the means of conservation agencies. The focus
on the management of privately owned land has thus
shifted from policing and soil conservation to the con-
servation of biodiversity through a combination of
education and incentives.

5. Lessons learnt

The Cape Action Plan for the Environment was
arguably the largest co-ordinated conservation planning
exercise yet undertaken on the African continent. It has
amassed a large body of information to underpin effec-
tive conservation planning and implementation. It has
brought together people from a range of institutions
and interest groups, and gone a long way to the elim-
ination of fragmented, uncoordinated and ineffective
management. It has inspired the conservation community
with vision and energy to turn plans into action. Many
of the outcomes outlined above have improved the
prognosis for conservation of the Cape Floristic Region
significantly. Yet, with hindsight, CAPE made some
critical mistakes, and had some serious weaknesses.

The first weakness was perhaps that CAPE started in
the wrong place. It was initiated by enthusiastic and
visionary ecologists whose primary motivation was the
development of a scientifically robust plan for the con-
servation of biodiversity patterns and the processes that
maintain ecosystems. The scientific agenda was far
advanced before the development of a strategy, and the
subsequent fleshing out of the strategy into a pragmatic
and collaborative plan, was initiated. The logical place
would have been to start with the strategy development,
and to allow the rest of the programme to be guided by
priorities identified in the strategy. A second major
weakness was the failure to plan for implementation.
The GEF grant that funded CAPE came to an end with
the final production of reports by consultants, and a
hiatus ensued. It was only through the timely interven-
tion by WWF (South Africa) that funds were found to
appoint a temporary co-ordinator to ensure that the
momentum and enthusiasm generated by CAPE was
not lost. Finally, the terrestrial, freshwater, and marine
components of CAPE failed to capitalise on the oppor-
tunity for integration. Rather, these components devel-
oped plans largely in isolation.

Despite the earlier weaknesses, the CAPE project has,
on balance, been a success. It has brought together pre-
viously fragmented institutions, and has ensured that
they work together more effectively. It has also ensured
that the existing resources earmarked for conservation
are re-aligned to address issues of strategic importance
for conservation. A number of factors have contributed
to this success. First, unlike many other parts of the
developing world, the Cape Floristic Region has a long
history of botanical exploration, and a good under-
standing of the ecology of the region. The work that laid
this foundation began with Carl Peter Thunberg,
Anders Sparrman and Francis Masson in 1773. It
included the efforts of notable botanists and ecologists
such as Francis Guthrie (1831–1899), Rudolf Marloth
(1855–1931), Harry Bolus (1834–1911), Christian Wicht
(1908–1978), Fred Kruger (1944– ) and many others. It
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continues today through the work of ecologists such as
William Bond and Richard Cowling. The existence of
this understanding and knowledge made it possible to
rapidly assess the conservation priorities in a way that
would not have been possible in many other parts of the
globe. The research activities of the 1970s and 1980s
(under the auspices of the South African Co-operative
Scientific Programmes of the CSIR, Huntley, 1987) saw
the formation of a generation of ecologists and con-
servation managers. Survivors of this group had become
increasingly frustrated with declining funding and an
inability to deal with conservation during the 1990s.
South Africa’s re-entry to the global community pro-
vided this group with opportunities to turn frustration
into action (Pierce et al., 2002). Despite the decline in
funding for conservation over the past two decades, the
region was fortunate enough to have a remaining cri-
tical mass to carry the CAPE project through to success.
This capacity had remained in universities, conservation
departments, and science councils, where enough people
had managed to remain in active employment despite
declining funding. Two points stand out in this regard.
First, the level of this remaining capacity was such that
enough experienced scientists and managers remained
to ensure the success of CAPE. In many other parts of
the world (particularly the developing world), this level
of experience and local knowledge is simply not there.
Secondly, the relatively small size of the conservation
community meant that there was no room for the for-
mation of (e.g.) opposing schools of thought, or rival
groups of consultants. Thus the corps of experienced
people were able to work together very effectively and
without serious rivalry.

6. The way forward

The initial year of implementation has provided some
valuable insights. Putting the institutional frameworks
for implementation in place was not a trivial task and a
significant investment in negotiation between the
national, provincial and local government structures
was necessary before agreement was reached. The
interim coordinating mechanisms are already increasing
collaboration between institutions that manage natural
resources in the Cape Floristic Region. If this process
continues, resources will be used more effectively, as
gaps are filled, overlaps removed, and synergies estab-
lished. Facilitating collaboration between sectors is
important because the most effective solutions for bio-
diversity conservation are generally found by bringing
different sectors together.

Above all, the CAPE action plan recognises the need
to mobilise civil society as a partner in conservation
through enhanced institutional frameworks as well as
capacity-building. For long-term success, it will be cri-

tical for conservation agencies to realign their internal
resources around agreed priorities, to collaborate to
ensure that the most important projects are imple-
mented and that resources are used efficiently. From
this perspective, it is very encouraging that the lead
agency for the implementation programme (Western
Cape Nature Conservation), has adopted the CAPE
strategy to guide its operations.

However, even with the realignment of internal
resources to focus on conservation priorities, imple-
mentation of this conservation plan will be too gradual
to prevent substantial loss of biodiversity. For this rea-
son, additional funding from the international commu-
nity or national budgets will be sought. The action plan
for the initial 5 years calls for an investment of around
US$81 million, of which around US$48 million will
have to be secured from sources outside of South Africa
(e.g. from the GEF and other forms of foreign aid,
Table 1). Frazee et al. (2003) estimate an expenditure
of US$45.6 million per year, assuming a 20-year
implementation horizon, to acquire and implement a
representative reserve system that achieves all conserva-
tion targets for the Cape Floristic Region; annual costs
of maintaining this system are estimated at US$29.6
million.

Successful implementation will depend on con-
tinual monitoring of progress, and insights from this
review process will need to be continually fed back
into both strategy and implementation in a process of
ongoing adaptive management. This is viewed as an
important function of the coordinating structure for
the implementation of this programme. The foun-
dation of this coordinating structure was laid during
the development of CAPE. High level representatives
of key institutions that would be responsible for
implementation were brought together regularly our the
team to ensure that that their insights were incorporated
into the end product. As part of the development of
the conservation plan, each lead agency also com-
mitted internal resources to the projects in which
they were involved. This was strengthened by the
drafting of a memorandum of understanding which
provided a formal framework for collaboration. The
coordinating structures appear to be operating well thus
far and several key integrative projects are already
underway.

Engagement with potential funding agencies is a
complex process and requires a good understanding of
the sustainability of the intervention proposed. For an
integrated programme such as CAPE, it is critical that a
strategic approach to funding is followed instead of
piecemeal support of the most attractive projects. The
expectations of rapid progress generated by CAPE will
also need to be carefully managed in the coming years
to ensure that enthusiasm does not wane, as the ongoing
implementation will take time.
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