
 
 

 

                                       

 

 

Background 

South African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI) is leading the implementation of the Living Catchments project in partnership with the Water 
Research Commission through funding from the Department of Science and Innovation. The project was developed in response to the Water 
Research, Development and Innovation Roadmap (Water RDI Roadmap) which is a national planning intervention aimed at addressing water scarcity 
in South Africa over a 10-year period between 2015 and 2025. The Water RDI Roadmap is a high-level planning intervention by the WRC, DSI, and 
the Department of Water Affairs (DWS) and the project responds specifically to address the RDI Roadmap’s Supply Cluster 3: Improve adequacy and 
performance of supply infrastructure by enabling collaboration, co-learning and co-creation among researchers, development practitioners, 
communities, traditional leaders and policy practitioners at the nexus of the built and ecological infrastructure for water security.   

Improving water security means viewing water security broadly as being influenced by both built infrastructure (that supports bulk water 
infrastructure and water distribution infrastructure) and by ecological infrastructure. Therefore, creating an enabling environment for integrated 
built and ecological infrastructure planning, co-learning and collaboration for water security is of paramount importance. Co-learning and co-
creation through communities of practice is central to SANBI’s approach to policy advice and mainstreaming that has grown over the years. The 
Living Catchments project is therefore implemented to grow the practice further and improve the engagement with the water sector to contribute 
to the Water RDI Roadmap. This is a collaborative project with the intention to strengthen the enabling environment for water governance in South 
Africa. 

 Project Aim 

 

Figure 1:Living Catchments sites 

The primary aim of the Living Catchments Project is to 
establish better-resourced communities of practice that 
are involved with managing the built and ecological 
infrastructure within important water catchments. In 
support of this, the project also has an interest in 
strengthening the practice of policy engagement and 
the ways in which biodiversity is mainstreamed into the 
water sector. The project intends to create a more 
resilient, more resourced, and more relational 
communities with the ultimate goal to create an 
enabling environment for integrating built and 
ecological infrastructure to support water security, 
economic development and livelihood improvement. 

The project will play an important role to improve the 
enabling environment into which the Water RDI 
Roadmap is implemented. Specifically, to make it 
possible to enhance communities of practice for 
successful water governance structures in key 
catchments associated with Strategic Water Source 
Areas (SWSAs); grow the practice of transformative 
learning facilitation so that it enables these 
communities of practice; and improve the policy 
practice related to integrating built and ecological infrastructure for water security, which in turn frames the context within which the catchment-
level structures function. 

The project is implemented in a 4 unique catchments in South Africa: the uMzimvubu, Tugela, Berg-Breede and the Olifants catchments (see figure 
1). The project will facilitate co-learning in these specific catchments with the aim of deepening interaction and collaboration between researchers, 
implementers and policy makers such that the outputs of research and associated change processes have a more transformative impact in these 
catchments. Much of the work will also be implemented at a national level through the transformative social process practitioner support and 
engagements with the national policies related to water and ecological infrastructure. 
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The Living Catchments Project: 
 Enhancing research, innovation and impact through engaged communities of practice in key catchments associated with 

strategic water source areas. 

 



 
 

 

                                       

 

 

Project Interventions 

 

 
For more information about the project, please contact: 

Project Leader: Mahlodi Tau 
e-mail address: m.tau@sanbi.org.za 
Tel: (27) 12 843 5000 

• The project will pursue its intention by convening catchment level communities of
practice that open up space for co-learning at the intersection of built and ecological
infrastructure for water security across roles, disciplines and knowledge systems.

•These are catchment-level governance structures are concerned with enabling social
interaction processes between a range of stakeholders that support the healthy
functioning of water-related built and ecological infrastructure. The emphasis is on
holding an engagements space focused on collaboration and co-learning across
disparate fields, knowledge systems and historical power imbalances, and
strengthening the implementation, research and policy feedback loop.

To enable collaboration and learning platforms 
in primary catchments associated with Strategic 

Water Source Areas across South Africa, 
informed by research, innovation and best 

practice

•The project will explore different approaches to growing capacity for
transformative social learning facilitation that enable co-learning at catchment
level and nationally. This is an exploratory piece of work to map a field of practice
and explore what will be a helpful way of deepening the network and interaction
between practitioners in this space.

To render the science of transformative social 
learning facilitation visible and recognised as 
actively contributing to peopls's wellbeing in 

living catchments. 

• Through this project, the approach of engaging with water-related ecological
infrastructure policy and strategic planning processes will be interrogated and
improved upon. This necesitates a focus on all elements of the policy process:
drafting, rendering policy advice, facilitating uptake. A range of policy advice
bodies of knowledge will be unpacked to test points where the practise can be
deepened through emergin policy learning. This work aims to ensure the policy
advice at the water related built and ecological infrastructure nexus is articulated
and understood.

To strengthen and expand upon our practice of 
policy advice and implementation capabilities 

and approaches

•The project will support postgraduate students to grow the number of graduates 
equipped to take this work foward, and to grow the relationship between 
academia and practice in this endeavour

To build capacity through students support
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