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This report is a discussion document for potential applications of the Essential Life Support Action
Areas (ELSAA) map. 

The primary purpose is to both capture suggestions and ideas regarding the potential application
of the ELSAA map, as well as stimulate further conversations among stakeholders. Future
iterations of this document may take the form of a ‘fact sheet’ or ‘guidelines’ for entities who
intend to use the ELSAA map, but currently, the document is solely for generating ideas and
documenting them.
 
First, this Application Discussion Document provides context by briefly summarising the ELSAA
process and outcomes. It then discusses limitations for application and closes with a list and
short description of potential applications or implementation pathways; noting that the current
implementation focus is through existing policies. 

Introduction

The ELSAA map spatially presents an integrated view of priority areas for action, the investment
into which will contribute towards South Africa’s National and International commitments. The
ELSAA map supports the implementation of existing policies through an integrated approach and
is not intended as a basis for new policies. The map can also support the implementation of a
range of additional plans and programmes.

In the South African context, the ELSAA map was conceived as a “Map for Nature-Positive
Action”. The primary purpose of the map will be to unlock or mobilise resources for nature-based
actions that optimise efforts across several policy commitments. Additional uses for the ELSAA
South Africa map are further explored in the sections below. 

What is the purpose of South Africa's ELSAA map?
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Background to the ELSAA Mapping Nature for People and
Planet pilot project
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The ‘Mapping Essential Life Support Action Areas (ELSAA) project’ spatially represents the optimised
extent of nature-based actions required to achieve South Africa’s top 10 policy commitments at the
nexus of biodiversity conservation, climate resilience, and human wellbeing in South Africa. The
process is unique in that it combines several priority policy commitments across governmental
mandates using a real-time decision-support tool developed in close collaboration with stakeholders. 

In June 2021, South African stakeholders selected the top 10 priority policy commitments. In the
subsequent months, spatial data that were available and/or novel layers produced during the project,
were used to represent these area-based policies and targets (Table 1). 

The process that was followed to produce the ELSAA Map
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TABLE 1. SOUTH AFRICA’S TOP 10 PRIORITY POLICY COMMITMENTS AND AREA-
BASED TARGETS.



Protect, 
Reduce Pressures, 
Restore, 
Urban Adapt, and
Avoid Loss.

Each policy commitment and associated target speaks to one or more nature-based actions. The
ELSAA process consolidated the various actions (e.g., maintain, conserve, rehabilitate, secure)
into five clearly defined and mappable action categories:   

Using a Webtool interface and the software PrioritizeR, the ELSAA process analysed the spatial
representation of each policy target and optimised the extent of each action required to meet
targets. In this way, targets for multiple policy commitments with synergistic objectives could be
integrated and prioritised. Similarly, trade-offs between potentially conflicting policy targets
could be identified and resolved through stakeholder engagement.

The full ELSAA process, consisting of 10 main steps, is outlined in the graphic below.
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ELSAA: Map for Nature-Positive Action in South Africa

The following ELSAA map developed for South Africa can be used to guide the mobilisation of
resources for nature-positive action.

The ELSAA map is intended to provide support for improved (and joint) decision-making by all entities
that intend to invest resources (financial, human, infrastructural, etc) into nature-based actions. The
value of the ELSAA tool is that it identifies action-synergies across multiple policy commitments and
prioritises these spatially, thereby optimising resource allocation.

What is the ELSAA map intended for?

Project level mapping,
Site level assessment, including development applications and licensing, and
As a direct spatial input into metro or municipal (local and district) spatial planning products, e.g.
Spatial Development Frameworks or zoning schemes (but see Section 4, where it is explained that
it could be used to inform these, or for strategic action or project planning, e.g. Land Degradation
Neutrality or rehabilitation projects that need to be financed in Integrated Development Plans).

Due to the inherent broad scale of the map, there are limitations for the appropriate use of thereof.
The following uses are not recommended:

What is the ELSAA map not intended for?



When using the ELSAA map, it is important that the scale
of the map is considered. Each planning unit is 1 km x 1
km square and therefore outlines broad priority action
areas at a coarse scale. In simpler terms this means that
a particular action (e.g., Protect) may be assigned to the
whole 1x1km square, but at a finer scale, this action may
not be relevant to all the land in that square. 

It is therefore important to note the limitations of this
map for project level assessment, site level assessment
for action and “on-the-ground” implementation. It is
recommended that finer-scale mapping or prioritization
is conducted within the broader ESLA priority areas prior
to project-level implementation.
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Scale of map and scale of application

Maps are powerful tools for environmental and land use
management initiatives. It is envisaged that South
Africa’s ELSAA map (and possible future ELSAA map
versions or related products) will support the
implementation of policy commitments by guiding
decision-making related to the mobilisation of resources
for nature-positive action. The aim of this section is to
consolidate the ideas and suggestions regarding the
application of the ELSAA map that have been supplied by
a range of stakeholders to date.

The following specific potential use cases have thus far
been identified:

Implementation pathways for the ELSAA map

Rehabilitation and restoration of working lands (soil
erosion, wetlands, etc),
Alien invasive plant clearing,

   1. Resource Mobilisation Action Planning
The ELSAA map can be used in action planning for
resource mobilisation in priority areas where financial
investment measures are required. This type of planning
occurs at all levels of government: National, Provincial
(e.g., Provincial Growth and Development Strategy),
District and Local Municipal (e.g., budget allocations to
LED, EPWP, LDN projects). This includes broad-scale
action planning for:
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Land Degradation Neutrality,
Sustainable Use Areas, and
Stewardship programme investment and incentives.
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    2. Wildlife Economy Planning
The ELSAA map identifies broad-scale priority areas for
capital, infrastructure, and enterprise development
investment into the wildlife sector in order to achieve
South Africa’s goal of 100,000 jobs. The ELSAA products
can also help inform refinements to, or next iterations of
the national Biodiversity Economy Nodes.

The next iteration of the ELSAA could focus on the
biodiversity economy more generally, given that spatial
data to represent additional aspects of the economy,
such as bioprospecting, is generated.

    3. Protected Area Expansion Plans
ELSAA products can be used when Provincial and
National protected area expansion strategies are
updated, as they provide a robust, top-down
prioritisation of areas for formal protection, relative to
area-based policy targets, and in complement with
various other national nature-based priorities and
actions. Further, the underlying biodiversity heat maps
are notably novel in their incorporation of species
protection-level patterns, thus bringing new spatial
information to bear on fulfilling protected area
expansion objectives more comprehensively across
ecosystems and species.

    4.National Spatial Development Framework
Strategic links between ELSAA map and the NSDF can be
made with specific reference to action areas (Protect,
Reduce Pressures, Restore, Urban Adapt, and Avoid
Loss). In addition, there is potential to include the ELSAA
map into the Implementation Framework of the NSDF as
part of a suite of inputs into the Ecological Infrastructure
Network subframe. 

The NSDF also identifies five types of National Spatial
Action Areas (NSAAs), one of which is ‘National Resource
Risk Regions’ (NRRRs). NRRRs are five broad areas in the
country where competing land uses and pressures are
impacting on ecosystems and natural resources, where
action is needed. The ELSAA could make a direct link to
the NSAAs, but at a finer scale than the NRRRs.
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    5. Demonstration of Impact of Investment
Impact of investment into the Biodiversity Sector can be
demonstrated through the ELSAA map, which is a
scientifically validated and data-driven output. This could
be used for marketing purposes on the Biodiversity
Sector Investment Portal and can support mainstreaming
efforts of Resource Mobilization into the Biodiversity
Sector. 

    6. Prioritisation of Municipalities
Through comparing the distribution of each of the five
actions (Protect, Reduce pressures, Restore, Urban
Adapt, and Avoid loss) across different District
Municipalities, keeping in mind their relative size, the
country could prioritise Municipalities for ELSAA
interventions, and therefore resource mobilisation
efforts. This would support the mainstreaming of
biodiversity considerations into land use planning and
the identification of nature-positive development
pathways that support livelihoods and create jobs.

Air Quality Management, 
Biodiversity and Conservation (including aquatic
ecosystems, Protected Areas, Ecotourism, Wildlife
Economy), 
Climate Change, 

    7. District Delivery Model body of work
The Department of Cooperative Governance and
Traditional Affairs (COGTA), which is spearheading the
District Delivery Model, has developed District Profiles as
an initial baseline. Under these Profiles, the environment
sector hardly has any visibility. The structure of the
economy is outlined under the primary, secondary and
tertiary sector with biodiversity economy elements
located across various sectors. There is a brief section on
an Environmental forecast which refers to the
vulnerability of the district to Climate Change. See for
example: Mopani District Municipality (DM).

DFFE has developed a Local Government Support
Strategy, and developed district profiles with a specific
lens that includes various aspects of the Department’s
programmatic mandate, with the following components: 
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Chemicals and Waste Management, 
Environmental Authorisation, 
Compliance and Enforcement, 
Environmental Governance, and
Environmental Programmes. 
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Furthermore, a Diagnostic and Reprioritisation Report
has been developed for each District. An ELSAA map per
District would add great value to such a report and could
significantly strengthen the reprioritisation and
implementation modalities of the sector – especially in
relation to the targets that have been taken into
account. This would also provide an interesting lens into
the Biodiversity Economy potential and Biodiversity
Sector Investment potential of each District.

     8. Protected Areas Sustainable Financing Strategies
The map could specifically locate protected areas which
fall under 4 MA i.e., Limpopo Department of Economic
Development, Environment & Tourism (LEDET) and
Eastern Cape Parks and Tourism Agency (ECPTA). Initial
meetings have been held with Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife
(EKZNW) and Department of Environment and Nature
Conservation (DENC). These are currently in the process
of developing sustainable financing solutions, and
knowing where they stand on the Reduce, Restore and
Avoid actions could help inform the Financing Strategies. 

Financing efficiency,
Rationalisation,
Rural Investment,
Disaster Risk Reduction,
Urban (specific component of LDN target), and 
Further assist in identifying and assessing potential
EbA project priorities

Other potential applications:

In addition, the map could be considered as a layer in
Strategic Environmental Assessments when undertaking
mapping. The ELSAA map could be used as a ‘backdrop’
layer to seek alignment, where applicable and
appropriate, with National policy commitments.
Therefore, ELSAA should not be used as a direct
informant, but rather as an opportunity map that will
identify where both Regional and National objectives can
be met.
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