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Towards implementing ecological
restoration in Namibia

Antje Burke*

LIKE MANY OTHER DEVELOPING NATIONS,
Namibia faces the dilemma of imminent
ecological degradation in many parts of

the country1 versus expanding a struggling,
largely resource-based economy to support its
people. It is hard to argue that repairing dam-
aged ecosystems for the benefit of maintain-
ing ecological biodiversity is necessary in a
poor country, unless the natural resource base
for its people is directly affected (as in grazing
and forest areas).2 This article reviews the
legal and policy framework for ecological
restoration in Namibia and proposes some
solutions to encourage restoration. Although
the policy framework and suggested solu-
tions are applicable to both, the focus here is
on restoration in the context of infrastructure
and mining developments and does not dis-
cuss explicitly the restoration of rangelands
damaged by overgrazing.

Setting the legal and policy
framework

The legal and policy framework for
dealing with environmental matters in

Namibia is fairly advanced and places the
principles of sustainable management
and protecting natural resources high on
the national agenda.3 Namibia is a signa-
tory to many overarching international
conventions, such as the Convention on
Biological Diversity, the Convention to
Combat Desertification, the Convention
on Wetlands of International Importance,
and the United Nations Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change. Each of these
provides a set of strategic objectives that
addresses biodiversity conservation and
land degradation issues.4 Environmental
policy prescribes environmental assess-
ments for all development projects,5 and a
substantial body of legal documents is in
place that addresses land degradation,
pollution, soil erosion and water catch-
ment management as well as species pro-
tection.6–10 Although many of the legally
binding documents are out of date and
are to be replaced with revised legislation
in due course,11–15 enabling guidelines in

the form of wide-ranging policies ad-
dressing environmental aspects within
the context of sustainable development
are in place.16–19 The principle of sustain-
able development is further enacted in
Namibia’s National Development Plan 2
(2002) and Vision 2030 (2002), which are
strategic documents committing the
country to environmental sustainability
as an overall national goal. However, the
concept of sustainable development
leaves room for interpretation and what
this actually means in practice is often a
matter of lengthy and unresolved de-
bates.20 In terms of ecological restoration,
no legal documents or policies mention
restoration explicitly and restoration can
hence be considered only a tool to make
the use and extraction of natural re-
sources sustainable.

Restoration and environmental
management in practice

Despite ample legal and policy support,
driven by the necessity of job creation and
economic considerations, many economi-
cally marginal enterprises, although not
sustainable in the long term and often
damaging to the environment (such as
small-scale mining), are allowed to oper-
ate in Namibia. These often leave envi-
ronmental damage that is not repairable
and which is discovered only once the
company or individuals responsible have
long ceased to exist or have left the coun-
try. Furthermore, there is inappropriate
staffing of the institutions supposed to
enforce enabling guidelines and under-
take activities towards meeting the
well-intentioned sustainable develop-
ment and biodiversity objectives (many
government positions in the line ministry
responsible for the environment are cur-
rently inactivated or not staffed), there is a
lack of understanding of the conse-
quences of non-adherence, and some-
times political agendas prevail that
conflict with biodiversity protection. The
key legislation regulating environmental
protection, the Environmental Manage-
ment Bill, has not been ratified and at
present exists simply as a policy rather
than as a firm legal basis for action. This
results in environmental management of-
ten being superficially addressed, if at all.

Restoring damaged ecosystems after
mining and environmental impacts asso-
ciated with other development projects is
hence a far cry from implementation, and
at present is seen as a luxury only the rich
world can afford to address. Most deci-
sion-makers and developers do not real-
ize that in many instances much can be
achieved with minimal effort, good plan-
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ning and a basic understanding of ecolog-
ical processes.21,22 The fact that this will re-
sult in new jobs and that there is also an
opportunity to integrate environmental
and social responsibilities,23 is also over-
looked.

What are the solutions?
If all draft environmental legislation in

circulation were eventually passed into
law in Namibia, there are four main ac-
tions that will facilitate placing restora-
tion high on the decision-makers’ and
developers’ agendas:
1. Emphasizing the positive social impli-

cations (job creation, and the long-
term stability of the resource base for
people);

2. stressing the link between restoration
and sustainable development;

3. creating positive incentives (such as
tax relief); and

4. providing practical, hands-on guide-
lines on how to restore.

As a first step, an analysis of available
restoration methods and their applicabil-
ity in the arid southern Namib (see page
413 of this issue24) shows what may be
feasible in a developing country with
limited local capacity in restoration ecol-
ogy, lack of incentives, and limited

pressure to implement environmental
management.
This review was compiled while I was supported by
the National Namibian Biodiversity Programme; I
was also encouraged by two anonymous reviewers.
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The Transvaal Museum is proud to
announce that its

CASTING PROGRAMME

has been re-established

Research and educational casts are now obtainable
from the Museum, subject to availability.

For additional information and pricing, please contact:

Stephany Potze at (012) 322-7632 or Potze@nfi.co.za

or visit: www.nfi.co.za/palaeo/palaeo.html

The Transvaal Museum wishes to announce the re-introduction of its renowned fossil casting

programme. Research-quality casts of fossils from some of South Africa's most important

hominid sites are again available. Our catalogue includes numerous hominid cranial, dental

and postcranial remains, as well as a selection of bone and stone tools from the sites of

Sterkfontein, Swartkrans and Kromdraai. We also offer reasonably priced, high-grade edu-

cational casts for classroom instruction. A complete listing of available material can be found

at www.nfi.co.za/palaeo/palaeo.html. Casts are manufactured from epoxy tooling resins,

which offer as little as 0.2% shrinkage and virtually no distortion. These lightweight and

durable casts are hand-painted. As a result of widespread demand, our catalogue is

constantly expanding, and special requests for specimens not currently in our catalogue can

be accommodated.


