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1INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
Climate change is a rapidly growing threat to South Africa 

and is likely to cause widespread loss of biodiversity, 

consequently endangering the ecosystems upon which 

many, including poor urban and rural people depend. 

Healthy ecosystems are directly linked to human well-

being and long term social and economic resilience. 

Scientific research indicates that the impacts of climate 

change are increasing. It follows that understanding and 

adapting to these changes is critically important. 

Well managed ecosystems provide important services 

such as food, water, fuel and natural medicines. They also 

help to reduce climate change vulnerability and disaster 

risk by serving as protective barriers against hazards such 

as floods and storms. In addition, there are many non-

material benefits which are derived from ecosystems 

including spiritual values, a sense of place and identity, 

and tourism. 

In an effort to adapt to the effects of climate change, 

South Africa has developed a comprehensive Ecosystem-

based Adaptation (EbA) Strategy that emphasizes the 

role of EbA as part of South Africa’s overarching climate 

change adaptation programme of work.

The EbA Strategy sets out to integrate ecosystem services 

and traditional biodiversity conservation considerations 

into climate change adaptation responses, and explicitly 

emphasizes human well being and the adaptation co-

benefits of healthy ecosystems, linking these to long 

term social and economic resilience at all scales. Effective 

co-ordination, learning and communication amongst 

public and private sector stakeholders are important 

components in mobilising capacity and resources for the 

EbA Strategy. 

The EbA Strategy identifies the need to develop a 

Guideline for EBA (referred to as the EbA Guidelines).
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THE OBJECTIVES OF THE GUIDELINES
The EbA Guidelines provide clarity about the scope of EbA, the principles 

that define it, criteria for identifying appropriate EbA projects, safeguards 

to maximise the chances of successful outcomes and processes for user 

groups to develop or enhance interventions. 

The Guidelines are intended for use when undertaking adaptation 

planning nationally, when designing projects and research programmes, 

when assessing eligibility for EbA funding and when determining 

opportunities for convergence with existing government policies and 

programmes of work. 

They explain the cornerstones of EbA policy, criteria that must be met 

when planning projects and safeguards that need to be taken into 

consideration when designing and implementing EbA interventions 

to ensure that they are consistent with international and national 

best practice.

South Africa believes that implementing the EbA Strategy will allow 

the country to capitalise on opportunities to nurture biodiversity and 

ecosystem services to help people adapt and build resilience to the 

adverse effects of climate change.

BOX 01 DEFINITIONS AND ELABORATION ON GUIDING STANDARD TERMINOLOGY
Cornerstones Principles Criteria Safeguards
Conceptual framing describing the 
fundamental values and functional 
ideals that underpin the EbA approach 
at the highest level. EbA practice is 
anchored within these overarching 
assertions, with EbA the result  
of the synergy between the 
cornerstones. 

Use the overarching cornerstones  
to develop high-level standards  
that govern and guide the behaviour 
of EbA practice. Principles set out  
the expectation for EbA practice, 
articulating the ideals  
of the cornerstones  
more specifically. 

Requirements that must be met  
to achieve Principles. Criteria define 
the core characteristics of each 
Principle further detailing the ideals 
of the cornerstones into practical 
attributes which need to be  
captured during project  
design and implementation. 

Measures taken to protect/ 
prevent/mitigate undesirable 
outcomes that may result  
from inappropriate EbA 
implementation. 
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Four  
Ecosystem-based 
adaptation (EbA) 

user groups

Policy-makers 
interested in including 
EbA in new or existing 
policies or strategies.

Current and 
prospective funders of 

EbA projects and 
research.

Researchers 
interested in 

undertaking EbA 
related research.01

04

02

03

Project and programme 
planners and implementers, 

including in civil society, 
the private sector and 

government.

ANTICIPATED USERS FOR THE GUIDELINES

ANTICIPATED USERS 
FOR THE GUIDELINES

Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA) 

is to be implemented as part of 

South Africa’s overall climate change 

adaptation strategy, in support of a 

long-term, equitable transition to 

a climate-resilient economy and 

society. Realising this vision requires 

the participation and support of 

stakeholders from across science, 

policy and practice. 

As shown in the graphic to the right, 

four broad user groups have been 

identified. 
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WHAT IS ECOSYSTEM-BASED 
ADAPTATION?

Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA) is the use of 

biodiversity and ecosystem services as part of an 

overall adaptation strategy to help people to adapt 

to the adverse effects of climate change. Strategies 

within EbA need to consider ways to manage 

ecosystems so that they can provide the services that 

reduce vulnerability and increase resilience of socio- 

ecological systems to both climatic and non-climatic 

risks, while at the same time providing multiple 

benefits to the society. 

The EbA Strategy uses sustainable management, 

conservation and restoration of ecosystems taking 

into account anticipated climate change impact trends 

to reduce vulnerability and improve the resilience of 

ecosystems and communities. 



EbA interventions integrate services 

from biodiversity and ecosystems, 

benefits for people and climate change 

adaptation responses in the context of 

sustainable development. In summary 

the four cornerstones which must be 

met to qualify as EbA interventions are 

(Figure 1).  

Interventions are adaptation 
responses to current and future 
impacts of climate change

Interventions make use of 
biodiversity and ecosystem services

Interventions result in people being 
more resilient to climate change

Interventions are framed within 
the concept of sustainable 
development.

5

FIGURE 1 Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA) interventions integrate services from 
biodiversity and ecosystems, benefits for people and climate change adaptation 
responses, in the context of sustainable development (adapted from Midgley et al., 2012)

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Climate Change 
Adaptation 
Responses

Benefits
for people

Ecosystem-
based 

Adaptation

Services
from Biodiversity & 

Ecosystems
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WHAT ARE THE MAIN 
GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
AND CRITERIA FOR 
ACHIEVING EbA?
The seven guiding principles that 

are set out below expand the 

cornerstones of EbA and clearly 

explain the conceptual values and 

ideals of EbA. They aim to ensure that 

the conceptual values and ideals of 

EbA at the highest level can be more 

narrowly articulated to assist with 

practice. In terms of the criteria, they 

elaborate the requirements that need 

to be met to achieve EbA principles. 

Principle 01 Principle 02 Principle 03 Principle 04

EbA interventions support resilient 
and functional ecosystems that 
ensure and enhance ecosystem 
services. 

EbA interventions support people in 
adapting to climate change and 
climate variability. 

EbA interventions are participatory, 
inclusive and transparent. 

EbA interventions are knowledge and 
evidence-based as informed by the 
best available science and robust 
indigenous and local knowledge. 

Criterion 01 Criterion 02 Criterion 03 Criterion 04

●● Criterion 1.1 Interventions must 
maintain or improve ecosystem 
functioning and integrity with the 
understanding that healthy, intact 
ecosystems are better able to 
maintain functional integrity under 
a range of climate futures.

●● Criterion 1.2 Interventions must 
leverage resilience in natural, 
near-natural, transformed or 
restored ecosystems without 
impacting adversely on 
biodiversity or compromising the 
ecological integrity of the 
broader ecosystem. 

●● Criterion 2.1 Interventions must 
result in tangible benefits to 
people within the context of 
climate change adaptation. 

●● Criterion 2.2 Interventions 
support socio-economic benefits 
that go beyond improving 
adaptive capacity.

●● Criterion 3.1 Interventions must 
be designed to be inclusive and to 
consider the needs of and impacts 
of climate change on 
marginalised groups.

●● Criterion 3.2 Interventions are 
cognisant of the disproportionate 
impacts of climate change on 
women and are designed with  
this in mind. 

●● Criterion 3.3 Interventions are 
designed, developed and 
implemented through 
participatory processes.

●● Criterion 3.4 Interventions are 
supported by capacity 
building processes.

●● Criterion 4.1 Interventions must 
use credible, scale relevant 
climate scenarios.

●● Criterion 4.2 Interventions are 
based upon credible, locally 
relevant impact and 
vulnerability scenarios. 

●● Criterion 4.3 Interventions 
support learning networks, 
communities of practice and the 
co-generation of knowledge.

●● Criterion 4.4 Interventions 
support robust M&E and 
learning processes.

●● Criterion 4.5 Project cycles assess 
and evaluate trade-offs.

●● Criterion 4.6 Project cycles 
permit flexible adjustment of 
interventions as informed by the 
best available information.

BOX 02 PRINCIPLES AND CRITERIA FOR ACHIEVING EFFECTIVE EbA 
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WHAT ARE EbA SAFEGUARDS?
Safeguards are intended to support EbA implementation within the overarching 

context of the EbA core guiding principles. Safeguards assure that EbA self- screening 

and self-assessment through monitoring and evaluation are in-line with the core 

guiding principles. These apply to all EbA projects.    

Principle 05 Principle 06 Principle 07

EbA interventions are contextualised 
within broader national and regional 
policy and landscape processes and 
are designed to be scalable 
and replicable. 

EbA interventions strive to be 
integrative and to promote 
transdisciplinarity and 
multi-sectorality throughout 
the project lifecycle. 

EbA strives to achieve  
co-benefits and 
synergistic outcomes.

Criterion 05 Criterion 06 Criterion 07

●● Criterion 5.1 Interventions are 
cognisant of broader landscape 
processes and ecosystem services, 
and recognise that some EbA 
service benefits may only become 
apparent at larger scales such as 
watersheds or biomes. 

●● Criterion 5.2 Interventions are 
implemented as part of integrated 
climate change adaptation 
strategies. As such, they are 
aligned with national and 
sub-national enabling frameworks 
and integrated into relevant plans, 
polices and practice at 
multiple scales.

●● Criterion 5.3 Scalability and 
sustainability is explicitly 
considered in EbA interventions.

●● Criterion 6.1 Interventions 
are sectorally cross-cutting 
and require the collaboration, 
coordination, co-operation of 
multi-stakeholder groups 
and operational role-players, 
including that of institutional 
stakeholders. 

●● Criterion 6.2 EbA 
interventions support 
cross-sectoral adaptation and 
governance across scales. 

Synergies between adaptation and 
mitigation outcomes have long 
been sought and incentivised 
where feasible. EbA generally 
revolves around ecosystem 
management and thus may be 
relevant to carbon sequestration 
and related local changes in 
climate forcing such as albedo 
changes, especially where 
restoration or reforestation 
interventions are being considered. 
●● Criterion 7.1 Interventions 

promote positive co-benefit 
synergies, e.g. job creation, 
income generation, climate 
change mitigation     Box 3   .

Safeguard 1: All projects shall 
have a robust monitoring and 
evaluation system.

Safeguard 2: Projects must 
complement or be in line with  
the appropriate national 
environmental legislative and 
regulatory frameworks.

Safeguard 3: Projects must 
complement relevant 
International Agreements and 
Conventions that South Africa 
is party to.

Safeguard 4: Projects shall not 
result in the degradation of 
natural habitat, loss of  
indigenous biodiversity or the 
introduction of invasive species. 

Safeguard 5: Projects shall 
promote fair and equitable  
access to benefits.

Safeguard 6: Projects must 
promote active participation of 
local communities.

Safeguard 7: Projects will respect 
the rights of local communities.

Safeguard 8: Projects will  
not result in unsustainable 
resource use nor unjustified 
increase in drivers of 
climate change.

Safeguard 9: Projects will not 
result in unintended adverse 
impacts on biodiversity or people, 
or the displacement of risks.

Safeguard 10: Projects must 
promote transparent governance.

Safeguard 11: Projects must 
consider appropriate indigenous 
and local knowledge where 
available in addition to 
robust science.

BOX 03 SAFEGUARDS
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PROSPECTIVE EbA STAkEHOLDERS
To achieve its maximum effect, EbA will need to be 

planned, funded and implemented by numerous 

stakeholders in civil society, government and the 

private sector. Scientists, development planners, 

policy experts, economists, financiers, a wide range 

of other specialists and even citizens in both rural and 

urban areas can become involved in the planning 

and implementation of EbA. 

Guidelines for prospective EbA project and 
program managers

Guidelines for prospective EbA policy makers 
and influencers

Guidelines for prospective EbA funders

Guidelines for prospective EbA researchers

Many potential users of EbA are already involved 

in a wide range of climate change adaptation and 

sustainable development programmes, and well- 

coordinated communication and planning can help 

ensure that EbA becomes considered as mainstream 

thinking in these programmes. 

There is also an enormous opportunity for trans- 

disciplinary research to further develop and fine-

tune EbA thinking and for the inclusion of EbA in the 

curriculum of higher learning programmes. 

Robust monitoring and risk assessment tools and 

methodologies also need to be developed to ensure 

the optimum application and success of the EbA 

concept in South Africa. 

EbA is a relatively new concept and an essential 

tool in South Africa’s efforts to adapt to the adverse 

effects of climate change and it is expected that 

further research and experience gained through the 

implementation of EbA projects will strengthen the 

concept. 

The following charts provide easy-to-follow 

guidelines on how to become involved in EbA 

projects:
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How can project and program 
managers get involved?
Project and programme managers are 

understood to be personnel employed 

within the public and private sectors 

who are engaged in the planning, 

development and implementation 

of projects or programmes that lend 

themselves to alignment with EbA. 

Working with these project and 

programme managers will be key to 

building a base of EbA interventions, 

and potentially scaling up the EbA 

programme exponentially if EbA is 

mainstreamed into existing projects 

and programmes. By integrating EbA 

into their interventions, project and 

programme managers stand to gain by 

climate proofing their interventions, 

delivering additional benefits to local 

communities and potentially unlocking 

additional sources of funding.

PROJECT PLANNING

How can I strengthen the EbA outcomes?
Strengthen outcomes under each EbA cornerstone

 Box 1 

Adhere closely to the EbA principles
 Box 2 

How can I avoid negative outcomes?
Ensure that you adhere to the EbA safeguards

 Box 3 

How do I get started?
Develop an Implementation Plan, including components such as scoping, climate change 

vulnerability assessment, monitoring & evaluation
AND

Secure resources, if not yet secured

IMPLEMENT
the EbA PROJECT

DOES MY PROJECT QUALIFY AS EbA?

New Projects

Only if it covers all four  
of the EbA cornerstones

 Box 1 

Existing non-EbA Projects

Only if it is revised to cover all four 
EbA cornerstones

AND
Only if you can show clear intentionality 

to achieve EbA outcomes
 Box 1 

YES

I have a prospective EbA PROJECT or PROGRAM

GUIDELINES FOR 
PROSPECTIVE EbA 

PROJECT AND PROGRAM 
MANAGERS
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How can policy makers and 
influencers get involved?
Policy makers are technical, legal and 

strategic personnel primarily employed 

at national level or at high levels in the 

NGO and private sectors, including 

climate negotiators, who are engaged 

in developing climate change policy or 

providing policy guidance and technical 

analysis. Policy influencers are those who 

influence these processes. 

Opportunities that could be realised 

through this group include the integration 

of EbA into relevant polices and 

frameworks which could unlock further 

cross sectorial integration, connections 

and collaborations. Working with policy 

makers is also important to promote EbA 

at both national and local levels. 

CAN EbA BE INCLUDED IN THE FOCAL POLICY OR STRATEGY?

New Policy or Strategy

Only if funding objectives cover all four  
of the EbA cornerstones

 Box 1 

EbA Policies are not intended 
to be stand-alone, but rather 

mainstreamed into other new or 
existing initiatives

Existing non-EbA Policy or Strategy

Only if it is revised to cover all four 
EbA cornerstones

AND
Only if you can show clear intentionality 

to achieve EbA outcomes
 Box 1 

This is especially relevant to 
the natural resource sector e.g. 

agriculture, water, land, reform, etc.

POLICY OR STRATEGY PLANNING

How can I strengthen the EbA outcomes?
Strengthen outcomes under each EbA cornerstone

 Box 1 

Adhere closely to the EbA principles
 Box 2 

How can I avoid negative outcomes?
Ensure that you adhere to the EbA safeguards

 Box 3 

How do I get started?
Explore linkages with existing or planned policies or strategies

AND
Understand best practices for EbA implementation

ENABLE EbA
in the focal Policy or Strategy

YES

I am a prospective EbA POLICY MAkER or INFLUENCER

GUIDELINES FOR 
PROSPECTIVE EbA 

POLICY MAkERS AND 
INFLUENCERS
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How can prospective funders get 
involved?
Important users of this guideline are 

people engaged in raising funding for, 

or assessing the funding potential of, 

EbA research, projects and programmes. 

Such people are usually employed within 

funding agencies, at multiple levels of 

government, and within the NGO and 

business sectors. Importantly, this group 

does not only include those who are 

funding new projects or new research, 

but also those who are funding initiatives 

or research that could benefit EbA 

practice or open up new opportunities. 

Opportunities that could be realised 

through this group include the unlocking 

of investments for EbA, through both 

new projects and through the climate- 

proofing of existing investment 

portfolios. 

FUND PLANNING

How can I strengthen the EbA outcomes?
Strengthen outcomes under each EbA cornerstone

 Box 1 

Adhere closely to the EbA principles
 Box 2 

How can I avoid negative outcomes?
Ensure that you adhere to the EbA safeguards

 Box 3 

How do I get started?
Scope the EbA funding landscape

AND
For research funding, follow the research guidelines

AND
For research funding, follow the research guidelines

IMPLEMENT
the EbA PROJECT

CAN EbA BECOME A FUNDING PRIORITY?

New Fund

Only if funding objectives cover all four  
of the EbA cornerstones

 Box 1 

Existing non-EbA Fund

Only if funding objectives are revised to 
cover all four EbA cornerstones

AND
Only if you can show clear intentionality 

to achieve EbA outcomes

 Box 1 

YES

I am a prospective EbA FUNDER

GUIDELINES FOR 
PROSPECTIVE EbA 

FUNDERS
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How can researchers get 
involved?
Given the relative newness of the EbA 

concept and its somewhat uneven 

interpretation across several stakeholder 

groups, there is ample opportunity for 

focused research to support several 

aspects of EbA. In addition, there are 

several ongoing research foci at the 

national level that would benefit from 

incorporating and/or testing EbA 

criteria. A major focus is likely to be the 

National Research Foundation (NRF) 

and the Department of Science and 

Technology (DST) funded Global Change 

Grand Challenge, which is a significant 

funding vehicle for climate change 

related research, integrated within 

the broader study of human impacts 

on the environment and sustainable 

development. This major programme is 

in a period of review and redesign, and 

thus offers scope for a focused input from 

this process. 

Opportunities that could be realised 

through this group are a deeper 

understanding of the application of EbA 

interventions in the context of socio- 

ecological systems, and the development 

of robust monitoring and risk assessment 

tools and methodologies.

RESEARCH PLANNING

How can I strengthen the EbA outcomes?
Strengthen outcomes under each EbA cornerstone

 Box 1 

Adhere closely to the EbA principles
 Box 2 

How can I avoid negative outcomes?
Ensure that you adhere to the EbA safeguards

 Box 3 

How do I get started?
Follow the research guidelines

AND
Secure resources, if not yet secured

IMPLEMENT 
the EbA Research

DOES MY RESEARCH QUALIFY AS EbA?

New Research

Only if it covers all four  
of the EbA cornerstones

 Box 1 

Existing non-EbA Research

Only if it is revised to cover all four 
EbA cornerstones

AND
Only if you can show clear intentionality 

to achieve EbA outcomes

 Box 1 

YES

I am a prospective EbA RESEARCHER

GUIDELINES FOR 
PROSPECTIVE EbA 

RESEARCHERS



WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS FOR IMPLEMENTING EbA? 
Ecosystem based Adaptation uses Ecological 
Infrastructure (EI), and its associated biodiversity and 
ecosystem services, to help people adapt and build 
resilience to the adverse effects of climate change 
(CBD 2009). EbA is firmly located in and contributes 

to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
adopted by the by the United Nations in 2015. EbA 
reduces vulnerability to both climate and non-
climate risks and provides multiple economic, social, 
environmental and cultural benefits, including:

Managing, restoring and 
protecting ecosystems 

can also contribute 
to sustainable water 

management. 

Complementing and 
enhancing climate change 
mitigation interventions. 

Protecting, restoring, 
and managing key 
ecosystems helps 

biodiversity and people 
to adjust to changing 
climatic conditions. 

By protecting and restoring 
healthy ecosystems to be more 

resilient to climate change 
impacts, EbA strategies can 

help to ensure continued 
availability and access to 

essential natural resources 
so that communities can 
better cope with current 

climate variability and future 
climate change.

Promoting healthy 
ecosystems that play an 

important role in protecting 
infrastructure and 

enhancing human security, 
acting as natural barriers 

and mitigating the impact 
of extreme weather events.
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ECOSYSTEM-BASED 
ADAPTATION (EBA) 
GUIDELINES

Ecosystem-based Adaptation (EbA) is rapidly 

developing into an essential strategy in 

South Africa’s efforts to adapt to the adverse 

effects of climate change. 

Healthy ecosystems are directly linked to 

human well-being and social and long-term 

economic resilience. A comprehensive EbA 

Strategy which aims to support and 

unlock the benefits of these ecosystems 

can be interwoven with existing climate 

change adaptation programmes, including 

those led by NGOs and those 

developed by scientists and 

government agencies. 

This booklet helps 

explain the concept of 

EbA. It provides step-

by-step guidelines that 

show how a broad range of 

stakeholders can become involved 

in existing and still-to-be developed 

climate change adaptation programmes and 

projects that will benefit both biodiversity 

and people. 
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