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THE ENVIRONMENT 

The natural environment comprises of all living (biotic) and non living (abiotic) things that occur 
naturally (i.e. not manmade) on earth. The natural environment is therefore everything that is 
not a result of human activity or intervention, although humans also form part of the greater 
environment. 

BIOTIC ABIOTIC 

All animals Sun & air 

All plants Water & nutrients 

Micro-organisms (bacteria) Soil 

 

EXAMPLES OF THE BIOTIC ENTITIES WITHIN THE ENVIRONMENT 
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ENVIRONMENTAL RIGHTS 

Everyone has a fundamental right to the environment, which means that everyone has the right 
to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well being (the Constitution of the 
Republic of South Africa Act, 1996 (Act No. 108 of 1996)). This fundamental right also says that 
government must protect the environment from pollution as well as promote conservation and 
sustainable development. Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of 
present generations without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs, 
it must overcome environmental degradation. 

The National Environmental Management Act (NEMA) (Act No. 107 of 1998) is a law that helps 
individuals to protect the environment. 

For example: 

 It mandates government to look at all the environmental impacts that a development 
could have on the environment before it is allowed to proceed. 

 It protects individuals who do not want to engage in activities that might harm the 
environment. 

 It protects people who report others harming the environment.   
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ECOSYSTEMS 

The natural environment can be viewed as one large ECOSYSTEM consisting of many smaller 
interlinking systems. An ecosystem can be described as an assemblage of living organisms (biotic 
entities) interacting with abiotic (non-living/physical) entities functioning as a loose dynamic and 
complex unit. The diagram and picture below illustrates a simplified ecosystem. 
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FOOD WEBS 

Food webs describe the feeding relationship between living organisms, while food chains 
describe linear relationships between organisms. When numerous food chains are combined, 
they form food webs. The diagrams below illustrate two different food webs that occur in the 
environment. The arrows indicate which organisms are linked to each other and the direction 
of the energy (food) flow. 

 

Energy entering ecosystems such as sunlight is transferred by producers (plants) into chemical 
energy through a process termed photosynthesis. This is further made possible by 
decomposing organisms in the ground which provide nutrients to the producers.  That energy 
then passes from organism to organism in food webs, as depicted above.  
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CONSERVATION 

Conservation involves the protection and maintenance of biodiversity, where biodiversity is 
defined as the variety amongst organisms in different ecosystems. Maintaining biodiversity is 
essential for proper ecosystem functioning. All organisms and their abiotic environments are 
interlinked, thus the disappearance of any one will alter the balance of these ecosystems. 
However, should the disturbance be of great significance, some ecosystems are unable to 
repair themselves. 

 

WHY CONSERVE THE ENVIRONMENT 

As humans living in an environment where we constantly change things to benefit ourselves, 
we need to consider the natural environment and its need for “survival”. Humans cause 
massive disturbances through development and recreational activities and need to be 
responsible for these actions. 

While correcting the imbalances we create, we also need to conserve the environment for a 
number of other reasons: 

 The environment is ultimately what maintains life on earth. If we wish to co-exist with 
nature (the diversity of animals and plant life) we need to protect it from harm and 
extinction. 

 The environment is very much part of our cultural, historical and social heritage 

 We need to conserve our natural heritage for future generations. 

 By protecting and maintaining biodiversity, we manage the major players in ecosystem 
functioning. 

 Natural areas require our intervention if they are to persist, as rapid urban and rural 
development is fast encroaching on remaining remnants of natural areas. 

 Basic livelihood needs, such as food and clean water, are products only of a healthy 
natural environment in which nutrients are recycled and system components are in 
equilibrium 
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PRACTICAL CONSERVATION 

 

1. Walking and Working in Nature (NO-GO area’s) 

When going on hikes or walks, there are several things that can be done to minimize the 
impact on the environment. For example: 

 Try to remain on existing paths, thus not disturbing natural areas and creating more 
paths, which impacts negatively on the visual character of the landscape and compacts 
the soil in those areas. 

 

 Do not disturb topsoil stockpiles. These stockpiles need to be clearly demarcated and 
protected. 

 Do not pick flowers or damage plants in any way. 

 When one encounters an animal (healthy or injured), do not disturb it, and rather 
report it to the local conservation authority, if necessary.  

 Never enter a stream or watercourse as these are all strictly controlled no-go areas. 
No machinery or construction vehicle may enter a stream or watercourse. 

 Be careful do not litter. Please use bins provided. 
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 Ensure that the working environment (construction sites) remains within the 
demarcated boundaries, so as to minimize disturbance. Surrounding areas may contain 
Endangered and Threatened species that need to be protected, as only a small number 
of individuals remain.  

 

2. Noise and Vibrations 

Animals are extremely sensitive to noise and vibrations. In a completely natural 
environment they rely on these senses for survival. Therefore, as some vibrations can 
travel great distances, it is imperative that the disturbance caused by machines of any 
kind in natural areas is limited by remaining on site and ensuring that machinery is in 
good working condition. 
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3. Harmful Substances 

 All potential environmental hazardous substances such as oil, fuel, paint etc should at 
all times be stored within the provided container on site. 

 

 On site substances, such as diesel/oil/petrol and any other hydrocarbon derivatives 
must be handled with care. Spills should be cleaned up by removing all contaminated 
soil and disposing of it at a licensed/ registered waste facility. 

 Drip trays (minimum of 10cm deep) must be placed under all machinery and vehicles.  
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 Impermeable surfaces, such as a block of cement, should be laid down in areas where 
frequent refueling takes place. This will minimize the amount of fuel filtering into the 
soil and ultimately the ground water. 

 

As a general rule, remember that substances not found naturally within the environment 
may potentially be detrimental to it. 
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4. Cement batching  

 Cement and concrete in all its forms is poisonous and will have detrimental effects on 
the environment due to its high alkalinity (High pH). 

 All cement batching must be done on an impermeable surface (Mortar boards) to 
ensure that no cement in any form is in contact with the soil beneath. Please ensure 
that the mortar board is large enough for the amount of cement being mixed. 

 

 As soon as any cement water comes in contact with the soil it should be removed and 
disposed off at a licensed landfill site (Vissershok Waste Management Facility). 
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5. Protecting Animals 

  

  

Wild animals are generally afraid of humans and will tend to run away, however some 
animals under special circumstances may become familiar with humans. We have the 
responsibility of looking after animals and protecting their rights, which can be achieved 
by abiding to these points: 

 Do not hunt animals by setting traps or using other methods. Animals have a right to life 
and one needs a permit to be allowed to hunt animals (or remove plants for that 
matter). 

 



Environmental Awareness 

 

12 | P a g e  

Prepared by Guillaume Nel Environmental Consultants (GNEC)  E-mail to: guillaume@gnec.co.za 

Tel: 021 870 1874 Fax: 086 6933 802 / 021 870 1873 Mobile: 072 157 1321 

 

 Do not trap animals with the intention to release them later (unless you have a permit), 
as they may get injured in the process. 

 Do not pick up animals (such as tortoises) or move them into different areas. Some 
animals are territorial (they defend their living space from others of the same type), and 
moving them may cause unnecessary fighting and injury/death. 

 Do not feed animals, as they are not used to eating the foods we eat. Feeding may also 
lead animals to become dependent on humans, which may result in decreased survival, 
should we leave the area and stop feeding the animals – they may forget or become 
lazy to hunt/forage for themselves. 
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6. Invasive Species 

 

Invasive species are defined as those plants or animals that do not naturally occur 
within an area (i.e. not native), but occur there because humans have introduced them 
into that environment. Invasive species, because they do not naturally occur within 
areas, can alter ecological relationships among native species thus altering ecosystems. 

Characteristics of invasive species are as follows: 

 Fast growth 

 Rapid reproduction 

 High dispersal ability 

 Tolerance of a wide variety of environmental conditions 

 Ability to adapt quickly to changing environments 

Invasive species, because they have no natural enemies, tend to out-compete native 
species. Thus, once established, they spread rapidly and can completely alter the 
surrounding environment. 

Disturbed areas, such as construction sites, are usually first colonized by alien invasive 
species if invasive species occur in the vicinity. The problem arises when these aliens are 
well established, as they inhibit other native species from establishing by out-competing 
them on nutrients, water, sunlight and space. 

It is, therefore, of great importance, if we wish to maintain diversity and our native 
natural environment, that we keep disturbances to a minimum, rehabilitate disturbed 
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areas and continually monitor and remove alien invasive species – preferably before 
they become established and are able to set seed or disperse. 

7.  Litter 

 

Litter in the natural environment can be detrimental to the environment for the 
following reasons: 

 The majority of litter is not biodegradable (it will not naturally decompose over time) 

 Animals are known to eat plastic and other harmful substances. This could lead to 
serious health problems or even death. 
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 Some litter may contain or have traces of harmful substances that may dissolve in 
water, enter into the soil and be absorbed by plants. 

 

 Litter also clogs water courses and may inhibit water flow in shallow/small streams, 
thereby altering the ecology within those streams. 

 

 It is unpleasant to look at. 

Biodegradable litter, such as left over foods, should also be disposed of appropriately. 
Animals should not be able to access waste foods, as these are not part of their natural 
diet and may lead to food poisoning or death. Food stuffs also impact the aesthetic 
beauty of the environment. 

 

Please use bins provided. All bins needs to be secured against wind, weather and must 
be scavenger proof. 
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8. Smoking 

 

Smoking while outdoors in natural vegetation can be very dangerous. Smokers tend to 
have a habit of throwing cigarette butts onto the ground, sometimes forgetting to 
extinguish them properly, which could start devastating veldt fires. Cigarette butts are a 
type of litter and they negatively impact on the visual character of the area. 

 It depends entirely on the contractor whether he allows smoking or not on site. He 
will however be responsible if a fire should break out due to smoking on site 

 Smoking only allowed in areas specifically specified by the ECO 
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9. Cultural Heritage considerations 

 Heritage would be pertaining to all burial, graves or ancient structure which might hold 
religious value to someone.  

 The contractor must under all circumstances report any heritage significant findings 
directly and immediately to GNEC.  

Heritage significant findings: 

Graves 

Bones 

Fossil shells 

Ancient metals or coins 

Ancient ceramics 

Stone artifacts 

Rock art or engravings 
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10.  Fires 

Fires should not be made in the environment, except within designated areas, such as a 
braai area within a campsite. Fires out in the open can be extremely dangerous, as they 
require strict and continual supervision. Strong winds and dry vegetation increase the 
probability of runaway veldt fires. 

Fires are able to destroy vast areas of natural vegetation, in turn destroying animal 
habitats and exposing the area to increased erosion and invasion by alien plants and/or 
animals. Fires also kill small and/or slow moving animals such as tortoises, rodents, 
amphibians and reptiles. Other animals may also die due to smoke inhalation and heat 
exhaustion. 

The following points should be considered when making fires: 

 Fires should only be set in clear, open areas away from any natural vegetation, 
especially grass and trees, preferably within designated areas. 

 The fire area should be contained by rocks or other inflammable objects. 

 A bucket of water or sand should always be present to extinguish coals or sparks. 

 Fires should be extinguished properly before abandoned. No smoldering pieces of wood 
or glowing embers should remain, as these can easily be fanned into flames by the 
wind. 
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11. Washing of dishes, Clothes & Personal Hygiene 

Washing inevitably involves chemicals such as soaps and/or detergents, which are 
detrimental to the environment in a number of ways: 

 Chemicals infiltrate the soil, making it an unfavorable habitat for some plants and micro 
organisms. 

 Some washing substances kill micro-organisms, plants and larger animals. Aquatic 
organisms are especially affected when substances enter into water bodies, such as 
rivers or dams. 

 Chemicals could infiltrate the soil to depths at which ground water contamination 
occurs. 

 

Chemicals such as these remain in the environment for long periods of time. The 
following should be practiced to minimize pollution by soaps/other washing substances: 

 Dishes and/or clothes should be washed within a large container. 

 Soapy water must not be discarded into water bodies (especially streams, dams and 
wetlands). 

 Soapy water should be discarded in permanent ablution facilities. 

 People are not to wash themselves in rivers or dams using any kind of soap or unnatural 
substance. 
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12. Sanitation 

Appropriate sanitation facilities are essential to maintain good health. The following 
principles will enhance human health and safety as well as conserve the environment 
surrounding our settlements: 

 Always use ablution facilities provided. One chemical toilet per 15 people. 

  

 Ensure that these facilities are regularly cleaned and hygienically maintained. 

 Do not use the surrounding environment as a toilet, as human excrement can be toxic 
to plants and may alter the soil’s chemical/organic chemistry. 

 

When using portable toilets or ablution facilities, bear the following points in mind: 

 Ensure that chemical toilets are maintained and that no chemicals leak into the ground. 

 Toilets should be emptied and cleaned regularly to ensure health and safety. Contents 
should be disposed of at appropriate permanent facilities and not discarded into the 
natural environment. 

 Toilets should not be cleaned near water bodies, such as nearby rivers or dams. 
Chemicals used to kill organisms and alter the chemistry of the water, which may have a 
knock-on effect on other parts of the ecosystem. 
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CONCLUSION 

To enjoy nature, ensure its protection and maintain diversity, every individual has a 
responsibility to contribute to conservation. 

PLEASE REPORT ANY ENVIRONMENTAL INCIDENTS TO THE MANAGEMENT ON 
SITE IN WHICH CASE THEY WILL REPORT THE INCIDENT TO THE 
ENVIRONMENTAL OFFICER TO ACT ON THE INCIDENT, SHOULD IT BE NEEDED. 

Remember: the environment enables us to live the way we do. 

However, if we continue to pollute, disturb and destroy natural areas, we are ultimately 
speeding up our own demise. 

Some environmental quotes: 

When we heal the earth, we heal ourselves. ~David Orr 

Take care of the earth and she will take care of you. ~Author Unknown 

The earth we abuse and the living things we kill will, in the end, take their revenge; for in 
exploiting their presence we are diminishing our future. ~Marya Mannes, More in Anger, 1985 

Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are but one thread within it. Whatever we do to 
the web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound together. All things connect. ~Chief Seattle, 
1855 

Take nothing but pictures. Leave nothing but footprints. Kill nothing but time.                                
~Motto of the Baltimore Grotto, a caving society 
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