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Cross-sectoral drivers like the environment are not of secondary 

importance to national skills planning. They have received less attention 

than necessary, not because they are not of primary importance, but 

because we have not yet developed suitable mechanisms to plan and 

provide for cross-sectoral drivers. This matter must be addressed in the 

revised SETA system, in the NSDS III and in the South African Human 

Resource Development Strategy. 
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PREAMBLE 

 
The call for comment on the proposed NSDS III and the new SETA landscape comes in the 
wake of the Copenhagen Conference on Climate Change where South Africa pledged to 
reduce carbon emissions. It comes at the start of a recovery from the recession in which a 
significant part of our response has been through a massive infrastructure-building 
programme, and it is well-timed to inform the new growth path being forged in government. 
It is in time to receive the recommendations from the Green Economy Summit convened on 
18-20 May 2010 by four government departments (Dept of Environment Affairs, DEA), Dept 
of Economic Development, Dept of Science and Technology, DST and the Dept of Trade and 
Industry, DTI). This Summit endorsed a ‘green’ growth path that is resource efficient, less 
carbon intensive and pro-employment.  
 
But even outside the framework of a green economy, the environment is vital to sustainable 
economic development, livelihoods and human well being. Millions of South Africans (and 
particularly the rural unemployed) are directly and indirectly dependent on the health and 
sustained availability of natural resources like water and soil. 
 
Conservative estimates1 indicate that more than 300,000 people are employed in 
environmental occupations in South Africa, in public, private and not-for-profit 
organisations, and the sector will potentially grow significantly. The Environmental Goods 
and Services sector (currently at R20 billion, or 1.7% of GDP) is projected to triple in the next 
five years. The DTI notes that an additional 140,000 jobs could be created by formalizing the 
recycling industry, and according to the Green Economy Summit Discussion Document 
355,000 jobs could be created by 2020 in the manufacturing and installation of solar heaters 
alone.  

On 20 May 2010 the Green Economy Summit concluded that it was critical to define the 

skills development needs and programmes required to achieve the job creation potential of 

a green growth path. Unfortunately, the broad and cross-cutting environmental ‘sector’ has 

no overarching agency through which to address skills planning2. This is a key consideration 

underpinning this submission.  

The submission has been prepared by a National Environmental Skills Planning Forum  

constituted under the auspices of the DEA’s Directorate: Sector Education, Training and 

Development, in partnership with associated government department and civil society 

initiatives focusing on addressing skills gaps in the environmental sector (see cover page).  

                                                                 

1
 There are difficulties in accurately quantifying environmental occupations.  

2
 In an attempt to fill this gap, the DEA has undertaken research for an Environmental Sector Skills 

Plan, even though it is not a SETA. This ESSP (DEA, January 2010 and May 2010) provides a useful 

‘start’ in this direction, but needs to be integrated into the national system of skills planning and 

development. 
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The submission draws on a number of studies undertaken by these partners including: 

 A draft Environmental Sector Skills Plan (scoping skills needs across the environmental 

sector, including skills needs for current policy implementation and service delivery in 

local government and skills needed for the emergence of the green economy; see DEA, 

January 2010 and DEA May 2010) 

 A study to inform human capital development and transformation for biodiversity 

management, research and conservation, including aspects of Forestry, Agriculture and 

Fisheries 

 A study to inform skills planning in the Water sub-sector (to inform the work of the DWA 

Water Training Academy, and a system of innovation for water related education in 

South Africa) 

 A DST strategy for human capital development to address capacity challenges for the 

DST 10 Year Innovation Plan – particularly the Global Change Grand Challenge National 

Research Plan, which focuses on knowledge of global change, including climate change 

and sustainability innovations  

 A  SAQA research programme undertaken by the Environmental Education and 

Sustainability Unit at Rhodes University, on workplace learning and sustainable 

development practices.    

SUMMARY - THIS SUBMISSION CALLS FOR: 

1. Recognition of how the environmental driver impacts on social and economic 

development, of the fact that sustainable natural resource management and use is a 

Strategic Goal of the Medium Term Strategic Framework3, and that this prioritises the 

environmental driver in skills planning across sectors. 

2. Recognition of opportunities for employment creation and rural development opened 

up by investing in environmental skills for a green economy; water management for 

development and growth;  and the protection of ecosystem services  

3. Recognition of the skills needed for South Africa to successfully implement its legislation 

for water and environmental management (the National Water Act, Act 36 of 1998 and 

the National Environmental Management Act (Act 107 of 1998, with attendant 

legislation like the National Biodiversity Act and the Integrated Coastal Management 

Act), the National Framework for Sustainable Development, and the Medium Term 

Strategic Framework for Climate Change response.  

                                                                 

3
 The NSDS notes the need to examine the skills requirements of each of the priorities identified in the 

Medium Term Strategic Framework (MTSF) and the need to support the development of the skills 

base on which the achievement of the MSTF goals will depend. 
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4. Adequate provisions for environmental skills development in the NSDS III and South 

Africa’s Human Resource Development Strategy (2010-2030)  

5. Adequate provisions for regular environmental skills planning, development and 

monitoring in the SETA landscape 

6. Mechanisms whereby this could be achieved, such as: 

 Including the environmental driver (risks and opportunities) in the Challenges and 

Categories of Programmatic Responses, and the Guidelines for Sectoral Analysis (E.g. 1. 

Analysis of economic and environmental sustainability performance) in the NSDS III. 

 A Task Team and directive to help all SETAs to integrate the environmental driver as it 

pertains to their areas of concern, including reference to the Environmental Sector Skills 

Plan (DEA, January and May 2010) and the outcomes of the Green Economy Summit. 

 Environmental representation on the Panel of Experts and Key Stakeholders to comment 

on Sector Skills Plans, and recognising the role of the Ministries of Water Affairs and 

Environment, and Science and Technology, in environmental skills planning 

 A possible dedicated Environment SETA 

 More strategic, field-based analyses of core and emergent policy frameworks to 

complement Workplace Skills Plans in informing national skills development.  

 

The NSDS III and HRDS should: 

 Make reference to the environmental driver in relation to 

economic and social development (as identified in the MTSF 

and elsewhere) 

 Provide clear directives to SETAs and specific indicators for 

integrating environmental skills planning according to 

national cross-sectoral and sector-specific priorities. 

The SETA landscape should explicitly integrate the 

environmental driver through one or more of these options: 

 Integrate sector-specific and cross-sectoral environmental 

skills planning in all SETAs with expert assistance 

 Integrate a key focus on environmental skills planning in 

priority SETAs, also with dedicated expert assistance 

 Establish a distinct Environment SETA 

 A combination of these strategies. 
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DEFINITION AND SCOPE 

What binds a number of diverse fields into what could be conceived of as an environmental 

sector? The defining feature is the 2-fold concern with access to and sustainable use of 

natural resources that are fundamental to human well-being and economic development.  

The scope of the environmental sector thus encompasses: 

 biodiversity and ecosystem services 

 water quality and availability 

 pollution, waste and sanitation 

 sustainable clean energy; and  

 related risks such as climate change. 

Support functions such as planning, research, governance, environmental education and 

training, management and sustainability practices are essential to all these fields and thus 

relevant to environmental skills planning. 

 

THE ISSUE: INADEQUATE SKILLS DEVELOPMENT FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 

SECTOR 

A number of studies  are available to inform skills planning and provisioning for the 

environmental sector (see e.g. DEA January 2010, DEA May 2010 and HSRC, 2009). These 

studies show that environmental skills development has been inadequate, ad hoc, 

fragmented, reactive and inefficient.  

Inadequate: Poor skills provisioning for the environmental sector is having a dramatic 

impact. The studies listed collectively estimate shortages of over 800 environment-related 

scientists and 1500 environment-related technical skills in the public sector, affecting service 

delivery and implementation of core national legislation. For example, at least 55% of local 

authorities struggle with sub-standard water quality. The Department of Water Affairs noted 

that skills shortages have caused a poor understanding of the requirements for waste water 

treatment, and hence inadequate funding to maintain this ‘first barrier’ to ensure clean 

drinking water4. Inadequate skills development is holding back many environmental 

organisations from fully delivering on their mandates. In 2008 Environmental Impact 

                                                                 

4
 DWA and the SETAs are currently trying to address this issue, but an underlying and broader problem lies in a 

re-active approach to skills development in the sector as a whole.   
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Legislation had to be reviewed to address inter alia bottle necks in processing development 

applications. These were to a large extent attributable to capacity issues in the system.   

Furthermore, mandates are expanding in the sector, as environmental issues are 

increasingly seen as complex, multi-facetted and integral to social and economic 

development. Environmental practitioners and conservation managers need a broad range 

of (new) inter-disciplinary and emerging skills (including resource economics; modeling and 

forecasting; as well as ‘mainstreaming’ environment into development; stakeholder 

engagement and advocacy). This requires sophisticated and sector specific skills planning. 

Currently this is absent in the National System of Skills Development5. There is some 

evidence of responsive training provision in university departments, but the response (and 

the quality and relevance of courses) is uneven and under-resourced. Environmental 

management programmes are generally over-subscribed and students ‘snapped up’ before 

completing their qualifications – reflecting the demand.  

Ad hoc and fragmented: The environment sector has neither a dedicated SETA nor 

organised industry bodies to drive skills development. As a cross-sectoral concern, 

environmental skills planning was meant to be integrated across all SETAs. In practice this 

has resulted in too scant attention to environmental skills development, as in the case of 

Water, which is housed in the Energy SETA, and in the case of the Conservation Chamber in 

the THETA. Conservation and tourism agencies (e.g. East Cape Parks) report that they are 

unable to access adequate funding from the THETA, for functions other than tourism. 

Despite a dire need to up-skill staff, environmental agencies have been unable to effectively 

utilise SETA funding.  

Inefficient: Employers tend to provide generic training at levels too low to address identified 

skills needs. Line function budgets are often used to provide more relevant training. While a 

large percentage of Expanded Public Works Programme jobs have been created in the 

environmental sector (e.g. for invasive plant clearing and wetland rehabilitation) the training 

provided tended to be too general to prepare trainees to take up further work in 

environmental monitoring, rehabilitation and restoration.  Other examples of inefficiency 

exist due to a lack of adequate access to the skills development system funding – for 

example, the DEA itself has funded an Environmental Education, Training and Development 

Practices Learnership due to high demand. Implementers of the learnership have failed to 

access funds from the ETDP SETA (which accredits this learnership) because environment was 

not defined in their Sector Skills Plan, or in the NSDSII. A lack of attention to environment in 

the NSDS clearly impacts on environmental sector skills planning, and on the release and use 

of SETA funding for training.   

                                                                 

5
 In an attempt to fill this gap, the DEA has undertaken research for an Environmental Sector Skills Plan, even 

though it is not a SETA. This ESSP (DEA, January 2010 and May 2010) provides a useful ‘start’ in this direction, but 

will need to be integrated into the National System of Skills Planning and Development. 
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Reactive: There is no evidence of proactive environmental skills planning in the national 

skills planning system, for example to service the needs of an envisaged green economy 

based on clean renewable energy, and thus to maximize new opportunities for growth. 

Studies exploring the economic and employment potential of moving towards a green 

economy have not as yet probed the associated skills development implications, and the 

recent Green Economy Summit resolved that this needed to be done.   There is also very 

little evidence of skills development initiatives (outside of short courses in universities) that 

are providing direction for coping with new environmental challenges  or new 

environmental policy directives. For example, while the National Environmental 

Management: Waste Act (No. 59 of 2008) requires a ‘cradle-to-cradle’ approach to waste 

management or an avoidance approach, most of the training in the waste management 

sector is in end-of-pipe approaches.   

AN ANALYSIS OF SECTOR SKILLS PLANS 

A study by Lotz-Sisitka, Malema and Olvitt (2004) involved a desktop review of five Sector 

Skills Plans (SSPs). The sampling was based on an assessment of five SETAs that were most 

likely to have incorporated environment and sustainability issues into their qualifications mix 

and thus their SSPs. A selection of national sustainable development policy and legislation 

was reviewed to establish the implied needs for skills development. The analysis of the 

legislative implications for skills development and the SSPs of five SETAs were developed in 

such a way that it could provide a platform for dialogue to inform the review of SSPs.  Key 

findings from the study included: 

 Some attention is being given to environment and sustainability issues in the five 
SSPs reviewed, but this appears to be inadequate to address the implied skills 
requirements in legislation and policy that the SSPs were aiming to respond to. 

 Interpretations of environment and sustainability issues in the SSPs were not 
consistent with those in the National Environmental Management Act. 

 SSPs were being developed without giving adequate attention to the skills 
requirements associated with sustainable development policy and legislation 
relevant to the sector. 

 Environmental and sustainability training programmes were not adequately 
contextualized to the particular needs of the sectors. 

 Skills frameworks and qualifications in the SETAs focused primarily on the technical 
dimensions of environmental management and sustainable development, and were 
neglecting the social dimensions of environmental management and sustainable 
development. 

 Market driven approaches to conservation, environmental management and 
sustainable development were dominating the perspectives in the SSPs. 

 The SSPs appeared to be neglecting the relationship between rural development and 
skills development, particularly as these relate to environmental management and 
sustainable livelihoods amongst the poor. 

 Factors that are likely to affect the future of the sector appeared to be neglected. 

 The SSPs reflected a narrow view of education for sustainable development (ESD), 
which was limited to awareness raising only, with little emphasis being placed on 
action competence, or applied competence. 
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 The contribution of ESD to the development of the sectors had not been considered 
in SSPs. No attention was being given to the training of ESD practitioners, who would 
be able to offer education and training programmes for ESD in the different sectors. 

 Employment and skills needs related to environment and sustainability issues were 
not being considered in the light of broader needs of society, but were rather 
narrowly interpreted in relation to the immediate needs of the sector itself. 

 No mechanism was in place for inter-SETA dialogue on generic aspects of 
environment and sustainability education, which were relevant to more than one 
sector (e.g. environmental ethics and social justice training, generic environmental 
management skills etc.).  

  

MOTIVATION FOR THE ENVIRONMENTAL DRIVER 

In South Africa there are broadly two sets of reasons why the environmental driver needs to 

be incorporated in a national skills strategy and system. These are considerations of the 

Environment as an Economic Driver, and considerations of the Environment as the provider 

of Public Goods, Services and Resources (see Fig. 1, page 9). 

RATIONALE: GREENING THE ECONOMY CREATES OPPORTUNITIES 

All SETAS will need to assess how the environmental driver influences the economies 

associated with their delivery. At a recent Green Economy Summit, both the President and 

four government departments committed South Africa to a ‘green growth’ path that is 

resource efficient (doing more with less), less carbon intensive, and pro-employment.  

Relevant studies and strategies include the Medium Term Strategic Framework, which 

prioritises the sustainable use of natural resources; the draft submission to IPAP 2 on 

formalizing the Environmental Goods and Services Sector (which projects an increase of 

130,000 jobs over the next five years); provincial growth and development strategies (e.g. 

the Western Cape’s Department of Environmental Affairs and Development Planning has 

valued biodiversity in the province to be worth at least R10 billion per year – over 10% of the 

annual provincial Gross Regional Product) ; a draft Green Economy Strategy for Gauteng 

(which projects possible job creation of up to 500,000 jobs through strategies that decouple 

growth from increased resource use); and the DTI’s study on formalising the recycling 

industry (projecting potential job creation of 140 000 people).  

An analysis of these developments make it clear that:  

 Greening the economy is possible without losing jobs – it can in fact create more jobs if 

well planned, while also reducing costs of resource use (e.g. water efficiency, transport 

cost reductions; and energy efficiency) by developing the skills for sustainability 

practices and innovations within existing jobs (‘greening existing jobs’, e.g. in the 

building industry).  

 Skills are needed to make these strategies work and such skills are ‘strategy specific’. For 

example, the Gauteng Green Economy Strategy identifies a need for skills for installing 
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solar water heaters, for urban food production, and recycling (amongst others); while 

the Western Cape’s biodiversity economy requires biodiversity business skills, and skills 

for the sustainable harvesting and use of and value-adding to natural resources.  

 Green job skills, together with strategic infrastructure investments, must be pro-actively 

planned for and carefully costed in relation to benefits and skills development demands.  

 A concerted national effort is required to determine the skills needs associated not only 

with the creation of new jobs on a ‘green growth’ path, but also the skills requirements 

for greening existing jobs.  

 

A notable feature of environmental skills planning is that it needs to span both high level 

skills and entry level skills, for environmental work is required at all levels.  

For example, a sizeable percentage of jobs created through the Expanded Public Works 

Programme (EPWP) has been in environmental rehabilitation work, e.g. Working for Water, 

Working for Wetlands and Landcare. More environmental and social security roles could be 

played by persons with low skills levels, who can then be supported to develop a stronger 

skills base towards more sustained work in and outside the sector.  EPWP Phase 2 will offer 

350 000 work opportunities in the environment and culture sector. If training is 

implemented as in Phase 1, this will involve 3.4 million person days of training.  Training 

offered in Phase 1, while accredited, did not have the planned impact, and was inadequate 

for building sustainable skills.  This is an area that will require attention of the SETA system, 

if the Phase 2 EPWP intention to focus on more sustainable approaches to skills 

development is to be realized.  

 

On the other end of the spectrum is the demand for high level environmental research and 

management skills to support initiatives like EPWP programmes, and enable South Africa to 

maximize development opportunities and participate in the global knowledge economy. This 

motivation for considering the environmental driver in skills planning is outlined next (p.10). 
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Figure 1: Compelling Reasons for Incorporating the Environmental Driver in Skills Planning in South Africa, With Some Examples 

Environmental Driver 

Adds value Reduces risk 

Add 

Economic 

Considerations 

Public Good 

Considerations 

Greening the Economy: 

Creating Value, Jobs 

 

Create Jobs: potential 

140,000 in recycling 

Adding Value:  Eco-

efficiency (energy  etc) 

Knowledge Economy: 

Innovation Development 

Sixth wave of 

technological innovation 

Service Delivery          

Health and Resilience 

Eco-System Services 

Rural and Food security 

Water: Acceptable 

quality, availability 

Waste management: 

Reduce costs and risks 

Soil fertility, pollinators, 

marine resources  

Water purification, 

drought & flood buffers 

Natural resources for 

rural communities 

Greening industry: More 

competitive in markets 

Monitoring Southern 

Oceans climate change 

Indigenous knowledge, 

plants: pharma to farmer 

 

Sanitation: Reduce 

pollution, cholera risks 
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RATIONALE: THE KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY 

The deliberations at the Green Economy Summit highlighted that knowledge is the key 

driver in future economic development. International trends (see Fig.2) confirm this, and 

also show that the planet is entering a ‘new development era’ where sustainability and low 

carbon futures are rapidly becoming key drivers for development. A ‘sixth wave’ of 

innovation is predicted, involving e.g. industrial ecology, green chemistry, green 

nanotechnology and renewable energy. For example, it is claimed that global investments in 

clean energy technologies totalled $39 billion in 2005; expanded to $55.4 billion in 2006; and 

will quadruple to more than $226.5 billion within a decade. These trends are closely linked 

to the knowledge economy. To make use of these new opportunities, South Africa will need 

to produce high level scientific and technological skills.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

Figure 2:  Trends in development (Source: Montavaldo, 2009)  

 

The knowledge economy is not limited to innovations in technology development, however. 

It is also linked to the need to understand the planet and its systems better, particularly in 

the face of global change. The DST, in its 10 Year Innovation Plan, identified South Africa’s 

areas of competitive advantage which can help the country to move away from relying too 

heavily on a resource based economy, and towards greater participation in the global 

knowledge economy.   

 

Three of the National Grand Challenges in the South African 10 Year Innovation Plan are 

focused on environment related issues: 

 

 Bio-technology and sustainable use of biodiversity 

 Global change, with emphasis on climate change and sustainability sciences; and  

 Clean, affordable and safe energy technology.   
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The DST envisages that South Africa can become a world leader in climate science and the 

response to climate change within a framework of global change, which includes social, 

economic, technological sustainability sciences, as well as earth system sciences.  It sees the 

10 Year Innovation Plan as having a significant role in addressing the Millennium 

Development Goals.   

 

The NDSDIII needs to provide a skills system that complements these new development 

innovation programmes. For example, there is a need to strengthen environmental technical 

skills development programmes, that includes monitoring, statistical, modeling, forecasting 

and ICT skills, and the resource economics, social learning and other skills that are necessary 

for building a knowledge economy, and for addressing the needs of the poor.  

 

RATIONALE: ENVIRONMENT AS A PUBLIC GOOD SECTOR 

In addition to providing resources for industries that create wealth, the natural environment 

also provides the basis for rural livelihoods: food security, grazing, building and craft 

material, firewood, medicinal plants, and more. To all South Africans, wealthy or poor, 

ecosystem services like sustained water provision, flood and climate control and the 

absorption of waste products are vital to ensuring health and well being.  These services are 

by and large ‘free’ and thus the environment is also fundamentally a public good sector.  

Skills planning that solely rely on market mechanisms to drive 

skills development ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦǊŜŜΩ 

environmental goods and services continue to be available to 

South African communities. 

Neglect of skills planning to ensure the sustainable management of ecosystem services like 

wetlands, clean water, soil fertility and coastal resources used for subsistence, will hit the 

poorest communities hardest. Rural women are particularly vulnerable, as they are not 

economically empowered, and particular attention is needed in skills planning, to gender 

and youth needs, for example in food security, bio-security and disaster management 

(National Framework for Sustainable Development, DEAT, 2008). The HIV/AIDS pandemic 

has also increased rural households’ and children’s direct dependence on natural resources. 

Skills planning for rural development and conservation managers, technicians and extension 

staff, who can work with communities to address their livelihoods requirements in a 

sustainable manner, are critical and in short supply. 

A similar scenario applies to skills needs for sustainable agriculture, i.e. agriculture which will 

meet production needs while sustaining ecosystem services without which it will either 

collapse, or become economically unviable. These include pollinators (biodiversity), soil 

fertility and freshwater of adequate quality.  The agricultural sector is at risk from soil 

erosion, extensive land degradation, alien plant invasions, the pollution of ground water and 

surface water, and the loss of soil fertility.  The loss of viable agricultural practices put 
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thousands of vulnerable rural families (farm households) at risk. One of the biggest 

challenges in the Agricultural Sector is the lack of research and technological development 

for sustainable agriculture. Some programmes are underway, but there is a recognized 

shortage of suitably skilled agricultural extension staff to share new practices such as low-

input and low-energy agriculture, the use of biogas, organic farming, water neutral 

production, and soil conservation and rehabilitation. 

For government to be able to continue ensuring South Africans with the healthy 

environments enshrined in the Constitution, and providing services like affordable and 

reliable energy provision, waste removal, pollution control and affordable clean water, we 

must make a concerted effort to strengthen the skills base for environmental service 

delivery, particularly at local government level. The DEA (January 2010) has identified the 

following skills needs associated with environmental service delivery: 

 Waste management – There is a need to build capacity across the system for waste 

avoidance approaches.  Remediation skills also need to be extended. Public education 

and participation in local waste avoidance, re-use, recycling and composting 

programmes is needed.   

 

 Air quality assurance - There is an urgent need to train air quality specialists and air 

pollution control officers. Municipal and provincial officials need to be trained in 

atmospheric emission avoidance, licensing, compliance monitoring and enforcement – 

particularly in 23 District Municipalities that have been identified as having poor or 

potentially poor air quality.   

 

 Pollution incident management – Skills for pollution incident management and for 

emergency services are required across national, provincial and local government.  

 

 Environmental impact management ς Skills are required in mandated agencies, to 

ensure a greater consistency in quality of authorizations through the EIA process. This 

includes skills for compliance monitoring, the training of administrators in regulations 

and applications of administrative systems, and report writing skills.  

 

 Conservation - New training programmes are needed to accommodate type 1, 2 and 3 

conservation activities – within staturatory areas, less formal protected areas and 

informal landowner conservation activities. Capacity is needed for spatial biodiversity 

planning in local government and at provincial level, and compliance monitoring skills 

need to be developed.  

 

 Marine and coastal management - Research capacity for monitoring fish stocks is 

needed, as are compliance skills and skills for adopting an ecosystem approach to 

marine, coastal and estuarine management. More and more skilled Fisheries Control 

Officers are needed, and so are additional technical and enforcement skills, as well as 

community-based monitoring skills. 
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 Enforcement and compliance training - There are severe technical shortages for 

carrying out monitoring and enforcement activities. Little capacity is being built for 

voluntary compliance.  The DEA are developing Environmental Management Inspection 

Courses, but there is a great need to extend the training of EMIs within a sustainable 

system of skills funding and provisioning is needed. 

 

Of significance to this submission, is that few of these training needs are 

being addressed through the SETA system, due to difficulties to make 

use of the system without a clear mandate for and focus on 

environmental skills planning in NSDSII.   

 

Almost all of these training initiatives are targeting provincial and local government.   The 

2009 Local Government SETA  sector skills plan identifies a need (listed in the category of 

absolute scarcity) for 100 environmental managers, 600 environmental engineers, 350 

environmental health technical staff; 350 Earth and Atmospheric Technicians (for water and 

air quality monitoring); 200 Water Plant Operators; 500 Elementary Occupation Recycling or 

Rubbish Collectors.  This shows that some attention is starting to be given to the 

identification of environmental skills needed for service delivery. These needs are, however, 

not matched with adequate skills development for environmental education and training – 

to ensure that high quality training programmes are offered that are sustainable and 

integrated into the national system of skills development for the longer term.   

 

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE (A): ADDITIONS TO NSDS II I 

While the NSDS III creates space for environmental skills development, it is not explicit 

enough to ensure that SETAs will incorporate the (largely new/unknown) environmental 

driver. The NSDS III should consider sustainable development policy and legislation with a 

more pro-active stance, noting that environment and sustainability issues in South Africa 

require a multi-disciplinary and multi-sectoral response, and then create adequate 

opportunities for environmental and sustainability learning through qualifications, standards 

and funded learning programmes.   

WE THEREFORE REQUEST THAT THE NSDS III RECOGNISES: 

 The role of natural resources and ecosystem services like water, healthy soils and 
biodiversity in the South African economy and the fact that sustainable management of 
natural resources is a strategic priority in the MTSF 

 The importance of the environment as a ‘public goods’ sector that needs to provide 
(according to the South African Constitution) an environment that is not detrimental to 
human health and well-being 

 The need for adequate skills development for the environment as a public good sector 
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 The current shortages of skills in environmental management, protection, research, 
education, governance and compliance  - and the impact of this neglect on service 
delivery 

 The development and employment possibilities of greening the economy with new 
technologies and sustainability practices (such as recycling and renewable energy 
production) 

 The need for skills planning to adequately service a green economy 

 The need for environment-related research related to the poli-crisis (incorporating 
climate change, changes to freshwater systems, ecosystem degradation and biodiversity 
loss) that constitutes a challenge on a global scale, and that will feed the required 
knowledge economy. 

Practical measures could include: 

 Including the environmental driver (risks and opportunities) in the Challenges and 

Categories of Programmatic Responses, and the Guidelines for Sectoral Analysis (E.g. 1. 

Analysis of economic and environmental sustainability performance) in the NSDS III. 

 Environmental representation on the Panel of Experts and Key Stakeholders to comment 

on Sector Skills Plans, and recognising the role of the Ministries of Water Affairs and 

Environment, and Science and Technology, in environmental skills planning 

 A Task Team and directive to help all SETAs to integrate the environmental driver as it 

pertains to their areas of concern, including reference to the Environmental Sector Skills 

Plan (DEA, January and May 2010) and the outcomes of the Green Economy Summit. 

 A possible dedicated Environment SETA 

 More strategic, field-based analyses of core and emergent policy frameworks to 

complement Workplace Skills Plans in informing national skills development.  

 

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE (B): ADDITIONS TO THE SETA LANDSCAPE 

We request consideration for an arrangement that will better serve the country’s needs for 

environmental skills. The DEA has previously argued for the establishment of a dedicated 

Natural Resource Management SETA from where the concerns of access and sustainability 

could be integrated across all SETAs. The response to this request has been an advisory to 

wait until the process for public comment starts.  

Whatever arrangement is chose has to meet the needs of the national skills planning system. 

Our submission can only outline the potential strategies to achieve this, as we see them. 

These strategies may be to: 

1. Integrate the environmental driver in all SETAs 

2. Provide ‘key positions’ for the environmental driver in priority SETAs 
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3. Establish a new SETA to provide for environmental skills needs 

4. Use a combination of the above. 

 

STRATEGY 1: INTEGRATING THE ENVIRONMENTAL DRIVER IN ALL SETAS 

This will require the establishment of a mechanism or process to work with all SETAs on an 

ongoing basis to help them interpret and provide for the environmental driver in their 

sector(s), to serve as intermediary between the sector and the SETAs, and to monitor the 

SETAs’ progress in addressing environmental skills needs. 

The environmental driver is relevant to the enterprises of all SETAs (see Table 1, which is not 

comprehensive). The environmental driver either adds value to the business of that SETA, 

or addresses key risks faced by that sector, or both.  

Table 1: Examples of Environmental Skills Planning Needs in All SETAs (not comprehensive) 

SETA ENVIRONMENTAL DRIVERS AND EXAMPLES 

Agriculture, Food and 

Beverage and Forestry 

Sustainability (of soil and water systems, pollination and other 
ecosystem services) – research, technical and extension skills 
required 

Eco-accreditation (e.g. Forestry Stewardship Council, Green 
Choice, water neutral production and organic produce) – 
production, extension and marketing skills required 

Management of environmental risks e.g. wetland and biodiversity 
loss, water demand, water pollution, genetically modified crops – 
research, technical skills 

Bank SETA Forecasting on the basis of environmental drivers, green 
economic investment 

Local Government SETA Development planning and service delivery – water quality and 
access; pollution control; waste minimisation and recycling; 
biodiversity protection 

Construction SETA Skills to capitalise on the international trend towards low carbon 
and ‘green’ building, incorporating energy efficiency, eco-friendly 
materials, etc. 

Culture, Sports, 

Tourism , Hospitality 

Skills for the nature-based tourism industry. Although the 
Conservation Chamber was placed here, Conservation has not 
been adequately served by the THETA. 
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Education, Training and 

Skills Development 

SETA 

The 1995 White Paper on Education and Training motivated that 
environmental education be integrated across all sectors and at 
all levels. This is still relevant, and is reflected in various 
environmental policies including the National Environmental 
Management Act. Teachers, college staff, university staff, industry 
trainers, agricultural extension officers and NGO trainers need to 
develop an understanding of environment and sustainability 
education for adults and children. Given the need for more 
effective skills planning for the environmental sector, there is a 
considerable need to develop expertise in human capacity 
development (as well as more effective human resource 
development practices) for the sector. 

FASSET Financial 

Services SETA 

Financing of the green economy: investing in non-polluting 
renewable energy production, low carbon construction and 
sustainable transport, organic farming, eco-efficient production 
and more.  

Energy SETA (which 

includes Water) 

The energy sector has significant environmental impacts (air 
pollution, acid rain, climate change, radioactive waste, among 
others). Measures are being implemented to mitigate against 
their effects. Renewable energy technologies such as wind and 
solar hold much potential but require skills for research, 
construction, installation, maintenance, etc. 

Water has been included in this SETA and the name should reflect 
this, given the vital role water plays in economic development. 
Water is a limiting factor in this country and much attention is 
needed to use available water sustainably, to do more with less, 
to reduce the need for costly water purification and to minimise 
irreversible water pollution. These skills are recognised as 
critically scarce.  

MERSETA 

Manufacturing, 

Engineering and 

Related  

Green Engineering, combining knowledge of biodiversity 
protection with structural engineering to stabilise degraded river 
banks and wetlands to reduce the loss of ecosystem functions like 
water purification and flow attenuation, is a scarce skill. Civil 
engineers must plan with environmental legislation, risks and 
protection in mind. Chemical engineering must contribute to 
sustainable development through innovative solutions for waste 
and pollution. 

Health SETA Environmental health and safety for the work place, public spaces 
and neighbourhoods, the food production chain (abattoir to 
restaurant) and more. 

Chemical Industries Chemical engineers and workers need to heed environmental 
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legislation and risks and mitigate against water and air pollution, 
among others. 

Mining Qualifications  Mining faces environmental risks and legislation dealing with 
operations (e.g. acid drainage and other leachates) and the 
rehabilitation of old mines. 

Wholesale and Retail Understand and utilise the value of eco-labeling (e.g. organic 
cotton, rooibos tea, wine, meat); minimize environmental risks 
and impacts of transport, cooling, lighting, packaging; production 
of hybrid cars. 

Insurance SETA Forecasting in the light of predicted effects of climate change 
such as increasing extreme weather events and disasters like 
drought, floods, storm damage. 

Information, 

Communications and 

Technology  

Environmental management requires increasingly sophisticated 
ICT and information management skills for gathering, storing, 
managing and manipulating data. Informatics is a recognised 
scarce skill in the sector; environmental organisations need 6 
months to fill a post and then lose ICT staff to the private sector. 

Transport SETA Sustainable transport is a key component of the proposed green 
growth path endorsed by government, and investments in public 
transport and ‘road to rail’ initiatives could create new jobs; will 
certainly green some existing jobs and require new skills 

Manufacturing SETA Sustainable production is another key component of the green 
economy growth path and will also require the greening of 
existing jobs (i.e. re-skilling) as well as investments in new, more 
energy and resource efficient forms of production (doing more 
with less). 

Safety and Security 

SETA 

Agencies like Marine and Coastal Management lack enforcement 
skills (e.g. poaching for foreign markets which annually loses the 
country millions of rands of marine resources); across the sector 
compliance and prosecution are significantly hampered by skills 
shortages and the legal system generally lacks knowledge of 
environmental laws. 

Services SETA Many service industries, particularly in Tourism and Hospitality 
but also others, thrive on the income of visitors who are attracted 
by natural resources such as beaches and scenic landscapes, parks 
and game reserves. Here service industry developers, marketers 
and staff need an understanding of the natural and cultural 
heritage that underpin their industry.  
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Social Security and 

Development SETA 

Social security needs to include considerations of the impact of 
access to and sustainability of natural resources on poverty; and 
the impact of poverty and HIV/AIDS on natural resources and 
their sustainability – a vicious cycle. Development needs to 
benefit the poorest, and needs to be sustainable in terms of the 
natural resources underpinning it. Development practitioners 
need the ability to integrate the well being of vulnerable 
communities (at particular risk from climate change events, 
biodiversity loss, soil erosion, water and air pollution) with the 
sustainability of the natural resources on which they directly or 
indirectly depend. These skills are new, vital, and largely absent. 

Public Services SETA A large percentage of South Africa’s environmental skills needs (as 
reflected in vacancy rates of up to 40%) are in the public sector. 
Many of these critical skills shortages were identified in the 
section on service delivery, above. The public sector also features 
high turn over rates at senior levels, which is attributed at least in 
part to being under-qualified for the job one is appointed to do. 

 

STRATEGY 2: PROVIDE KEY POSITIONS FOR THE ENVIRONMENTAL DRIVER IN 

PRIORITY SETAS 

Table 2: Possible key positions for the environmental driver in priority SETAs 

Agriculture, FoodBev and 

Forestry 

Add Conservation, to encompass Sustainable Resource 
Management and the Conservation of Ecosystem Services 
and Biodiversity. See next 

Culture, Sports, Tourism and 

Hospitality SETA 

Move the Conservation Chamber from here, as the functions 
of Tourism and Environment have been split in the new 
Administration, and Conservation fits in the new CSTH SETA 
less than it did before. 

Energy SETA Rename this to the Energy and Water SETA to recognise the 
importance of Water (Access for all to Sustainable Use of 
Quality Water) as a critical consideration in the development 
of South Africa. 

Social Security and 

Development SETA 

Rename this SETA to Social Security and Sustainable 
Development. For many communities, the security of their 
livelihoods and well-being is tied to the sustained availability 
of ecosystem services like water; and vulnerability to the 
effects of climate change is predicted to be an increasingly 
prominent risk.  For many, particularly in rural areas, 
development opportunities are also closely tied to access to 
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natural resources. It is important to consider the 
sustainability of natural resource use, lest development be 
short-lived. A focus on sustainability also opens up new 
development possibilities. New skills, and skills development 
on a much wider scale than before, is required. South Africa 
has more than 3000 environmental NPOs, and many are 
involved in training, but this is largely under-resourced. 

LGSETA Local governments now have jurisdiction over all land in 
South Africa, but they do not have the necessary skills base 
from which to effectively deliver on their wide range of 
responsibilities. These include water provisioning, some air 
quality controls, waste management and waste water 
treatment, the conservation of biodiversity outside protected 
areas, and the protection of ecosystems such as estuaries 
and beaches. Their mandates are growing and often involve a 
departure from what has been done before. In small 
municipalities, these functions often reside with one 
individual, who therefore needs to be multi-skilled. Larger 
municipalities have posts for a range of environmental 
management employees, but also need to ensure that 
planners, managers and officials who are not directly tasked 
with environmental management, understand the scope of 
and need for these functions. 

PSETA As noted, the environment is, in addition to being an 
economic driver, a public good. Related skills for researching, 
conserving and managing public environmental goods and 
services reside in the public sector, e.g. conservation of 
ecosystem services and protected areas, which are managed 
by dedicated agencies like SANParks provincial departments 
and parastatals.   

 

STRATEGY 3: ESTABLISH A NEW, DISTINCT ENVIRONMENT SETA 

Based on the studies quoted here, our strategy to integrate the environmental driver across 

all SETAs has thus far not delivered. In addition to the options above, it may therefore also 

be necessary to establish a distinct SETA from which to steer the environmental driver into 

all other SETAs, and to ensure adequate attention to the existing and foreseeable 

environmental skills shortages, including the skills that will be required to achieve the green 

growth path that holds so much promise. 

A review of the proposed SETA landscape shows an emphasis on secondary and tertiary 

services, with distinct SETAs for each of manufacturing, retail, services, hospitality, 

insurance, banking and financial services, and none making provision for environmental 

concerns and drivers. Such an arrangement suggests a First World country that is: 
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(a) Not mindful of the natural resource base on which a vulnerable and sizeable (rural) 

portion of its population directly and indirectly depend, as does its formal economy 

(water and energy provisioning, agriculture, fisheries, nature tourism; followed by 

finances); and  

(b) Not cognisant of the predicted ‘new technology’ wave to address environmental 

issues and risks by greening energy, waste management, production, etc (Fig.2).  

How well will this SETA configuration serve rural South Africans? Does it have the scope to 

take the country into sustainably economic development that will not leave the poorest and 

most vulnerable behind? AND, can the current SETA configuration at the same time 

adequately prepare South Africa to participate in new global developments, in ways that can 

contribute to poverty alleviation? Perhaps a distinct Environment SETA may more 

adequately reflect South Africa’s developmental resources, risks and priorities. 

FINANCIAL AND OPERATTIONAL VIABILITY OF AN ENVIRONMENT SETA 

The funding model for skills development through a skills development levy is not a viable 
option for the  environmental sector, since the environment is a cross cutting issue that 
affects all SETAs. The current levy contribution system is designed and driven mainly by 
discreet industries’ immediate needs for skills development, rather than the requirements of 
national policy guiding longer term and cross-sectoral sustainable development. As noted 
above, this situation has affected sustainable development objectives (e.g. municipal service 
delivery, environmental impact assessments, sustainable development planning and risk 
mitigation), and environment and sustainability education and training in South Africa.  

If we were to pursue this levy system, there is a potential that the scope of coverage for a 

proposed Environment SETA and its ability to generate income would erode into the 

Industry Codes falling under all SETAs . We would therefore want to propose that without 

necessarily usurping the industry codes from SETAs, each SETA sets aside funds for 

environment and sustainability education and training or make a direct contribution to an 

Environment SETA. This option would enhance the financial viability of a distinct 

Environment SETA and assist all other SETAs to incorporate the environmental driver in their 

individual Sector Skills Plans. 

OPERATIONAL PROPOSAL 

The DEA’s Directorate:  Sector Education, Training and Development is a fully functional unit 

that can assist the skills planning sector by coordinating responses to inform environmental 

skills planning and provisioning. The Directorate can coordinate the environmental sector 

through the National Environmental Skills Planning Forum (as it has done for this 

submission) and make sure that a multi-sectoral (cross SETA) deliberation on environment 

and sustainability issues takes place. It can create a platform for dialogue and assist all SETAs 

in deliberating how to address environmental drivers through qualifications, standards and 

training provision relevant to each SETA.  
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