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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
 
 
Aquatic ecosystems. Ecosystems which provide a 
medium for habitation by aquatic organisms and 
sustain aquatic ecological processes. 
 
Anthropogenic. Resulting from the presence or 
activities of humans. 
  
Benthic. Living on the bottom substrata (sediments, 
debris, logs, cobbles, etc.) of aquatic biotopes. 
 
Biological River Segment. A portion of a river in 
which the fish community remains generally 
homogenous due to the relatively uniform nature of 
the physical habitat. 
 
Biomonitoring. The gathering of biological 
information in both the laboratory and the field for the 
purpose of making an assessment or decision or in 
determining whether quality objectives are being met. 
 
Biodiversity. The array of life from gene to species to 
communities and associated habitats. Biodiversity 
comprises composition, structure and function. 
Composition is the identity and variety of elements in a 
collection, and includes species lists and measures of 
species diversity and genetic diversity. Structure is the 
physical organization or pattern of a system, from 
habitat complexity as measured within communities to 
the pattern of patches and other elements at a 
landscape scale. Function involves ecological and 
evolutionary processes, including gene flow, 
disturbances, and nutrient cycling. 
 
Bioregions. Geographical regions delineated by 
South African river scientists as the first level of an 
hierarchical classification of the rivers of the country. 
The rivers within each bioregion were considered, on 
the basis of expert opinion, to be similar in terms of 
physical and biotic characteristics. 
 
Biota. Animal and plant life characteristic of a given 
region. 
 
Biotic Integrity. The ability to support and maintain a 
balanced, integrated, adaptive community of 
organisms having a full range of elements (genes, 
species and assemblages) and processes (mutation, 
demography, biotic interactions, nutrient and energy 
dynamics and metapopulation processes) expected in 
the natural habitat of the region. 
 
Biotope. A homogeneous environment that satisfies 
the habitat requirements of a biotic community (e.g. 
riffle, pool or sandbank). 

Catchment. The area from which any rainfall will drain 
into a watercourse through surface flow. 
 
Catchment Management Agency. A statutory body 
established by the Minister of Water Affairs to delegate 
water resource management to a local level and to 
involve local communities. They may be established 
for specific geographical areas, after public 
consultation, on the initiative of the community and 
stakeholders concerned. 
 
Diffuse-source Pollution. Pollution that comes from 
a wide area, such as fertilisers draining off farmlands 
or pollutants in the runoff from urban areas (also 
known as non-point source pollution). 
 
Ecological Indicator. Measurable attribute of a high-
level ecosystem component (biological, chemical or 
physical). A high-level biological component would 
typically be either fish, invertebrates or riparian 
vegetation. (For example, one measurable attribute of 
fish is frequency of occurrence at a series of sites.) A 
high-level non-biological component might be either 
habitat, water quality or geomorphology. (One 
measurable attribute of geomorphology is bank 
stability.) 
 
Ecological Index. A single quantitative value that 
incorporates the information contained in a number of 
related ecological indicators. It is based on field data 
that are simple to collect and it provides a meaningful 
and accurate representation of the river condition for a 
high-level ecosystem component. The purpose is to 
simplify the interpretation of the indicators and hence 
make them more understandable to non-specialists 
such as resource managers, conservationists and the 
general public. 
 
Ecological Integrity. The ability of and ecosystem to 
support and maintain a balanced, integrated 
composition of physicochemical habitat characteristics, 
as well as biotic components, on a temporal and 
spatial scale, that are comparable to the natural (i.e. 
unimpaired) characteristics of such an ecosystem. 
(High ecological integrity implies that the structure and 
functioning of an ecosystem are unimpaired by 
anthropogenic stresses.) 
 
Ecoregions. Geographic regions grouped together on 
the basis of shared similar characteristics, such as 
geology, rainfall, vegetation and altitude. 
 
Ecosystem. Any unit that includes all of the organisms 
(i.e. the community) in a given area interacting with the 
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physical environment so that a flow of energy leads to 
clearly defined trophic structure, biodiversity and 
material cycles (i.e. exchange of material between 
living and non-living parts) within the system. 
 
Ecosystem Health. A value judgement of the overall 
condition of an ecosystem. 
 
Geomorphology. The study of the origin of secondary 
topographic features which are carved by erosion in 
the primary elements and built up of the erosional 
debris. 
 
Groundwater. Water found underground, typically 
supplying wells, boreholes, and springs. 
 
Habitat Integrity. The maintenance of a balanced, 
integrated composition of physicochemical and habitat 
characteristics on a temporal and spatial scale that are 
comparable to the characteristics of natural habitats of 
the region. 
 
Hydraulics. The branch of science and technology 
concerned with the mechanics of fluids. 
 
Hydrology. The science that treats the occurrence, 
circulation, distribution, and properties of the waters of 
the earth, and their reaction with the environment. 
 
Infrastructure. The basic structure of an organisation, 
system, etc. 
 
Integrated Catchment Management. Environmental 
considerations are fully integrated into the 
management of all activities within a catchment in 
order to achieve a desirable balance between 
conservation and development 
 
Integrated Environmental Management. A code of 
practice ensuring that environmental considerations 
are fully integrated into the management of all 
activities in order to achieve a desirable balance 
between conservation and development. 
 
Invertebrate. An animal lacking backbone and 
internal skeleton. 
 
Macroinvertebrates. Invertebrates retained by mesh 
size 200 um. 
  
Monitoring Site. Sites identified as important in 
assessing the condition (i.e. available habitat, water 
quality and biological parameters) of a river or reach, 
relative to a reference site. For State-of-Environment 
reporting, monitoring sites are randomly selected sites 
to assess the range of conditions prevailing in rivers. 
 
Morphology. The form and structure. 

Perennial. All year round. 
 
Provincial Implementation Team. A group of people 
involved in implementing the RHP provincially.  
 
Provincial Monitoring Team. A group of people 
charged with RHP monitoring provincially using the 
indices of ecosystem health. 
 
Point-source Pollution. Pollution that comes from a 
single source, such as a pipe. 
 
Pool. A feature with slow through-flow of water (low or 
zero velocity,) generally deep relative to river size. 
 
Reference Condition. A benchmark of the best 
attainable ecological conditions for a specific type of 
river. 
 
Reference Site. A site that has been exposed to 
relatively little or no anthropogenic impact that can be 
used to define the be physical habitat, water quality 
and biological parameters for a particular kind of river. 
These sites represent the best condition that can be 
achieved in a particular kind of river, against which the 
conditions found at the monitoring sites in the kind of 
river can be assessed. 
 
Riffle. A shallow, fast-flowing reach of a river with 
turbulent flow and broken water. 
 
Riparian. Living or located on the banks of streams or 
rivers. 
 
River Forum. A group of interested and affected 
parties living within a river catchment which have come 
together to address common issues 
 
Run. An area of transition between a pool/rapid and 
riffle. Depth is variable and velocity is generally 
moderate. 
 
Runoff. Water that does not filter into soil but flows 
over the surface and into natural surface waters. 
 
Site-specific. Unique or specific to a certain locality. 
 
State-of-the-Environment Reporting. Detailed 
reporting on the current state of the biophysical 
components of the environment (i.e. air, land, water 
and oceans) and on the social, economic and political 
activities that impact on these resources.  
 
Stressor. Any physical, chemical or biological entity or 
process that can induce adverse effects on individuals, 
populations, communities or ecosystems. 
 
Surface Water. Water above the ground surface in 
lakes, dams, rivers and pans. 
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Suspended Solids. Inorganic or organic matter, such 
as clay, minerals, decay products and living 
organisms, that remains in suspension in water. In 
surface waters it is usually associated with erosion or 
runoff after rainfall events. 
 
Sustainable Development. Integrating social, 
economic and environmental considerations into 
planning, implementation and decision-making to 
ensure that development meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs. 
 
Turbidity. A measure of the light-scattering ability of 
water. It indicates the concentration of suspended 
solids in the water. 
 
Water Board. An organ of state established or 
regarded as having been established in terms of the 
Water Services Act (No 108 of 1997) to perform, as its 
primary activity, a public function. This includes a 
“water services provider” who provides water services 
institution, but does not include a water services 
intermediary. The National Water Act (No 36 of 1998) 
provides for the restructuring of water boards as water 
user associations. 
 

Watercourse. A river or spring; a natural channel in 
which water flows regularly or intermittently; a wetland, 
lake or dam into which, or from which, water flows. 
 
Water Management Area. A geographical area 
demarcated i.t.o. National Water Act to be 
administered by the relevant Catchment Management 
Agency.  
 
Water Management Institution. A catchment 
management agency, a water user association, a body 
responsible for international water management or any 
person who fulfills the functions of a water 
management institution in terms of the National Water 
Act (No 36 of 1998). 
 
Water Resource. Includes the physical or structural 
aquatic habitats (both instream and riparian), the 
water, the aquatic biota, and the physical, chemical 
and ecological processes which link habitats, water 
and biota. 
 
Water User Association. Co-operative associations 
of individual water users who wish to undertake water-
related activities for their mutual benefit. They operate 
at a restricted local level. 
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