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Empty Promises, Poaching & Poverty. Finding a Way Out 
By 

FINSA reporter 

-  
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                           coast rock lobster haul. Photo: Andy Johnston 

The relationship between small-scale fishers and some marketers on 

South Africa’s Cape west coast is deteriorating fast. Greed, mischievous 

shenanigans, and extortion seem to be the order of the day. This at the 

expense of small-scale fishers who often are forced to consider 

poaching to fight their way out of poverty. 

In September, fishers in Saldanha Bay opened a case of theft with the local 

police after a marketer allegedly took their permit and exported 1850kg of west 
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coast rock lobster without their permission. This, it seems, is not the first time 

this has happened. 

“We have never had a good relationship with our marketers because their only 

interest is to profiteer,” says a local fisherwoman. “We have had enough of this 

exploitation and opened a case of theft with the police.” 

“Marketers masquerade as middlemen in small-scale fishing communities. Their 

activities are not regulated, nor do they take responsibility,” says Masifundise 

Development Trust. 

“Instead they entice fishers with upfront cash deals and contractual 

agreements. They buy the fish directly from the boats when the fish is landed. 

Masifundise’s concerns are aired in a press release which states that this 

marketing system has become entrenched in small-scale fishing communities. 

There has been no opportunity for post harvesting processes, value-adding 

activities or creating a local market. 

Near shore landing schedule 

The South Africa United Fishing Front (SAUFF) says it is the fault of the 

Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries (DEFF).  

In a press release the founder and chairman of SAUFF, Pedro Garcia, explains 

that DEFF had for the first time in the 2019/2020 west coast rock lobster season 

released a “near-shore landing schedule”. 

This in turn unleashed a wave of civil and legal action by fishers and fishing 

communities who were alerted to the fact that their official west coast rock 

lobster allocations had been harvested, landed, marketed and exported without 

their knowledge. 
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SAUFF accuses DEFF of appearing to be reluctant to release the community off-

shore landings for the same period.  

“We are 100% sure that this off-shore landing schedule will be profoundly more 

revealing than the near-shore schedule,” says Garcia. 

Exemptions and accountability 

SAUFF claims that the marketers, caretakers and even vessel owners have 

abused the “exemptions” which came into effecting during the COVID-19 

lockdown situation. It wants DEFF to be held accountable for this situation in 

which communities find themselves. 

DEFF for its part says it negotiated with some commercial fishing companies 

and fish processors to offer some relief to small-scale fishers by buying fish 

from them for onward delivery to the market or for processing. 

SAUFF says this action was inappropriate because it placed government at the 

centre of the envisaged partnership between the two groups. Yet the small-

scale fishers or representative bodies were not consulted at all. 

Harvesting permits 

Another issue is the lateness of issuing harvesting permits. 

SAUFF criticises DEFF for not properly managing and administering the Equality 

Court IR ruling (interim relief dispensation) over the last 15 years. This has 

resulted in communities having their harvesting permits issued at the very last 

minute or even in the new year, year on year. This season is not an exception 

to the rule, says SAUFF. 
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“This level of incompetence places fishers and communities under constant 

pressure to have their permits issued in time for them to harvest while the 

markets are at their best.  

“Adding to the unequal power dynamics which exist in South Africa, DEFF 

becomes complicit in creating a scenarios wherein unscrupulous marketers, 

buyers, agents and caretakers thrive,” says SAUFF. 

Potential opportunities for abuse 

The bigger picture is the concern over the west coast rock lobster resource, a 

key financial component” in the envisaged basket of species for small-scale 

fishing cooperatives. SAUFF highlights that there is a likelihood of further abuse 

of amongst other things: 

• Marketing and processing contracts because all risks are shifted to the 

fishers 

• Harvesting agreements that exempt boat owners in instances of poor 

quality or mortalities 

• “Debt bondage” through the “voorskot” systems promoted by marketers 

• Monopolisation of export markets by large companies 

• Marketers exploring poverty and encouraging fishers to harvest during off 

season 

• Offers for “back-door” lobster 

• Commissions to “caretakers” with the specific intent to influence fishers 

“The fact that we make provision for poaching in some of our fishers, west coast 

rock lobster included, is probably the most damning indictment insofar as the 

management of the resource is concerned,” SAUFF concludes. 

Linking poverty to poaching 

“Clearly the links between poverty, loss of fishing rights and poaching are more 

complicated and contradictory than a simple take on sustainable development 
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might suppose.” This is according to well-known veteran poacher turned small-

scale fisheries activist, Andy Johnston. 

In a response to an article on the Fishing Industry News website about recent 

lobster poaching incidents, he continues: 

“This makes it all the more surprising that there have been so few detailed 

studies into the links between poverty, unfair allocations, corruption and 

poaching. 

“More disturbing those who live in the poaching hotspots feel betrayed by the 

failure of those wonderful promises and corrupt allocations. 

What has gone wrong? 

“Nineteen years after the Rio Earth Summit – where community-based 

conservation and sustainable development became the mantra for a generation 

wanting to create a better, greener and fairer world – we badly need to know 

what has gone wrong. Why the benefits are proving so elusive for the bonafide 

small-scale fishing communities. 

“Exactly what are the links between poverty and conservation? Is biodiversity 

really the key to economic advancement? Or could it be that dependence on 

biodiversity is what holds the rural poor back, keeping them poor and making 

the rich quota holders richer? 

“For some of the marginalised fishers and divers that fight for survival through 

poaching has become the order of the day. 

“One has to be resourceful in order to provide for one’s family”. It is in this 

environment and destitution that moral values by our poor fishing communities 

are being challenged and turned upside down. 
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Unfair policies and quotas 

“We few who challenge unjust fishing policies by our government continue to be 

considered “misfits”, dreamers and as utopian who think they can change the 

world.  

“The fact is a government that promotes and distributes fishing quotas unfairly 

is tainted and destructive, that destroys the small-scale fishing communities will 

sooner or later fall through its own corrupt and immoral practices. 

“The traditional small-scale fishing sector contributes crucially to human 

nutrition and to social and economic progress. Instead in South Africa they are 

marginalised or excluded from participating rightfully in harvesting the resource. 

“Historically the fish resource was a source of cheap food and created towards 

the wellbeing of our poorer communities. Instead it is now considered as a 

resource to generate wealth from the international markets.” 

Masifundise sums up: “The pandemic has exposed the fault lines of the current 

marketing system. It has highlighted the deep need for localised food markets 

embedded in the pillars of food sovereignty.” 

                                              ………………….. 

 


