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In the last three years fishing fatalities off the South African coastline have thankfully been 

low. But one life lost is too many and there is no room for complacency. 

Last week the National Sea Rescue Institute (NSRI) Gordons Bay duty crew went to the rescue  

of six men whose fishing boat had capsized off-shore of Rooi Els. Happily they were all rescued 

and are safe. 

While the South African Maritime Safety Authority (SAMSA) might seem to constantly harp on 

about safety at sea, it is imperative that fishermen understand the risk they are taking by being at 

sea. 

Of the four fatalities recorded in 2020, all occurred from small vessels less than 10 meters in 

length. All incidents took place on the Cape west coast. 

One fisherman lost his life when the boat capsized in large swells. A second fishermen lost his 

life when in windy conditions he became separated from his boat after jumping overboard to 
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recover an oar he was using to row ashore. And two more lives were lost when their small boat 

capsized in the surf off Rooi Els. 

Why small vessels capsize while operational 

A Marine Notice lists four reasons why small vessels capsize. These are: 

• being at seas in unsuitable conditions 

• hauling of anchors over the side of the board and not the bow 

• being too close to the shore and 

• overloading. 

Fishermen falling overboard results in the most deaths and usually occurs when fishermen are 

shooting or hauling fishing gear or at night when the vessel is steaming. 

Recently this was also the cause of death of a fisherman who had been forced to abandon a 

vessel in rough seas. 

Use flotation aids, have a buddy system and wear a harness 

SAMSA advocates the regular necessary use of flotation aids within the surf zone, and at all 

times a fisherman is on the deck where the risk is highest of being knocked overboard. 

Furthermore, SAMSA says a crew member should never be alone on deck and skippers should 

encourage a buddy system especially at night. 

A safety harness should also be worn when working near or at the side of the vessel. 

The common problem of fatigue is also something that skippers’ and officers should note, 

especially on long voyages. 

Non-operational tragedies 

Last year two fishermen died in non-operational instances. In January, one of the men, an 

engineer, went missing off a lobster vessel berthed alongside at Pepper Bay. His body was later 

found floating in the harbour. 

The second crew member slipped off a harbour fender while attempting to board a squid vessel 

in Port Elizabeth harbour. His body was recovered by divers the following day. 

Safety workshops 

SAMSA offers trauma counselling, assistance with securing UIF, COID and insurance and the 

facilitation of social grants though the Welfare Office, Mrs N Dubase (021 421 6170 email 

(ndubase@samsa.org.za). 
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SAMSA also offers safety workshops in communities that operate small vessels. 
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