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Marine heatwave and the marine species walkouts are coincidental with a very 

large Agulhas current meander. 

Large fish and shellfish mortalities and washouts have been observed 

along South Africa’s east and south coasts in the last week. Scientists 

attribute this to as a very large Agulhas current meander. 

The Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries says in a notice that this 

offshore deviation of the Agulhas Current usually happens in conjunction with 

what is called a “marine heatwave”. 
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It is warning coastal communities not to collect or eat any washup fish and 

shellfish which might have been dead longer than it is thought.  

Apparently, it is not yet clear yet whether the anomaly has also resulted in “red 

tides” or harmful algal blooms. 

Drastic changes 

Agulhas Current meanders are associated with changes in temperature, ocean 

currents, water level and the biochemistry of the water. 

The complex changes subsequently lead to fish mortalities.  

The National Oceans and Coastal Information Management System (OCIMS) 

monitors and tracks these oceanographic and meteorological conditions.  

Using satellite imagery, the meander can be tracked in real time while it is 

progressing southward. 

Extreme water temperatures 

Some feedback received is that fish were swimming away from warm water 

during the earlier stages of the marine heatwave. 

There was also evidence of seaweed bleaching on parts of the coast. 

The large anomaly or event observed in the Agulhas current along the coastline 

in February and March, is the result of a “marine heatwave”. Water temperatures 

have been 24°C and above along much of the east and south coasts.  

This was followed by the upwelling of deep water.  

https://www.ocims.gov.za/about/
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A temperature difference of between 10 – 15°C between cold and warm water at 

the coast was noted. 

The result is that with cold-water intrusion, fish and invertebrates (shellfish) 

suffer thermal shock (freeze) which causes them to lie stunned in the shallows.  

Often they are too weak to avoid being washed out on the shore. 

These meanders apparently occur 4-5 times per year in the northern Agulhas 

Current system but only 1-2 times per year near Port Elizabeth as they weaken 

on their way south. Their occurrence is irregular. 
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