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Small scale fishers on better days. Photo: Stock 

It has been a while, but South Africa’s coastal and inland small-scale 

fishers have finally been able to talk about what is troubling them to 

somebody who can hopefully make a difference. This remains to be seen 
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given that it is about 15 years since work started on a Small-scale 

Fisheries Policy. Now it seems a balance also has to be struck between 

earning a livelihood and conservation. 

Minister of Fisheries, Forestry and the Environment, Ms Barbara Creecy did seem 

willing to listen to what the fishers had to say. 

She made herself available during the small-scale fishing National Strategic 

Forum hosted by the Masifundise Development Trust earlier this month. The 

meeting took the form of an online discussion with groups of fishers in each 

province. 

Minister Creecy’s interest to hear them out follows on a decision she took in 

February to approach the High Court with a view to redoing the verification 

process for rights allocated to Western Cape small-scale fishers. No more has 

been said about this to date. 

Review of Western Cape Small-scale Fishing Rights 

Although she will already have heard a lot of the commentary, Masifundise noted 

that she did concede that bona fide fishers who had been left off lists, would be 

accommodated. 

“As a ministry we have heard the cries of fishers all along the coast. Next year in 

the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu Natal, we will allow fishing communities to add 

excluded fishers to their cooperatives,” she told them. 

“For the Northern Cape that process will happen this year, “she said. 

Inland fishing communities in Jozini, Vanderkloof and Gariep also highlighted their 

continued criminalisation due to lack of an Inland Policy. 
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This was addressed by Chief Director of Aquaculture Economic Development, 

Belemane Semoli, who said that local authorities had been cautioned against the 

harassing of inland fishers. 

A National Freshwater (Inland) Wild Capture Fisheries Policy is currently in the 

process of being formulated. 

Policy Vacuum. Inland Fishers Push for Change 

Depriving rightful livelihoods 

Small-scale fishers most certainly have good reason to feel aggrieved. 

Implementation of the small-scale fisheries policy has been almost 15 years in 

the making and numerous changes have been made in honing it. 

One person who has intimate knowledge of this process is veteran activist for 

small-scale fishers, Andrew Johnston. 

He writes in a recent Facebook entry, “As a participant on the task team that 

formulating the small-scale policy, our vision, needs and objectives have been 

ignored.  

“Instead, it is apparent that more emphasis is placed on production and 

conservation than on social issues, food security and job creation.” 

MSC and Small-scale fisheries 

Johnston’s concerns are valid. The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) says as the 

global demand for seafood rises and overfishing increases, it is crucial to ensure 

all fisheries – regardless of size, gear type and location – can access the MSC 

Programme. 
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“Small-scale fisheries account for only 18% of all fisheries certified to its MSC 

Standard or currently in assessment,” says the MSC. 

One of these is the South African squid sector which has been earmarked for 

future development. 

Small-scale or Not? A Critical Time for the Squid Sector 

“Small-scale fisheries typically use small vessels and low-mechanised fishing 

methods. Despite their size, these fisheries can still have a significant impact on 

the oceans as they can interact with key habitats central to the life-cycle of many 

marine species,” says the MSC. 

“There are numerous species which are targeted by small-scale fisheries and 

which play a fundamental role within the ecosystem. It is clear that sustainable 

management of these fisheries is vital to protect biodiversity. 

“We know how important it is for small-scale fisheries to operate sustainably and 

want to do more to help these fisheries to use our Standard and benefit from MSC 

certification. 

“To make sure we are safeguarding seafood supplies for future generations, we 

are committed to engaging over a third of global marine catch with our program 

by 2030. 

“But we can only achieve this if fisheries of all sizes can use our Standard, the 

MSC says. 

Management of People 

Johnston says: “There must be a fundamental change in thinking and policy 

implementation of the small-scale policy by understanding that their task is not 
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so much about the management of the natural resource and economic systems, 

but importantly rather the management of people – the actual fishing peoples.” 

“One of the subtle problems that face the small-scale fishing communities is that 

they are held in low esteem by non-fishers and by fisheries officials themselves. 

This leads to fishers being easily taken advantage of more educated non-fisher 

opportunists who mostly have an undemocratic approach. 

“Management cannot be successful unless it addresses the belief that people 

consider the administration of our fisheries, more rightly than wrongly to be 

inhabited by incompetent, corrupt and bureaucratic officials. 

“….we all agree that their protection and sustainable management are the main 

issues at stake. What we do not agree on or have difficulty agreeing on are the 

strategies to implement to ensure the sustainable management of the resources 

and at the same time not depriving fishing communities of their rightful 

livelihoods.” 

Rolling back harmful initiatives 

Back to Masifundise which comments on its website that its National Strategic 

Forum provided a platform for communicating about current political, socio-

economic and key emerging issues affecting fishing communities. 

Fishers also had the opportunity to participate in workshops and inputs on co-

management and the increasing rise in extractive activities on coastal shores. 

“This forum highlighted the need for strengthening participatory governance at 

all levels, enabling fishing communities to secure their social, economic, and 

political rights and to demand the redistribution of access to natural resources 

and the roll-back of harmful development initiatives,” concludes the organisation. 

                                                              ……………………………… 
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