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The Status of the South African Marine Fishery Resources Report 
2020 has been quietly released by the Department of Forestry, 
Fisheries and the Environment (DEFF). Fishing Industry News 
Southern Africa compares the information to the last three reports 
published since 2012 to find out what has changed. 

The 2020 report provides an analysis of the status of 61 different fish species 

(43 in 2012) in South Africa at the time of compilation (2019). 

These sub-sectors are as follows: abalone, Agulhas sole, Cape hakes Cape 
horse mackerel, kingklip, linefish, monkfish, netfish, oysters, Patagonian 

toothfish, prawns, seaweeds, sharks, small invertebrates and new fisheries, 
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small pelagic fishes, south coast rock lobster, squid, tuna and swordfish, and 

west coast rock lobster. 

New species included. 

Among the species included for the first time are several linefish species (black 
musselcracker, dageraad, Roman and white stumpnose), and five species of 

skate (which replace the generic ‘skate’ in the 2016 report). Octopus and East 
Coast round herring, and two species of shark (oceanic whitetip and great 

hammerhead) are also included. 

The latest assessments indicate that 61% of stocks are considered not to be 
of concern, while 39% of stocks are of concern. These figures indicate an 
improvement over the past eight years, with 46% of stocks considered not to 

be of concern in 2012, 49% in 2014 and 52% in 2016. 

Compared to the 2016 report, 

• the number of stocks for which the status and fishing pressure are 

unknown increased from two to seven. 
• The number of stocks considered underutilized has increased from 

five in 2016 to nine in 2020. 
• Those considered to be in an optimal state has increased from 15 in 

2012 to 21 in 2020, while stocks that are of concern have decreased 
from 10 in 2014 and 2016 to nine in 2020. 

• The number of stocks considered to be over-exploited has remained 
at 15. This is the net result of the inclusion of new resources in this 

assessment since 2016 (dageraad, oceanic whitetip shark and great 

hammerhead shark). 

Two resources included in the 2016 report (elf and white steenbras) are now 

excluded. There is a decline in status of one resource (shortfin mako sharks) 

and an improvement of status for Atlantic yellowfin tuna and silver kob. 

A Little Elf Told Me… 
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The following is a brief summary for each resource: 

• Abalone: 

The status of the abalone resource continues to decline in response to 
extremely high levels of illegal harvesting and over-allocation of Total 

Allowable Catches (TACs). No mention is made of abalone ranching which 
began as an experimental fishery in the Eastern Cape in 2012-13. At the time 
questions were raised about the viability of this fishery given the tiny quota 

allocations and small landings. 

Just a Slap for Abalone Poachers… Again 

• Agulhas sole: 

Five years on and there is still uncertainty about the true status of the Agulhas 
sole stocks. However, recent assessments took account of the increase in CPUE 

that was observed during 2017, and the results suggested a slightly more 
optimistic perception of resource status than had been the case in the 2016 

report. 

• Cape hakes: 

Recent updated assessments indicate that both the deep-water hake resource 
and shall-water hake are appreciably above the biomass level at which 

maximum sustainable yield (MSY) is obtained. Improvements in the deep-
water resource in the last five years are partly attributed to the rebuilding 
strategy inherent in recent operational management procedures (OMPs), and 
the improvements to the assessment methodology and input data have had a 

major influence. 

South Africa’s Hake Trawl Fishery Re-certified 

• Cape horse mackerel: 

The most recent assessments for Cape horse mackerel indicate that the 

estimates of current spawning biomass are well above those that yield MSY. 
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• Kingklip (did not appear in the 2014 report): 

Recent research suggests that there are genetically separate stocks on the 
West and South coasts, but with some degree of gene flow between the two 

components. 

Recent assessment results suggest that the South Coast component of the 
resource is decreasing in abundance at about 0.8% per annum. Conversely, 

the West Coast component is increasing at about 2.4% per annum. 

The precautionary upper catch limit (PUCL) for this resource has remained 

stable in recent years. 

• Linefish: 

Stocks of hottentot seabream, snoek, carpenter, santer, slinger, Roman and 

yellowtail are considered to be in good condition and are not over-fished. 

Silver kob, geelbeck and white stumpnose are considered depleted and 

continue to be over-fished. 

Collapsed resources, such as seventy-four, red steenbras, dageraad and dusky 

kob, require stronger intervention in order to rebuild stocks. In the 2014 
report, note is made that red steenbras, a high value species, had already 
been closed to all fishing but was reopened following legal action from the 

recreational fishing sector. 

Galjoen, the national fish of South Africa, appeared in the 2015 report as a 
depleted linefish species. In 2018 it was listed as near threatened in the 2018 
National Biodiversity Assessment. This species is rated as a no-sale species 

within South Africa. Only recreational fishers with a permit may catch them 

but cannot sell their catch.(ref. SASSI) 

Inshore Line Fish Resources. Act Now or Lose Forever 

• Monkfish 
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Monkfish (not in the 2014 report): Recent assessment indicates that while the 
resource has shown marginal increases on the West Coast, the increase is not 

as apparent as in previous years. 

The South Coast component of the resource appears to remain stable. 

• Netfish 

Netfish are species caught by beach seine and gill-net fisheries. The biggest 
fishery is for harders (mullet) which remain in a depleted state as a result of 

overfishing, illegal harvesting and adverse environmental conditions which 

disrupt breeding cycles. 

• Oysters: 

Little change since 2014 and uncertainty remains around the actual stock 
status. The oyster resource along the KwaZulu-Natal coast is considered to be 

optimally exploited. 

 In the 2014 report, it was reported that the fishery in Port Elizabeth had been 
assessed as part of the south coast stock, but the Eastern Cape small-scale 

fishery remained unassessed. 

Similar uncertainty also remains regarding the status of oysters in the 
Southern Cape. Their level of exploitation, considered to be heavy, together 

with illegal harvesting from subtidal “mother beds”, remain causes for concern. 

• Patagonian toothfish 

Patagonian toothfish in South African waters occur mainly in the Prince Edward 
Island EEZ and South Africa manages the stock as part of a Regional Fisheries 
Management Organisation (RFMO). Despite stock assessment updates, a 
recent assessment of the Patagonian toothfish resources indicate that 

uncertainties still remain around the true status of the resource. This is largely 
due to the difficulties of accounting for the removal of fish from longlines by 

predatory marine mammals in the catch per-unit-effort (CPUE) index. 
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• Prawns 

The multi-species prawn fishery trawls shallow and deep water crustaceans. 
Species captured in the shallow-water fishery include white 
prawns Fenneropenaeus indicus (80% of the prawn catch), brown prawns and 

tiger prawns. 

The abundance of shallow-water prawns remains highly variable between 
years, depending on recruitment. Shallow water stocks are dependent on 
estuaries and water flows. The closure of the mouth of the St Lucia Estuary 

blocked the recruitment of shallow-water prawns to the Thukela Bank. 
Although the estuary has since been re-opened, the status of shallow-water 

prawns, however, is considered to be depleted. 

Species caught in the deep water are pink and red prawns, langoustines, rock 
lobster Palinurus delagoae and red crab. These deep-water species are longer-
lived than those found in the shallow-water component and do not depend on 
an estuarine juvenile stage. Deep-water prawns are considered to be optimally 

exploited. 

Breaching of Lake St Lucia Estuary Pleases, Disappoints 

• Seaweed species 

The main seaweed species exploited in South Africa are the kelps and the red 
seaweed Gelidium. Kelp resources are considered optimally exploited (for 

abalone feed and pharmaceuticals) and stable in most areas, although some 
areas offer the opportunity for greater harvesting. Other seaweed resources 

generally also offer opportunities for increased harvesting. 

• Sharks: 

In 2014, 98 species of sharks, skates, rays and chimaeras were being caught 

in 12 fisheries in South African waters. At the time it was hard to quantify and 
manage and data was poor and inconclusive. Even so all existing stock 
assessments showed a decline in catches and CPUE for both small and large 
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shark species, a trend that highlighted the Department should surely start 

implementing a more precautionary approach to this fishery. 

Recent assessments of several species indicate that slime skate, spearnose 
skate, biscuit skate and St Joseph are abundant. Blue and smoothhound sharks 
are at optimal status, but yellowspot and twineye skates are depleted. Oceanic 

whitetip, great hammerhead, soupfin and shortfin mako sharks are considered 

heavily depleted. 

South Africa’s Plan to Protect Sharks Needs an Urgent Update 

• Small invertebrates and new fisheries: 

In 2014 several new fisheries were being investigated but were found not to 

be not viable. These included horse mackerel (purse-seine), periwinkels, 
limpets, alikreukels, sea urchins, sea cucumbers. Many of these now find 

themselves listed as aquaculture species. 

Exceptions were white mussel and octopus which were deemed as potential 
new fisheries. Five years later, the status of white mussel continues to remains 
unknown, while octopus and redeye round herring in KwaZulu-Natal are under 

investigation. 

The Octopus Fishery Has a Gripping Story to Tell… 

                                …………………… 

 

 


