
Living the Legacy. Trek Netting Yellowtail 
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                      Yellow tail caught by small-scale trek-netters. Photo: Stock 

Yellowtail Seriola lalandi or Geelstert as it is commonly referred to – 
has been in abundant supply lately. It’s not unusual for this time of 
year. There have been reports recently that Western Cape trek 
netters caught about R1-million worth of fish in one day. This has led 
to questions about the sustainability of the resource. 
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Trek netters haul in a good catch of yellowtail. Photo: Stock 
By their very nature yellowtail treks attract a fair amount of criticism. A lot of 

this is to do with the fact that many fishermen are crew members living in 
poverty. This despite the fact that the basis of the permit is about 

empowerment and historical fishing rights. 

Yet it is also fact that a right holder usually supports numerous families by 

employing crew. It has been done so for decades. 

Back in 2013 veteran activist for small-scale fishers Andy Johnston, wrote an 

article for Fishing Industry News Southern Africa (print issue) about the trek 
net fishers and inshore line fishers who have historically always harvested by 
eking a livelihood out of the sea under hard, dangerous and precarious 

conditions. 

An excerpt of this article explains some of the background: 

“Over the years conflict between anglers, conservationists, scientists and the 

trek netters has materialised with harsh words and ungainly threats 
manifesting amongst them and at times even erupting into physical violence 

on the beaches. 

“The anglers, sports and line fishers are of the opinion that trekking of fish 
notably yellowtail and white steenbras, are depleting the stock and thus 

limiting their ability to catch on an equitable basis. 

“The conservationists believe that the method of trek net fishing is a 
destructive one and should be banned completely, Meanwhile scientist Steve 
Lambert of the Department of Fisheries, Forestry and Agriculture, wrote on 

the yellowtail trek: 
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“The large trek-net catches were depending on one’s perspective, a bonanza, 
massacre or fortuitous tourist event. Despite these catches appearing 

excessive, totally 40t they were but a partition of the 250 -300t landed by 
commercial and recreational line and net fisheries over the festive season. 
Yellowtail has been a substantial and lucrative component of False Bay trek- 
net catches since the early 1700s. Indeed, for the last 200 years until 

development and growth of the more sophisticated line fishery, the trek-net 
fishery was the sole supplier of fresh yellowtail to the South African market. 
Prior to the 1980s there were in excess of 170 trek net operators in False 
Bay. Since then, resource constraints have necessitated their numbers being 

reduced to 5 right holders employing approximately 100 crew. “     

Full Circle.  January 2006 

Beach seine technique 

The type of fishing under discussion is the beach seine technique where the 
operation is within the near shore. The method used is launching and rowing 
a wooden boat to carry the seine net with its floats and weights out to sea in 

order to trap the fish. 

There is a lookout skipper who plots the locality of the fish from a high point. 
By signaling with colored flags he directs the boat to the best position to 

encircle the school of fish which is then hauled onto the shore. 

The skill of the “lookout” is of such that he can identify the type of fish in the 
water, the size of the school and the amount. This knowledge is gained from 

being passed down from generation to generation. 

In areas where is no high vantage point it is called a blind trek. It’s a lottery 
type of approach, never knowing what is being harvested only led by the 

activity of the seabirds in the area. 

Seasonal and inexpensive 
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This type of fishing activity is considerably more seasonal. Trek netters are 
not hunters in the true sense but are reliant on the movement of fish. 

Therefore the benefits taken over a period of time are not very economically 

viable. 

Participants usually manage to fill the dry spells with other casual work. 

No other fishing activity is more successful at providing inexpensive food to 
poorer communities and thus helping to realise the right to adequate food in 

the context of food security. 

Culture 

The culture of this group of fishers has evolved over many years starting 
from the introduction of slavery in the Cape. It has led to their own style of a 

co-management system, co-operative arrangement and beliefs and practices. 

Let’s hope that this group of vibrant, dynamic and vital suppliers of 
“haarders” (mullet) and thus “boekoms”  are not lost or then captured in our 

museum through pictures and paintings. 

One hopes that they can once again gain their rightful place in our society 

under the human rights principles.” 

                                    …………………………….. 

 


