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Winning the Battle of the Well-
Travelled Broodstock Fish. 
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              Kob broodstock, Pure Ocean East London. Photo supplied 

In 2008, the East London Industrial Development Zone (IDZ) 
was in the process of establishing an aquaculture cluster. 
Andre Bok of Kingfish Enterprises was offered the opportunity 
to develop one of the Greenfields sites. This is the third 
article in a five part series written by DR MANDY UYS who 
specializes in Aquatic Ecosystems Science and Consulting. 
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Bok partnered with the company Pure Ocean East London to pioneer a single 
facility and stipulated that it be established at a pilot scale to prove the 

technical viability of the economic drivers. 

The challenges were to establish:   

• how fast the fish would grow; 
• how efficiently food could be converted to flesh (the food conversion 

ratio). 
• appropriate stocking densities; and 

• what the market would support in terms of supply and pricing. No 

wonder one needs degrees in both the sciences and business. 

An eight-year battle of human-vs-fish ensued. There was plenty of funding 

and a formidable team of four scientists, with access to the best scientific 

know-how, but the fish simply did not grow.  

A great deal of money was being spent and the output was not there. Bok, 

with his background in animal husbandry, was perplexed.  

“It is obviously complex, and it has to do with the stocking rate and the feed 
rate in a system. The feed rate has to be adapted to the feeding response, or 

the food itself can become a pollutant,” says Bok. 

“In addition, the more fish there are in a system, the more likelihood there is 

of the water getting polluted as a result of the nitrogen cascade. 

“The toxicity of ammonia and nitrites to the fish if the system is then out of 

balance and these products are not converted or eliminated. 

“In this case, it seemed we were feeding the fish, but they weren’t growing. 

They were using the food just for metabolic processes.” 

Calculated risks and high stakes 
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The funding came to an end in 2016 and the owners, Pure Ocean East 
London, did not have more to invest. Some R70 million had already been 

spent.  

However, they still had all the broodstock. In essence this represented the 
seeds and the start-up capital for that envisioned land-based marine fish 

farm.  

But they were too close. So Bok, as Technical Director of Pure Ocean, took 
the decision to continue, and self-fund the operation, with the support of his 

family. 

Two scientific partners left, and Bok, together with Lawrence Grant (a fellow 

specialist scientist) continued their work. 

Food formulations 

“At that time, we started working on food formulations. These impacted on 
the digestibility of the food, increasing the absorption rate of the feed and 

produced significantly less waste,” he explains. 

“The water quality in the live-holding systems improved significantly as a 

result and the fish started growing.  

The food formulation changed the outlook. The team progressed to a point 
where they could grow Yellowtail fish from egg to 2.5kg in an unprecedented 
12 months. Watch the video clips of Andre with newly spawned Yellowtail 

eggs and feeding Yellowtail brood stock (click on the highlighted areas to 

view). 

“We wrote a popular article in IntraFish online magazine, challenging the 

international aquaculture community. We offered $1000 to anyone who could 
prove they had achieved an equivalent or better growth rate and food 
conversion ratio. We had no response, so I still have my $1000. I think 

people just didn’t believe us”, he says. 
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He continues: “After 18-months of self-funding operations to prove viability, 
I had to take the option of putting Pure Ocean East London into provisional 

liquidation, as the broodstock had to be maintained by any means possible.  

“To fund all of this, Ursula and I had sold our house, and invested R2-million 
of our own money in the initiative. We were still hoping to attract an 

investor, due to the success we were having. But investor confidence was 

low and there was no proof of economic viability at a commercial scale.” 

Liquidation 

Eventually, the farm was liquidated, and a local abalone farm purchased all 

the moveable assets from the IDZ site. 

Negotiations to keep the site were complex and ultimately the entire 

infrastructure had to be relocated to the abalone farm – a massive 
undertaking.  All the brood stock and some developing fish were kept alive, 
and the rest were harvested and sold to local restaurants. The yield was 2-3 
tons, but it was nowhere near enough to keep the fish farm afloat. But the 

market response to the product, and particularly the flavour of the fish, was 

encouraging. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

An aerial photograph of the current site when it was still under construction. 
Photo supplied. 

A whiff of success 
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The potential for success was now clear. Bok managed to convince a new set 
of funders, an astute group who hail from the seafood trade environment, to 

invest sufficient funds to escalate from a pilot scale to a commercial scale. 

Kingfish Enterprises was established, with Cris Dillon, a Chemical Engineer 
and MBA graduate, as Chief Executive Officer (CEO), and the Dillon family as 

major shareholders. 

The major funders understand markets. They want to understand the impact 
of the fish on the local market. While there is the potential for export, the 

challenges include those of food safety certification processes of the export 

destinations. 

The well-travelled broodstock fish were moved back to the IDZ site, while a 

massive expansion of the operation got underway. This has been a literal 
self-build and has taken this tireless Bok family and a rather formidable team 
(of eight operational staff and five technical team members) two years to 

achieve. 

The farm now comprises the original offices, laboratories, the pilot plant, and 
the new production area. It is an impressively detailed technical design, 
optimising space utilisation and energy efficiency. At full size it will cover an 

area of 2 Ha. Bok is on contract with Kingfish Enterprises to establish the 
facility and train up the staff. The facility is under expansion into the over 30 
Ha of land known as the ‘Aquaculture Cluster’, as allocated by the IDZ some 

12 years ago. 

Read about the Marine Tilapia Incubator Project for Eastern Cape and 
catch up with some of the other developments in the field of 
aquaculture including the abalone ranching pilot project. 

                                        ……………………… 
 


