
  

What Do You Really Know About South 
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What do you really know about South Africa’s marine 
protected areas (MPAs)? There is plenty of information 
available online and considerable effort is applied by the 
marine science community to educate the public, but has this 
been successful and what happens next? 

Recent attempts, at uShaka Marine World in Durban, to find out how aware 
members of the public are about MPAs revealed that less than 20% of the 
people interviewed could not name even one of the 41 MPAs. Conservationists 
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are also saying that the value of MPAs are also not appreciated by decision 

makers who need to carry the message forward. 

This had rung alarm bells that despite the concerted education drive that 
includes posters, webinars, a photographic competition, articles and blogs, a 
map series, and a newly launched MPA Guide which categorizes MPAs by stage 

of establishment and level of protection, there still needs to be more done to 

draw awareness to the value of MPAs. 

Expansion of marine protected areas 

In August 2019, 20 new or extended marine protected areas were officially 
declared. This increased South Africa’s ocean area under protection to 5,4% 
and thereby 87% of the different marine ecosystem types found in the 

country’s waters. 

Representing an additional 53000km2 to South Africa’s protected area 
network, the 20 areas included 17 new MPAs and expansions of the existing 
Aliwal Shoal MPA, Bird Island (into Addo) and the St Lucia and Maputaland 

MPAs into a much larger iSimangaliso Wetland Park MPA. 

This brought the total number of MPAs around South Africa to 41 with an 

additional large MPA in our Prince Edward Islands territory. 

It also acknowledged 12 years of marine biodiversity research and spatial 
planning of South Africa’s oceans by the marine science community consisting 
of scientists and researchers from organisations that include the South African 

National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI), the Oceans & Coasts Branch of 
the Department of Environmental Affairs (DEA), the Department of Science 
and Technology (DST) and the National Research Foundation (NRF) funded 
projects with the African Coelacanth Ecosystem Program (ACEP) which has 

enabled research in the new network of MPAs. 

Many scientists and technicians contributed to the development of the new 
MPA network, including those from Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, South African 

Association for Marine Biological Research (SAAMBR), South African Institute 
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for Aquatic Biodiversity (SAIAB), South African Environmental Observation 
Network (SAEON), South African National Parks (SANParks), Nelson Mandela 

University (NMU), University of KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN), University of Cape 

Town (UCT) and Rhodes University (RU). 

More information about this is available on the 

website https://www.marineprotectedareas.org.za/ 

 
 

 

Additional funding 

In August 2020, the WWF Nedbank Green Trust approved additional funding 

to increase the number of MPAs in South Africa. This was with the aim of 

growing the coverage to 10% of South Africa’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ). 

Although the news was not well received from some user groups, South Africa 

is committed to extending the coverage to 10% in terms of the Convention of 

Biological Diversity of which it is a signatory. 

Read the article: Money for More MPAs to put More Squeeze on Sea Space 

It is also not coincidental that 1 August 2021 was declared Africa MPA Day and 
that South Africa became the first country to celebrate its marine protected 

areas. 

Again, this news has been met with skepticism by many fishermen 
organisations. One is the KZN Subsistence Fishing Forum which says that this 
move will force many subsistence fishermen into poverty and that the real 

problem is industrial and other pollution. 

Read the article: Celebrating Marine Protected Areas and Securing the Future 

of the Ocean 
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Assessing ecological effectiveness 

There is an abundance of information about South Africa’s MPAs in the public 

domain, but this has now been taken a step further. A group of marine 
scientists and researchers have contributed their efforts to reviewing 140 

papers to assess their ecological effectiveness. 

The results are published in a new research paper titled, “Evaluating the 
evidence for ecological effectiveness of South Africa’s marine protected areas”, 
which was recently published in the African Journal of Marine Science Vol 

43,2021. 

The newest research paper is the work of SP Kirkman, BQ Mann, KJ Sink, R 
Adams, T-C Livingstone, JB Mann-Lang, MC Pfaff, T Samaai, MG van der 

Bank, L Williams and GM Branch. 

According to the paper’s Abstract, the “evidence was assessed for coverage 
and representativity, protection of important biodiversity areas, other 
recognised elements of effectiveness, connectivity, and ecological effects—

from the scale of individual MPAs to the MPA network scale. 

“We conducted complementary novel analyses to supplement the review and 

to objectively determine where and how the MPA network can be improved. 

 
 

 

Concerns and recommendations 

“Evidence shows that South Africa’s MPAs now provide some protection to all 

ecoregions and 87% of ecosystem types but to less than 50% of assessed 
species groups. MPAs are generally well-sited, but gaps were revealed on the 
west coast and in estuaries, the deep sea, and two ecologically and biologically 

significant areas. 
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“Enforcement emerged as a key concern, and many MPAs could be improved 

through expansion or by increasing no-take areas. 

“The majority of relevant papers recorded beneficial ecological effects, 
detectable as increases in parameters such as the abundance, biomass, sizes 

or reproductive output of species. 

“Few papers examined whether ecological benefits translate into adjacent 
fisheries benefits, but all those that did recorded positive effects. Full 
protection was more effective than partial protection, with effectiveness most 

clearly demonstrated for vulnerable target taxa. 

“Further research and monitoring to achieve evaluations of effectiveness are 

recommended, with greater focus on neglected MPAs and species. 

“Understanding the ecological connectivity between MPAs, an important 
dimension for climate-change adaptation and hence for the persistence and 
resilience of South Africa’s marine biodiversity, is identified as a key area for 

future research and inclusion in MPA planning. 

You can access the paper on this 

link: https://doi.org/10.2989/1814232X.2021.1962975 

Climate change 

When you read the advice coming from international organisations such as 
the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) to address the issue 

of MPAs and climate change, you realise that South Africa is really quite far 

ahead of most other countries. 

The IUCN says what coastal states can do is use processes such as Integrated 

Coastal Zone Management (ICZM) and Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) to 

improve the management of MPAs. 

Terms of Reference. What does Ecosystems Approach & Marine Spatial 

Planning Mean? 
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There are also opportunities for developing countries to obtain climate funding 
support in order to implement marine and coastal ecosystem-based adaptation 

and mitigation. An example is the Green Climate Fund (GCF). 

Coastal ecosystem protection can also benefit from the Poznan Strategic 
Program on Technology Transfer, implemented by the Global Environment 

Facility, and the work of the UNFCCC’s Technology Mechanism. 

The bottom line is that there needs to be greater political commitment at all 
levels (national, regional and international) to help boost the governance of, 

and resources available to, MPA programmes. 

“Ahead lies the challenge to revise the global MPA strategy and emphasize the 
strong linkages between climate, sustainability and biodiversity efforts, 

through existing international regimes such as the UNFCCC and CBD,” says 

the IUCN. 

“A new agenda for building a truly representative, consistent and resilient MPA 

network to face both climate change and the loss of biodiversity would be 

highly beneficial.” 

                                               ………………….. 


