
Fishing Communities Stew as New 
Seismic Survey on West Coast Gets the 
Nod By  FINSA reporter 
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   Fig 1. Schematic showing how seismic surveys are carried out. 
Source:http://fishsafe.eu/en/offshore-structures/seismic-surveys.aspx 

South Africa’s west coast fishing communities are tired of 
having their livelihoods jeopardized by individuals and 
companies trying to profit off the marine environment on which 
they rely. The latest news of a new seismic survey beginning 
this week on the Cape west coast from Cape Point to the 
Namibian border, is just unacceptable. 

In recent years there has been a proliferation of requests from international 
organisations asking for permission to explore for oil and gas, mine beaches, 
build cofferdams, park massive powerships at the three largest industrial 
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ports, and dump toxic cargo – without consideration for the long-term 

implications. 

The latest news that the Orange River basin, a pristine and untouched part of 
the coastline, is the latest target, has raised the ire of fishing communities, 
environmental groups, legal and human rights lawyers and activists, and the 

public. 

Minister of Energy and Mineral Affairs, Gwede Mantashe, has his work cut out 
to get past the growing resistance to his decisions. The most recent example 

of taking on government – and international conglomerates – was the 
successful interdict which forced Shell’s vessel, GeoExplorer, to withdraw off 
the south coast less than halfway through its seismic survey. Few were sorry 

to see it leave. 

Watch Out For EIA Amendments Relevant to Mining & Mining Related Activities 

Battle of the Beaches. Mining Threat to Small-Scale Fishers 

Agreement on New Nature Reserve for the West Coast 

Latest seismic survey 

Richard Spoor Inc Attorneys was the legal team successful at stopping that 
seismic survey in its tracks. It now has to repeat the exercise to stop the 
Australian company, Searcher Seismic, from doing the same thing off the west 

coast from Cape Point to the Namibian border. 

By all accounts Searcher Seismic was successful in being granted a permit to 
begin its seismic survey programme on the west and southwest coast from 15 
January. Once again it seems the company has not followed proper protocol 

with its environmental impact assessment, nor has been properly consult with 

affected parties. 

Coastal Justice Network researchers are working with the Legal Resources 

Centre, Natural Justice, Masifundise Development Trust, Coastal Links, The 
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Collective, SDCEA, Oceans Not Oil and the Green Connection to support fishing 

communities with the necessary litigation. 

The same reasons apply to that which made the news about the seismic survey 
off the KwaZulu Natal Wild Coast – the impact on ocean life, cultures and 
traditions, intergenerational fishing communities with relationships with the 

sea and special species including snoek, apply. 

Of particular concern is that the surveys will take place within the snoek 

migration routes and breeding habitat. 

The Fish of the Poor. The Gastronomic Delight that is Snoek 

Squeeze on Snoek. By-Catch Loopholes Put Pressure on Traditional Line 

Fishery 

The History of the Fishing Industry Understood… 

Timing 

It transpires too that Minister Mantashe, while resisting legal moves to halt 
Shell’s seismic survey on South Africa’s east coast, issued a reconnaissance 
permit to Searcher Seismic effective from 6 December 2021. This was followed 

by a letter dated 15 December which gave the company permission to begin 

the seismic survey programme from 15 January 2022. 

This is seen to be a somewhat sneaky move to avoid detection given that the 

following day was a public holiday and the start of the traditional festive 

season. 

Clearly Mantashe would have known that he would be fighting a new legal 

battle but as it turns out the DMRE had already allocated 11 right holders (16 
companies) exploration rights on the west coast in the area known as the 
Orange Basin. Furthermore that this has been the status quo since parceling 
out the ocean floor for exploration rights for oil and gas in 2014 as part of 

Operation Phakisa. 
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According to Coastal Justice Network the rights holding companies which stand 
to benefit include Kosmos Energy, Shell, OK Energy, PetroSA, Ricocure, 

Azinam, Africa Oil, Sezigyn, Sunbird, Sungu Sungu, Total Energies, Impact 

Africa, Thombo Petroleum, Main Street, Panoro, and Tosaco Energy. 

Fishing communities did not know 

Fishing communities say until their became aware of a petition doing the 
rounds on social media last week, they were unaware there was an application 

for the seismic survey permit. 

Nor they say was there any attempt to consult with them by SLR, the company 
appointed to conduct the environmental impact assessment which they say 

does not comply in terms of the NEMA Act 107 of 1998. 

They don’t know why Searcher Seismic should be any different to Shell which 
in December 2021 the Makhanda High Court found had not conducted itself in 

a satisfactory manner. 

Successful Interdict Stops Seismic Survey. A Victory for Wild Coast 

Communities 

Searcher Seismic, for its part, is on record that its marine seismic surveys have 

had successful environmental outcomes, attained from rigorous operating 

rules and environmental risk assessment planning and management. 

It says it was granted a reconnaissance permit on the basis of its 

environmental management programme which included an assessment of the 
potential negative effects on marine fauna and fisheries active in the area 
“along with identification of measures to avoid and mitigate these potential 

impacts” as provided from independent specialists. 

It also claims that its vessel is fitted with passive acoustic monitoring (PAM) 

technology as well as 24-hour dedicated PAM marine mammal observers. 



5 
 

Conclusion 

By close of business on 14 January, Searcher Seismic, and all other relevant 

parties, had failed to respond to the Legal Resource Centre’s letter of demand 

that seismic blasting on the west coast be suspended. 

It is the collective opinion from the groups involved in disputing such cases 

that there should be a moratorium on all seismic surveys in South Africa’s 

waters. 

They also want a fully transparent and inclusive nationwide consultation and 

development of a pathway to a just transition towards South Africa’s energy 
future. Finally, that there is a strategic environmental assessment of the ocean 

that puts social justice at the heart of the future of ocean use and governance. 

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


