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From phytoplankton to whales,  
our oceans face a multitude  
of threats resulting from the 
continuous overexploitation of 

natural stocks through commercial, illegal 
and unregulated fishing, poaching and 
bycatch; unenforced laws and poorly 
regulated fisheries; deep-sea oil drilling 
and mining; coastal developments,  
and pollution.
A multi-pronged, solutions-based 

approached is needed, while being 
cognisant that there is no one-size-fits- 
all solution, as suggested by the Netflix 
documentary Seaspiracy. Giving up  
seafood entirely may not, as it may seem  
on the surface of the water, be the best  
way to save the oceans. 
This cancel-culture approach overlooks 

the fact that fish and seafood are two of 
the most traded commodities globally, with 
820 million people deriving a livelihood 
from these industries, and some three 
billion people relying on it as a primary 
source of protein. In Africa, marine and 
inland fisheries contribute to the food 
security of an estimated 200 million 
people, while employing a further 10 
million. To add, the combined economic 
benefit derived from South Africa’s coastal 
resources amounts to 35% of annual GDP.
Instead, we need to interact with and 

manage the ocean ecosystem in a more 
environmentally responsible way that  
helps to alleviate pressures on natural  
fish stocks, while underwriting the 
sustainable development of our future 
global economy.

WHAT CAN WE DO?
Greenpeace found that we need 
to protect at least 30% of our 
ocean by 2030 to safeguard its 

vast bounty of resources, by establishing  
a network of Marine Protected Areas 
(MPAs) and prioritising government 
policies. In 2018, South Africa announced 
20 new and expanded MPAs, which 
increased the protection of our waters 
from 0.4% to 5%. 
“These MPAs are a critical tool in  

the ocean protection toolbox. They play  
a vital role in ensuring the survival of  
all ocean space by limiting or controlling 
human activities in sensitive habitats, and 

The ocean is our planet’s blue lung. So why is it 
often the last thing we talk about when it comes to 
protecting our environment? By IGA MOTYLSKA

71% of the
earth’s 

surface is made 
up of our ocean.

 
SASSI (Southern African 
Sustainable Seafood 
Initiative) has compiled  
a ‘traffic light’ SASSI  

list (wwfsassi.co.za/sassi-list), 
pocket guide and mobile app 
(wwfsassi.co.za/sassi-app) in 
partnership with WWF to help 
consumers make educated and 
sustainable seafood choices. 

The FishMS service (079 499 8795) 
allows consumers to send an SMS 
with the name of a fish or seafood 
to receive an instant message 
about the status of the species.

 
Non-profit Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC) 
certifies more than 18 000 
sustainable fish and seafood 

products globally that can be traced 
back through the supply chain.

 The Aquaculture 
Stewardship  
Council (ACS) 

ecolabel – found on product 
packaging, restaurant menus  
and fish counters – indicates 
responsibly farmed seafood  
and sustainable aquaculture.

preserving them from future development 
to help heavily harvested fish species breed 
and recover. Increased ocean protection 
creates insurmountable socio-economic, 
ecological and cultural benefits, not only 
for us, but for generations to come,” says 
Lauren van Nijkerk, communications and 
campaign director at WILDOCEANS,  
a programme of the WILDTRUST.
“Limiting or prohibiting extractive 

activities and removing human pressures 
in MPAs can help species recover and 
thrive. Research has proven that fish  
found in MPAs are more diverse and  
have a larger biomass (bigger and more 
fish) – with biomass being 670% greater 
within fully protected areas compared to 
unprotected areas,” continues van Nijkerk.
What is hopeful is that since the 2006 

study that claimed our oceans will empty 
by 2048, “we have seen increasing efforts 

Sources: Evidence that the Great Pacific Garbage Patch is rapidly accumulating plastic, 2018; Caribbean Conservation Corporation and Todd Steiner 
– Sea Turtle Restoration Project; Reefs at Risk Revisited, World Resources Institute 2011; Trade and Fisheries: Key Issues for the World Trade

Organization, World Trade Organization 2009; Oceans facts and futures: Valuing South Africa’s ocean economy, WWF 2016

35% of SA’s annual
GDP comes 

from the combined 
economic benefit derived 
from our coastal resources.

Over 

820 
million

people worldwide 
derive a living 

from the fish and 
seafood trade.90% of coral reefs

will be at risk 
by 2050 as a result of 
ocean acidification from 
rising water temperatures.

79 000-129 000  
tons of ocean plastic and  

‘ghost gear’ (buoys, crates, 
fishing nets) are floating in the 

Great Pacific Garbage Patch.

6 out of 7
sea turtle species 
are endangered 
or threatened.

The ocean is 
our world’s  

largest
oxygen source.

WHAT’S ON  
THE LABEL?

The ocean 
sequesters 

10x
the carbon dioxide that 

terrestrial vegetation, soils 
and microbes do combined 

each year.

fishing
Are we

for trouble?
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in many regions to rebuild depleted fish 
populations,” the co-author of the study, 
Prof Boris Worm of Dalhousie University, 
has been quoted as saying.

 THERE IS HOPE
An effectively managed and highly 
protected MPA can help some 

threatened species recover in just five  
to 10 years. Along South Africa’s coast,  
the seventy-four seabream (Polysteganus 
undulosus) has experienced a comeback  
after near collapse. The Aliwal seasonal 
expansion also protects historic spawning 
grounds, including commercially targeted 
species such as geelbek (Atractoscion 
aequidens) and dusky kob (Argyrosomus 
japonicas), protecting these species for  
future generations.

 SHOULD I BE EATING 
FISH AND SEAFOOD?
It is also important to buy and  

eat fish and seafood with sustainability  
in mind – whether it is wild caught or 
farmed through aquaculture.
“We need to rethink the way we catch, 

sell, buy and eat fish to promote catch 
diversity and low-impact fishing methods 
for sustainable fisheries management that 
support local job creation and keep value 

in local small-scale fishing communities,” 
says fisheries researcher and co-founder of 
non-profit ABALOBI, Dr Serge Raemaekers.
ABALOBI connects Community-

Supported Fisheries (CSF) directly with 
consumers, chefs and restaurants through 
a digital marketplace (Fish With A Story) 
to create an equitable value chain, while 
fostering seafood provenance and 
accountability. Since 2018, the initiative 
has overseen the sale of over 150 tons of  
58 species to around 3 000 buyers, which 
has resulted in the direct flow of over 
R10 million to 2 000 beneficiaries across 
six South African fishing communities. 

Did you know? 
Contact the Environmental 
Crimes and Incidents 24-hour 
Hotline on 0800 205 005  
to report illegal fishing,  
poaching and suspicious 
activities along the coastline.

“Popular species are overfished due to 
market demands; however, about 80% of 
the catch on our digital marketplace comes 
from healthy fish stocks, as we promote 
access to real catch of the day. This is  
one way that we get chefs excited about 
celebrating our rich seafood culture and 
the diversity of undervalued species,”  
he continues.
The State of World Fisheries and 

Aquaculture (SOFIA) 2020 report found 
that the percentage of fish stocks that  
are within biologically sustainable levels 
decreased from 90% in 1974 to 65.8% in 
2017. This makes aquaculture – if done 

Support MPAs
South Africa needs to expand its 
5.4% MPA footprint to 10% and 
beyond. You can sign your 
support at: oceanimpact.co.za.

responsibly and managed properly  
– another possible solution. Aquaculture 
has been the main source of fish for 
human consumption since 2016, with  
its share increasing to 52% in 2018. 
Locally, aquaculture has allowed SASSI 
green-listed abalone fishing along the 
south coast, and SASSI green-listed 
mussel and oyster farms in Saldanha Bay 
to export globally.
If we are to ‘conserve and sustainably  

use the oceans, seas and marine resources 
for sustainable development’, as per 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14,  
we need to start with protecting life below 
(and above) water. The list of ways in which 
we can do this is as long as the Mariana 
Trench is deep. We need to dive in head  
first, before we can swim, by supporting 
sustainable suppliers, lobbying governments 
and organisations to adequately monitor 
and enforce fisheries policies, and 
championing conservation efforts. 

Sanlam has 
partnered with 
WWF for many 

years, donating over 
R50 million  

since 2007.

We need to rethink the way we catch, sell, buy and eat 
fish to promote catch diversity and low-impact fishing 

methods for sustainable fisheries management.


