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Little is known of the marine larval fishes of the east coast of South Africa, with the only previous study dating 

back to 1990/1991. This study reports on two synoptic surveys conducted off central KwaZulu-Natal in January 

(wet season) and July (dry season) of 2010. Oblique bongo nets (2x500mm) were towed at stations on the shelf, 

mid-slope and deep-slope (<100m, 100-600m and ~1 000m depths respectively) along 15 coast-perpendicular 

transects. Transects were grouped into three areas: Durban, Thukela and Richards Bay. In the 109 samples 

collected, 2 537 fish larvae, representing 116 taxa from 68 families, were identified. The Durban shelf had the 

highest larval density (392.74 ind. 100m
-3

) during the dry season, as well as the lowest (2.08 ind. 100m
-3

) during 

the wet season. Multivariate analyses, which included environmental factors, were undertaken to elucidate 

patterns in larval distribution which displayed strong seasonality, likely due to varying spawning times of fish 

species. Distribution was also influenced by large-scale water masses, with samples collected in the Agulhas 

current waters differing significantly from those from shelf waters. Samples collected over the deep-slope were 

influenced by the encroaching Agulhas current which is characterised by increased SST and surface salinity, and 

the presence of deep water taxa, while Durban and Thukela shelf samples, collected where the shelf is wider, 

were characterised by higher chlorophyll-a levels and inshore species. This influence was more apparent in the 

wet season, during which Durban and Thukela shelf samples differed significantly from all others. During the 

dry season, larval fish patterns were more homogenous, with the only significant differences being between 

samples from the shelf and the deep slope off Durban and Thukela. Overall, season, depth and the dynamic 

oceanographic environment accounted for most of the observed patterns. 
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