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Abstract 

The  African  Coelacanth  Ecosystem  Programme  (ACEP)  project  aims  to  build  on  the
systematic  conservation  planning  products  developed  by  the  SeaPLAN  project,  which
identified critical biodiversity area’s (CBA’s) for protection on the South African east coast.
It focuses on the continental shelf and shelf edge between Richards Bay and Port Edward
where five CBAs were identified. Thukela Bank is one of the three new/expanded MPAs
proposed for the national Phakisa initiative (to achieve a representative (MPA) network for
South Africa of 5%). This study aims to provide biological baseline data on zooplankton
communities in the Thukela Bank pelagic zone, for integration into the multi-disciplinary
spatial layers for marine conservation planning. This is to support MPA expansion on the
KZN coast, and to validate the existence of CBA’s and MPA’s and proposed expansions of
those areas. Samples were collected in 2016 at 18 sites at the Natal Bight area that includes
the  proposed  Thukela  MPA.  Comparisons  of  zooplankton  groups  (meroplankton  and
holoplankton) abundance, biovolume and community structure) between substrate types (reef
and sand), and between locations (inside/outside) the proposed Thukela MPA. There was no
significant difference in zooplankton biovolume between substrate types or within or outside
of the proposed MPA. Zooplankton abundance also showed no significant difference between
location and substrate but varied significantly among stations. Copepods were found to be the
highest  contributors  in  all  stations,  followed  by  larvacean,  fish  eggs,  chaetognathas  and
siphonophores. pH had a major contribution on the zooplankton community structure, while
chlorophyll  a, temperature, turbidity, dissolved oxygen and salinity had minor contribution.
This  study provides  baseline  data  on  the  zooplankton  communities  in  the  Thukela  Bank
pelagic zone that will contribute to systematic conservation planning on the KZN coast
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