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Intertidal rocky shores are part of the sea during high tides and part of the land during low tides. 

They are therefore subjected to diverse anthropogenic pressures, including climate change, 

pollution, coastal erosion and harvesting. Monitoring is an essential component of the 

conservation and management of ecological systems, as it ensures that the most recent status 

of a system is captured and sudden changes detected, thus action can be taken. A 

comprehensive study of biodiversity patterns of the intertidal rocky shores of KwaZulu-Natal 

(KZN) conducted in the late 1990s has shown distinct differences among two regions, the 

Maputaland and the Natal bioregion, the latter of which encompasses Zululand, central KZN 

and the South coast. With the steady increase of human settlements along the coast, there has 

been growing pressure on intertidal resources, which has likely affected the structure of these 

communities. To characterise changes that have occurred over the past 20 years, we conducted 

repeat surveys of 14 of the sites previously surveyed in the Natal bioregion, using identical 

sampling protocols. The intertidal zone was divided into four horizontal zones, the top shore, 

high shore, mid shore and low shore. Twenty replicate 0.5 m x 0.5 m quadrats were randomly 

placed within each of the two lower zones (low and mid) and ten replicate quadrats were placed 

within each of the two upper zones (high and top), amounting to a total of 60 replicate quadrats 

per site. In each quadrat, estimations of percentage cover of sessile species as well as the size 

and counts of mobile species were recorded. The recorded mean size and counts of mobile 

organisms were used to estimate their percentage cover. Overall species richness was greater 

in 2018 than in 1996-2000, with a total of 265 species vs. 215 species along the whole KZN 

coast, respectively. Differences existed among sites in the magnitude of this increase, as 

reflected in the significant Year x Site interactions for all zones. An increase in overall evenness 

was also observed for the lower zones, while there was a decrease in the evenness for the 

topshore and no significant difference between the years for the highshore. There were no shifts 

in the dominant species between the years. This study is the first to characterise spatio-temporal 

changes of rocky shore biodiversity on the South African east coast at the scale of decades. 

These results will contribute to a rocky shore monitoring programme and assist the effective 

management and conservation of these highly impacted coastal ecosystems. 
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