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Coastal areas are very susceptible to environmental problems arising from global climate 

change and variability, such as sea level rise, coastal flooding, increased frequency and 

intensity of extreme events, and changes in marine ecosystems. Consequently, coastal 

communities are the most exposed group to the potential impacts of climate change. The 

significant dependence on marine living resources as a source of income, food security and 

nutrition in the fishing communities along the coastline contributes to the vulnerability of 

these communities to the impacts of climate change. Despite the outstanding efforts made in 

South Africa to seek evidence of climate and environmental change along the coast and to 

study the impacts of climate change, the wild coast remains understudied. The wild coast is 

located along the east coast of South Africa and is associated with frequent rogue waves and 

very strong currents, which create a hostile environment for research vessels and mooring 

deployments that make observations to monitor the environment here. Moreover, the wild 

coast region is generally remote with irregular terrain. This raises difficulties for installation 

and maintenance of scientific instruments to collect long term data. As a result, the 

observational data of marine-related climatic variables seems poor. Most of the scientific 

studies investigating climate change and variability along this coast tend to be based on 

satellite or modelled data or limited area studies. Despite the importance of these studies at a 

broader spatial and temporal scale, smaller scale processes which impact the coastal 

communities, such as upwelling, remain unclear. 

 

The marine resource users in the fishing communities along this coastline show long term 

dependence on the marine living resource and have found a cornerstone of food security, 

medical care and a recreational space at sea. Local resource users in these communities live a 

day-to-day experience of interacting with the sea, which goes back to a minimum of three 

generations. This study aims to capture the local knowledge of the fishers about climate and 

environmental change based on their own observation, perception, and experiences since the 

beginning of their fishing livelihood, to provide a downscaled historical observational data 

along this coast. Also, the comparability and the variability of the fisher’s knowledge with the 

traditional scientific findings is questioned. A participatory approach is used in the case study 

of Tshani-Mankosi community to engage local resource users in describing the climate and 

environmental changes as witnessed in their community. This study used a broad 

methodology including information interview and an adopted version of the Rapid 

Vulnerability Assessment (RVA) designed for climate change vulnerability assessment in the 

small-scale fisheries context along the west coast of South Africa. The Local knowledge of 
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fishers is investigated in parallel with the recent scientific findings about climate and 

environmental change along the east coast of South Africa. 

 

  

The results show that fishers in Tshani-Mankosi have observed some changes in the rainfall 

patterns, sea surface temperature and winds in the context of their fishing livelihood. 

According to the fishers, sea surface temperature and rainfall seem to have decreased while 

winds and rainfall related extreme events have increased. Similar observations were noticed 

in the scientific findings. However, the knowledge of the fishers is more finely detailed and 

contextualized. Moreover, the local ecological knowledge of the fishers has proven to be 

intertwined with the social aspect of their livelihood. As a result, it provides a detailed 

understanding of the complex environmental problems at community level. Meanwhile, the 

more traditional scientific studies are useful in explaining larger scale environmental 

problems faced by the society in a systematic way.  

 

A potential to co-produce knowledge about climate and environmental change between 

scientist and resource users exist in the fisheries context. This would be beneficial in ensuring 

environmental stewardship from the locals, assist in the planning and implementation of 

climate change mitigation and adaptation strategy. Furthermore, the local knowledge of the 

fishers could be of help in the prioritization of the drivers of change that need to be observed 

closely as well as shaping scientific research questions and hypothesis that address small 

scale processes that could have otherwise been overseen. This methodology could be used in 

other fishing communities on the eastern border of southern Africa. 

 
 

 


