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St Lucia, the largest estuarine lake system in Africa has been closed since 2002 due to on-

going drought conditions and has experienced several periods of extremely low lake levels

and  hypersalinity.  Marine  connectivity  has  been  limited  to  cyclonic  events  (2007)  and

anthropogenic manipulations (2012-2014). Starting from 2016 large scale modifications to

the mouth area was made, to re-establish the historic connection between St Lucia and the

Mfolozi River, with the aims of reducing low lake levels and hypersalinity and to assist with

water  built-up  for  a  natural  breach  to  occur.  This  study  investigated  the  effect  of  the

continued close mouth condition and an influx of freshwater on the fish community structure

between 2014-2018. Sampling was conducted at  six sites  in the system using seine nets.

Continuous inflow of freshwater from the Mfolozi system resulted in declining salinities to

near  freshwater  over  much of  the system.  Salinity  was the  most  significant  environment

variable to explain changes in the fish community structure during the study period. Even

though St Lucia was connected to the adjacent Mfolozi estuary, the joint system has been

closed since 2014, resulting in the loss of the marine fish component, with species numbers

declining from 27, to nine, and no marine species being recorded in November 2018. The low

salinities promoted the breeding of the estuarine species  Ambassis ambassis, A. natalensis

and  Gilchristella  aestuaria,  and  freshwater  species  Oreochromis  mossambicus.  The

abundance of these species greatly increased from May 2016 to November 2018, making up

98.2% of  the  catch  during  that  period.  The study highlights  the  importance  of  a  marine

connection  for  the  system  and  the  severe  effect  its  loss  has  had,  not  only  on  the  fish

biodiversity of the St Lucia system, but also on its natural functioning as a nursery habitat for

marine species within the region.


