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Abstract 

Background 

South Africa recently announced that an additional 20 Marine Protected Areas (MPA) will be 

included in the current MPA network increasing protection from 0.42% of the mainland marine 

territory to 5%. The aim is to have a representative network of MPAs which will cover 10% of 

the marine territory by 2020. MPAs continue to be recognised as key tools in conservation with 

other well-established benefits such as fisheries management, tourism, education and research. 

Since the declaration of the first MPA in 1964 in South Africa however, reception of this tool 

by communities has been mixed, with negative perceptions attributed to the legacy of apartheid 

and challenges regarding access to resources for coastal communities that rely on marine 

resources, some of which are currently overexploited.  

MPA design is key in meeting conservation targets as well as balancing other needs. The 

natural environment underpins all forms of benefits which people derive, consumptive and 

non-consumptive, therefore ensuring maintaining ecosystem integrity is integral to sustainable 

development. An assessment of ecosystem protection levels is key in identifying gaps in the 

MPA network and in identifying priority areas for further MPA expansion. The objective of 

this work is to support the achievement of conservation targets and the most social benefits, 

with the least impact on coastal communities. 

Methods 

In South Africa, a National Biodiversity Assessment report is compiled every seven years to 

assess amongst other indicators, protection level and threat status of ecosystems and key 

species. This study contributed towards the assessment of marine ecosystems following an 

approach developed by the South African National Biodiversity Institute to report on the 

representation of each ecosystem type in the country. There were 150 marine ecosystem types 



assessed using a new map of Marine Protected Areas that included the 20 new MPAs in 

addition to the existing 24 coastal MPAs to report on protection levels.  

The assessment was done by calculating a proportion of each ecosystem types within protected 

areas. The proportion is assessed against a set biodiversity target of 20%. Four categories of 

protection were measured: Well protected (WP) ≥ 20%, Moderately protected (MP) 20 ≤ to 

10%, Poorly protected (PP) 10 ≤ 0.2% and No protection (NP) 0.2 ≥ 0 of ecosystem extent. 

Those ecosystem types which met the 20% target were only considered well protected if the 

target was met in areas of good ecosystem condition and if the the condition is not good then 

the category was downgraded to moderately protected.  

Results 

The protection level analysis showed that 41 % of the 150 marine ecosystem types assessed 

were Well Protected, 31% were Moderately Protected, 15% were poorly protected and 13% 

are Not Protected. A total of 51 ecosystem types received protection for the first time with the 

addition of 20 new MPAs. Well protected ecosystem types increased by 11%. The new MPAs 

improved offshore protection representivity by 52%. A large proportion of ecosystem types 

have improved in category but 69% still have less than 20% of their full extent in good 

ecosystem condition. There were 10 threatened ecosystem types that are not protected and three 

of those are Endangered; namely KZN Natal Bight, Orange Cone Inner Shelf Mud Reef 

Mosaic, and Orange Cone Muddy Mid shelf. New mapping work that is currently underway 

has also identified biodiversity and other features linked to tourism, cultural and heritage sites 

and other features that can help deliver benefits from protected areas . These will also be used 

to identifying further priority areas for protection. 

Conclusions 

Even though the recent commitment to declare an additional 20 MPA will increase protection 

of South Africa’s mainland marine territory from 0.42% to 5%, there is opportunity to improve 

protection levels to improve the reprensentivity of ecosystem types within the MPA network 

while securing other benefits as well. Protection levels of threatened or under protected 

ecosystems can be improved by including them in the design of the next 5% of MPAs. 

 


