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Background 

Globally, ports are highly important in trade and transportation networks, have major 

significance as import and export facilities and the development of surrounding coastal and 

urban areas. They also afford benefits shared by a range of stakeholders including commercial 

shipping, local businesses and residents, recreational clubs, nature conservation, and tourism. 

However, ports are also hotspots for pollution related to the different operations they support 

which impact on the environmental and social sustainability. 

The Durban port, which is considered an estuarine bay, situated on the east coast of South 

Africa, is a modern, well-equipped and highly industrialized port, and one of the busiest in 

Africa. Whilst the bay remains highly significant from an ecological perspective, it is 

considered a degraded and highly transformed ecosystem. Unfortunately, the natural Durban 

bay environment has been further degraded due to pollution (solid waste and effluent), runoff 

from the city and other industrial activities. The uMbilo, uMhlatuzana and aManzimnyama 

rivers that supply freshwater to the bay all receive runoff form residential and industrial areas.  

In addition to the current degraded system and continuous input of pollution, the Durban Port 

experienced an extreme storm, during which over 2200 million (49 tons) plastic pellets 

(nurdles) were released into the Port and were subsequently dispersed into the Indian Ocean 

along the entire eastern seaboard of South Africa. The challenges experienced responding to a 

pollution event of this magnitude, really highlight the growing scourge of marine plastic 

pollution. There is a growing global movement of citizens appalled by the state of our rivers 

and beaches and an urgent need for plans to prevent and address these issues.  

Methods 

This problem presents an opportunity for a co-ordinated project to create action-based research 

to restore the natural functioning of the bay, create awareness to prevent further degradation 

and a clean environment that further stimulates nature-based industries as well as improving 

efficiencies of industrial activities in the port. Building off the foundation of WILDTRUST’S 

“Blue Crew” and Recycling projects, the Blue Port project will focus on progressively cleaning 

up the natural ecosystem in the port, restoring habitats and most importantly, reducing the solid 

waste. This will be done through the establishment of a local workforce, which enables capacity 

building and work-place experience for local unemployed youth.   
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Results 

WILDTRUST’S “Blue Crew” is a team of previously unemployed women deployed daily on 

the Durban and Richards Bay coast to collect waste from beaches preventing it from getting 

washed back into the ocean. This team enabled the collection and recycling of 32 089.6 kgs of 

waste this past year. For four months in 2018, the Blue Crew expanded from its normal four-

person teams to include a team of 80 people; 20 tons of waste was collected in a relatively 

small section of the Durban Port during this time, demonstrating the potential impact when 

activating at scale. The Durban Blue Crew were also among the first responders in the nurdle 

spill crisis in October 2017.  

The Blue Port project intends to expand on these successes, increasing intensity through larger 

teams, starting with a scale up to 50 people, and strategic zoning of clean-up operations. 

Conclusion 

The project’s ultimate goal is to establish the profile and reputation of Durban port, not only as 

the busiest port in Africa and premier destination for efficient shipping services, but also as a 

prime contributor to a vibrant blue-green economy that creates jobs while ensuring 

sustainability for the future.  
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