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Background 

In October 2018, the South African cabinet approved twenty new Marine Protected Areas to 

advance ocean protection from 0.4 to 5% of the ocean area around South Africa. This 

achievement was based on the outputs of several systematic conservation plans including the 

five year Offshore Marine Protected Area Project, a six week intensive Ocean Economy lab in 

2014 and a five year process involving further stakeholder consultation, technical work and 

balanced compromise to achieve MPA Network objectives while addressing key social and 

economic concerns. Although the Operation Phakisa Oceans Economy lab was named for the 

Sesotho word for “Hurry up”, progress took longer than anticipated. In 2019, a first national 

integrated coastal and marine spatial biodiversity plan is being used to identify further 

biodiversity priority areas in South Africa’s oceans to support the emerging Marine Spatial 

Planning Framework and the identification of a potential further 5% of coastal and marine area 

for protection to reach a 10% target. Both of these initiatives are also planned outcomes from 

the Ocean Governance and Protection component of Operation Phakisa. 

 

This presentation shares progress and lessons in the application of spatial biodiversity and 

human use data to identify biodiversity priority areas for use in spatial coastal and ocean 

management. Key input data sets, the technical planning approach and key lessons in advancing 

from protected area design to broader spatial planning will be shared. 

 

Methods 

A Critical Biodiversity Area (CBA) Map is a spatial plan for ecological sustainability, 

identifying Critical Biodiversity Areas (CBAs) and Ecological Support Areas (ESAs) which 

together with Protected Areas are important for landscape and seascape functioning. South 

Africa has an established community of biodiversity planning practitioners whose collective 

experience established this approach, first on land but later expanding into aquatic ecosystems. 

Between 2006 and 2010, an offshore (30 m to Exclusive Economic Zone boundary) systematic 

biodiversity plan was used to identify Focus Areas for Offshore protection based on more than 

500 data layers used in MPA planning. These same layers supported the spatial assessment of 

marine biodiversity in the National Biodiversity Assessment 2011 with the 2018 assessment 

recently completed. The focus areas for protection were used along with other information to 

identify Ecologically and Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAs) with the regional process led 

by the Conventional of Biological Diversity (CBD) playing a key role in terms of international 
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endorsement of these priority areas. They are currently being revised in a regional process to 

refine the boundaries of existing EBSAs and propose new ones based on new information. To 

develop the first coastal and marine CBA map, the technical guidelines and concept developed 

for the terrestrial realm were adapted for application in the estuarine and marine realms with 

explicit edge matching to the existing terrestrial CBAs to facilitate integrated management of 

the land-sea interface.  

 

Results 

 

The journey from scientists designing protected areas to real-world implementation of broader 

conservation and management action has taught us many lessons including patience, the value 

of stakeholder participation from the outset, effective communication regarding planning and 

protection benefits and the willingness to negotiate. Even when it seems that there is little 

traction for science based management action, it is important to persist in building the 

knowledge base and stakeholder relationships and to innovate in planning for improved 

ecosystem mapping, assessment and integrated planning. 

 

The key data sets for this work included maps of marine and coastal ecosystem types, some 

species-specific information, protected areas, and the extent and intensity of human use. The 

critical success factor in the technical planning approach was the use of optimisation algorithms 

to represent biodiversity in a spatially efficient configuration, favouring sites in good ecological 

condition and avoiding conflict with existing human use where possible. Both the Offshore 

MPA project, EBSA revisions and the CBA map relied on systematic conservation planning 

outputs generated using Marxan to guide the spatial prioritisation. 

 

The Coastal and Marine CBA Map consolidated the past and current initiatives, providing key 

inputs into the emerging MSP in South Africa, and a single prioritization from the biodiversity 

sector. Five categories of spatial priorities were identified including existing Protected Areas, 

2 types of CBAs and 2 types of ESAs. Each of these categories has a different ocean-

management objective, with implications for different sectors, including: environmental 

authorisations, fisheries management, mining applications, water use licensing, and 

aquaculture zones. Although each CBA map category has a clear management objective, 

regional and global collaboration would strengthen the development of more detailed sea-use 

guidelines per category. 

 

Conclusions 

 

South Africa has made significant advances in coastal and offshore conservation and 

management over the last 10 years. The shift from planning with a sole purpose of protected 

area design to broader integrated planning to inform strategies, action and decision making is 

foundational to supporting a sustainable ocean economy. 

 

 

 


