
Working With Not Against Recreational Anglers, Using Scientific Interventions As 
A Tool To Endorse Pro-environmental Behaviour 

Authors : Alexander Winkler1, Nicky Arkert2, Edward Butler2, Chris Bova2, Amber 
Childs2, Matt Farthing6, Kyle Hewett2, Sam Mannheim2, Cuen Muller2, Micheal Pyle2, 
Warren Potts2 
1Rhodes University,2Department Of Ichthyology And Fisheries Science, Rhodes 
University, PO Box 94, Grahamstown, 6140, South Africa.,3Nelson Metropolitan 
University, Department Of Zoology, Port Elizabeth, South Africa. 
 
E-mail Address: alexwinkrsa@gmail.com 
 
ID: 12226 
 
Submission:  
Background 
With close to 500 000 active recreational anglers in South Africa, the economic benefits 
of this sector are hard to ignore, there is however growing concern that the 
environmental footprint of these fisheries is unsustainable, particular those that target 
imperilled species. Given the participation size and the amount of money spend in this 
sector, it is not surprising that many large corporate companies sponsor angling 
competitions, attracting, in some cases hundreds of anglers with the chance of winning 
prizes. Unfortunately, on occasion these sponsors support competitions which practice 
unsustainable fishing practices, attracting in some instances unfavourable publicity to 
both the competition, anglers and the associated sponsors. One of the easiest ways in 
which some competitions have become more environmentally benign is the growing 
adoption of catch-and-release (C & R) angling within competitive angling formats. While 
this pro-environmental move is highly commended, post C & R fish health and mortality 
problems have been linked to bad handling practices such as high air exposure times 
associated with scoring fish (measuring, photographing etc). Given the high levels of 
competitive C & R adoption within the South African recreational marine fishing sector, 
this study assessed the efficacy of a scientific intervention to improve fish handling 
practices at a boat-based marine fishing competition held in Port Elizabeth over a five-
year period, spanning three competitions. 
 
Method 
Over a period of five years, but only during three competitions (2017, 2018 and 2021), a 
group of fisheries scientists, volunteered to help at a competition by suggesting rule 
changes, educating anglers on how to handle fish correctly and asking survey questions 
to better understand angler knowledge. The initial intervention (2017) occurred at the 
inaugural competition following public backlash to the proposed catch-and-kill format. 
To get accurate fish handling data, pairs of students recorded various fish handling 
metrics such as air exposure and consequent fish health metrics while onboard different 
fishing vessels. Questionnaire data were also collected to help understand fisher fish 
handling and perceptions of the fishery. In 2018 different rule changes and incentives 
such as how fish are photographed, and best handling prizes were introduced 



respectively and were based on the data collected at the initial competition in 2017. 
Media was also used to show anglers how specific interventions such as barotrauma 
mitigation reduced post catch mortality of released fish. The third intervention was 
conducted three years after the second intervention to see if any of the second 
interventions were still incorporated into the competition rules, a follow-up questionnaire 
(same as the questionnaire in 2017) was also conducted to see if fishers had 
progressed in their perceived pro-environmental behaviours ever the five-year 
evolvement by the research team. 
 
Results 
Significant achievements were made in reducing fish air exposure times following the 
changing of competition rules and the introduction of incentives during the second 
intervention. While there was some improvement in the third intervention compared to 
the first, it seems as though during the senescence of engagement caused by COVID-
19, certain important interventions used in the 2018 competition were not used by 
competition organisers. These findings suggest that when implementing interventions 
careful planning based on the competition’s rules need to be fully considered to achieve 
a pro-environmental response. 
 
Conclusion 
This case study highlights the importance of working with, not against recreational 
anglers when trying to promote pro-environmental behaviour amongst recreational 
users that are not accustomed to it. Furthermore, the use of incentives and scoring 
system designs play an important part in achieving pro-environmental behavioural 
objectives such as reduced fish air exposure times and subsequently lower post-capture 
mortality rates. While trends in fish handling data did not change as much as we 
expected between the first and the last intervention, there was a significant shift in fisher 
pro-environmental knowledge.  
 


