CONSERVATION

Saving Earth’s
Last Great Frontier
As conservationists gear up for World Oceans Day in June,
Anton Marshall outlines the numerous threats impacting on the health
of the planet’s oceans, highlighting several South African marine
conservation initiatives to combat them
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M

any people still
consider the world’s
oceans relatively
pristine. Romantic
images of vast coral
reefs and other sea
life give the impression that Earth’s four
massive oceans covering 70 per cent of the
its surface, may be the last great wilderness
untouched by humans.
Oceans provide immeasurable resources
for the planet, and help sustain human life
in uncountable ways. The seas are major
providers of oxygen; and their various
ecosystems are sources of food, medicines
and drinking water, by way of their
‘ecosystem benefits’.
In terms of life itself, marine ecosystems
are incredibly biodiverse, giving rise to
hundreds of thousands of known – and as
yet unknown – species. Coastal ecosystems
in particular account for almost one-third
of marine bio-activity. It is estimated that
water accounts for 99 per cent of Earth’s
available living space. It is a rich resource,
providing the ecological waypoints for rain,
nutrients and global weather patterns.
But, several years into the worldwide
campaign to combat global and oceanic

pollution, the facts and figures surrounding
the phenomenon – especially when it
comes to our oceans – remain staggering.
U.S. President Barack Obama’s recent
banning of microbeads in cosmetic
products in the American market
highlighted the plight of the world’s
oceans. The law was essentially a reaction
to a scientific finding that microbeads
commonly found in ordinary household
cosmetics are having a devastating effect on
marine life.
Microbeads are tiny plastic balls/
exfoliants contained in products like facial
scrubs and body washes. They were first
introduced in such products en masse
in the 1970s. However, when it was
discovered in 2012 that they were finding
their way into the waterways and lakes of
the North Americas and moving up aquatic
food chains, scientists began to campaign
to have them banned.
Obama’s initiative is a small piece of
legislation, a mere pinprick to the wider
problems. Over 80 per cent of ocean
pollution comes from land-based sources,
says one World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
report. Microbeads could probably be
classified as toxic chemicals, along with the
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ABOVE AND INSET:

Plastics, bottles,
tin cans and every
manner of waste
and pollution
threaten the
health of the
planet’s oceans.
About 6.4 million
tonnes of litter
are dumped
into the world’s
oceans each
year (National
Academy of
Sciences).
PREVIOUS PAGES:

One of the
many splendid
South African
coastlines. A
new network
will create about
70 000 square
kilometres of
protected marine
areas, some of
which will include
shorelines.
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trillions of particles of pesticides, insecticides,
weaponised chemicals and radioactive waste that
now pollute our seas.
Sewage is a major problem in most of the
world, but especially in developing countries,
where large populations live in poor conditions
concentrated around waterways. It is estimated
– by the same WWF report – that 80 per cent of
urban sewage discharged into the Mediterranean
is untreated. The associated human health issues
create additional concerns.
One of the biggest water contamination
sources is land run-off by way of non-point
source pollution. This neutral sounding term
actually refers to what seems like micro-sources
of contamination, for example: vehicles (even
the drops of oil they deposit on roads), septic
tanks, the movement of land on farms all find
their way into rivers, lakes and oceans. And as
populations and their associated impacts on the
environment increase, the sources of pollution
follow suit.
There is growing concern that deep sea
mining may pose a huge threat to oceanic
environments. In recent years, multinational
companies have explored opportunities to mine
in deep ocean areas. But environmentalists argue
that it is impossible to know the extent of the
impact massive disruptions of the ocean bed
could have. The problem is compounded by the
fact that little is known about ocean life at such
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profound depths (1500 metres plus) and what
role it plays in the planet’s broader ecosystem.
LITTER AND POLLUTION
The World Ocean Review cites a 1997 report by
the National Academy of Sciences in the United
States which estimates that around 6.4 million
tonnes of litter enter the world’s oceans each
year. It is estimated that in Indonesia alone,
coastal waters hold four items of debris per
square metre.
Governments and environmental protection
organisations recognise that rampant pollution
has far-reaching effects on several aspects of our
marine and land habitats.
Writing at bluevoice.org, Mr. Bob Bohle
noted: “…marine mammals are suffering
dramatic rises in devastating illnesses, such
as nervous and digestive system problems,
liver disease, contaminant-induced immunesuppression, endocrine system damage,
reproductive malformations, and growth and
development issues. Worse yet is the alarming
growth in cancer cases. Many scientists around
the world believe that these illnesses are being
caused by contamination of the oceans with
man-made toxic chemicals.”
Bohle goes on to say that the impact of toxins
and contaminants is particularly alarming in
marine mammals, which represent the top of the
oceanic food chain.

There are studies currently being conducted
based on the premise that bone marrow cancer
– Multiple Myeloma – in humans is also linked
to ocean contamination. Several alarming
reports are claiming that fish should no longer
automatically be considered a ‘health food’, as
toxic contaminant build-up in the food chain
has started affecting dietary toxicity.
Critically, there is growing concern about
the depletion of oxygen in the world’s waters,
as well as marine reproductive failure, both of
which can be linked to factors such as increased
pollution, and more directly, climate change due
to pollution.
Ocean pollution principally stems from
negligence, or an unwillingness, to explore
alternative disposal solutions. That said,
governments have increasingly been called upon
to act with legislation, as in the case with the
American action on microbeads.
Legislation is also required to address the
issue of overfishing, which has led not only
to species imbalance, but also constitutes a
major threat to food security, especially in
developing countries and coastal communities.
The WWF estimates that nearly 85 per cent

of the world’s fisheries are currently in need
of strict management, as they are already
beyond sustainable limits. The organisation is
pushing for laws such as a national traceability
programme in the United States, which would
compel the tracking of fish catches from source
to market.
SOUTH AFRICAN INITIATIVES
In February 2016, South African Environmental
Affairs Minister, the Honourable Edna Molewa,
published draft notices and regulations in the
Government Gazette to declare a network of 22
new proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
as part of Operation Phakisa.
The network will create about 70 000
square kilometres of protected marine areas,
encompassing off-shore ecosystems, marine
biodiversity and fisheries management.
In South Africa, several organisations lobby
and run programmess that align with ocean
conservation. The Endangered Wildlife Trust’s
(EWT) Source to Sea Programme is one such
initiative. The programme emerged in the mid1990s with a project to monitor the status of
Hump-backed dolphins, a threatened species
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negatively affected by shark nets off the Kwazulu
Natal coast.
Interactions with specialists, government and
other NGOs have since revealed an increasing
number of impacts negatively affecting oceans
and coastlines in southern Africa. Since mid2006, the EWT programme redefined its aims
and objectives and has been working to develop
a comprehensive approach to tackle some of the
major threats to the integrity of oceans and to
promote healthy marine and coastal ecosystems.
Ms. Bridget Corrigan, EWT’s Source to
Sea programme manager, commented on the
ongoing problem of dumping in our oceans:
“Marine pollution is a huge concern from a
biodiversity and ecological standpoint, as well
as from a human health aspect. Oceans are
not dumping grounds and we cannot consider
dilution to be a solution. Eventually, our waste
will catch up with us and make it impossible to
ignore. Everyone has a role to play in reducing
the scourge of marine waste.”
Insofar as the ocean and marine aspects of
the Source to Sea programme are concerned, the
EWT notes that what started out as a project
30
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to monitor the negative impact of shark nets on
Hump-backed dolphins around the southern
African coast, has expanded to a broad and
expansive programme that encompasses the
protection of threatened marine and coastal
species and habitats throughout southern
African waters.
Elsewhere, organisations like Ocean
Research Conservation Africa (ORCA) Marine
Foundation in Plettenberg Bay drive research
and conservation programmes focussed on the
preservation of the bay and the many species
of fish and mammals located on the coast.
Volunteers are welcomed from all over the world
to participate and contribute to its projects.
The South African Shark Conservancy also
hosts a broad variety of far-reaching research
programmes, covering estuarine ecology, kelp
forest ecology, marine debris (which incidentally
focuses on macro and microplastic pollutants in
Walker Bay), and of course, sharks.
Several other NGOs and organisations work
to protect fish, penguins, birds, mammals
and ecosystems along South Africa’s 3 000
kilometres of coast. Most of them also actively

lobby NGOs and government for funding and support.
In addition, South African organisations are currently joining initiatives to
save our waterways, seas and oceans by inviting the public to get involved or
contribute. As with the ORCA project, volunteers from around the world are
invited to contribute, work and assist with many worthwhile projects.
EWT’s Source to Sea ‘Relate Bracelet’, for example, is a wholly not-forprofit social enterprise that aims to create widespread recognition of problems
surrounding the conservation of the world’s oceans.
Relate Bracelets sells hand-made beaded bracelets in support of more than 70
charity causes, one of which is the work that EWT does in ocean conservation.
Ms. Lauren Gillis, Relate founder, noted that when faced with the seemingly
insurmountable issues affecting ocean conservation, people may come to believe
there is nothing they can do.
“With the multitudes of issues out there, so many of them incredibly complex
in nature, it makes sense that we feel that there’s nothing that can be done. But
it’s that kind of thinking I believe must be combated. By supporting the EWT
Relate Bracelet initiative, you are doing something to promote healthy marine
and coastal ecosystems in southern Africa.”
With all the dire news about the planet’s water sources and marine life
circulating in multiple research journals, it is up to the general public now to
take an interest, to become educated and more responsible in assuming an active
role in personal life, and adopting environmental practices.
It may be impractical to ask that the world’s oceans remain as pristine as
they once were, but we can still do a great deal to help the world’s oceans, and
associated ecosystems and species – including ourselves, to survive. P

ABOVE AND TOP: The ocean floors as well as
shorelines reflect the all-too-familiar
story of waste dumping and neglect.
FACING PAGE: A lone sea turtle races
against time and fate to seek refuge in
the open sea. The Earth’s oceans face
a similar fate - will humankind heed
conservationists’ warnings and take
action to save the planet’s last great
frontier? (photo: Ben Hicks)
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