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South African Small Pelagic Fisheries

The South African small pelagic fishery continues to be managed using an Operational Management Procedure
(OMP-14). Underpinning the management is a core group of scientists based at the Department of Agriculture
Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF) in the Small Pelagic Scientific Working Group (SPSWG). Scientific advice
feeds into the DAFF management structures who then advise the Minster of Agriculture Forestry and Fisheries
(Mr Senzeni Zokwana). Management of the small pelagic sector is probably the most complex of all the main
commercial fisheries in South Africa. The importance of the sector cannot be underestimated. The three main
species that fall under this management regime are the anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus), sardine (Sardinops
sagax) and round herring (Etrumeus whiteheadi). Collectively these species are often referred to as Lower
Trophic Level (LTL) species as it is these species that are at the bottom of the food chain providing food for
many other species such as hake, snoek and the seasonal (migratory) tuna. There are other LTL species in our
waters, including the meso-pelagic lantern and light fishes, which also provide feed for many demersal
(bottom) and pelagic (surface) feeding fish.

The importance of LTL species globally is, for example recognised by the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC)
who have raised the bar when these fisheries are assessed against the MSC standard by setting safer (higher)
reference points by limiting the level below which the stock biomass is allowed to fall. It is therefore
comforting to know that through the SPSWG that rigorous stock assessments are undertaken by DAFF working
closely with the globally renowned University of Cape Town specialist stock assessment group, MARAM
(Marine Resource Assessment and Management Group) http://www.maram.uct.ac.za/maram/ . Integral to the
management process outlined above, is the participation of the fishing industry, primarily through the small
pelagic industrial body, the South African Pelagic Fishing Industry Association (SAPFIA). The transparent
process under which the industry operates and collaborates in the decision-making processes with DAFF and
the scientific community is key to the successful management of the small pelagic fisheries.

In 2016-2017 three main aspects dominated the discussions at the SPSWG. Firstly, the principle objective of
the SPSWG is to coordinate the annual stock assessments and to provide recommendations on the Total
Allowable Catch (TAC) and also to revise the current OMP-14 to OMP-17. Secondly, and linked to the stock
assessment, is the scientific work being undertaken to better understand stock dynamics, that is “are there
different stocks of sardine” and how this might affect our management of the sardine-directed fisheries?
Thirdly, there is ongoing work on determining protection around key areas in order to reduce the impact on

declining penguin numbers. As both the spatial management and the stock hypotheses were covered in last
year’s report the focus of this year’s report shall be on the resource status and stock assessment.

Status of Small Pelagic stocks
Two pelagic surveys for sardine, anchovy and redeye round herring are conducted each year, the aim of which
is to determine spawner biomass (in November) and recruitment (in May). These surveys are “adaptive” in
that they can influence management decisions based on the information used to determine the TAC at both the
end of the previous year’s fishing as well as the active fishing seasons. Towards the end of 2016 it became
clear that the fishery was not performing as expected. The annual recruitment survey1 reported that “”sardine
recruitment, although up considerably from 2015, remains poor and far below the long term average.
Additionally, the small size of recruit sardine and higher mortality rates associated with small fish likely means
that few of these recruits will survive to the end of the year. The biomass of adult sardine in the area surveyed
is very low and the distribution of adults east and west of Cape Agulhas does not compare with patterns
observed in November 2015. It is therefore likely that a large proportion of the sardine adult biomass was
situated further offshore at the time of the recruit survey”.
In addition the biomass in the November 2016 survey estimated that the anchovy biomass was around 1.73
million tonnes, slightly lower than that estimated in 2015 and below the long term (1984-2015) average of
2.27 million tonnes. The sardine biomass of just over 259 000 tonnes was much lower than the 363 000 tonnes
and 444 500 tonnes estimated in 2015 and 2014 respectively, and near equal to the lowest measured since 1988
(see Figure 1). On a more positive note, the redeye round herring biomass estimate of 1.42 million tonnes was
slightly higher than that measured in 2015 and almost identical to that estimated in 2014 and remains higher
than the long-term (1984-2015) average of 978 000 tonnes.
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Figure 1. Time-series of sardine biomass estimates derived from November hydro-acoustic surveys.
Also shown are the long-term (1984-2015) average sardine biomass (dashed line) and the low level
of sardine biomass (solid line) estimated in November 2016, compared to most years since 19882.

Overall, there was concern expressed by the SPSWG at the “low sardine population size observed over the
past few years as a consequence of a prolonged period of poor recruitment”. The OMP-14 procedure required
that if the sardine biomass falls below the “Exceptional Circumstances” threshold of 300 000 t then the TAC
is rapidly lowered with the decreasing survey estimates of biomass in order to maintain the sustainability of
the resource. Consequently the recommended TAC at the start of the 2017 season was set at only half of the
OMP14-calculated directed sardine TAC. As a result the preliminary TAC for sardine was set at a somewhat
conservative level (see Table 1).

However, after the recruitment survey in June 2017 (a month later than normal) the outlook was more positive,
for anchovy at least3 with the anchovy recruit biomass of 2 563 199 tonnes being substantially higher than the
long term average of ~ 814 000 tonnes and almost 5 times that measured in 2016 and the highest on record
(see Figure 2). Sardine recruitment biomass on the other hand, although almost double that measured in 2016
was the second lowest measured since May 2008 amounting to just over 23 000 tonnes and substantially lower
than the long term average of ~143 000 tonnes (Figure 3). The round herring recruit biomass estimate was less
than half that observed in 2016 but still higher than the long term average of around 83 000 tonnes (Figure 4).
The assessment of the small pelagic fishery is ongoing and is taking into consideration the latest recruitment
estimates as well as the performance of the fishery to date (in 2017).
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Figure 2. Distribution and relative abundance of anchovy recruits (< 9 cm) in May 2017

Figure 3. Distribution and relative abundance of sardine recruits < 11.5cm.

Figure 4: Distribution and relative abundance of redeye round herring recruits < 15cm

Table 1. Provisional allocations of the TAC in the small pelagic fisheries for 2017 and the revised (mid-year)
compared to the actual catches reported for 2016.

Species and Category Allocated

2017

2017

2016

Recommended

revised

Catch

TAC’s

TAC’s

Initial directed >14cm sardine TAC:

23 964 t

45 560 t

63 303 t

Initial ≤14cm sardine TAB for directed >14cm sardine fishing:

1 677 t

3 189 t

44 t

Initial directed anchovy TAC:

247 500 t

450 000 t

261 563 t

Initial ≤14cm sardine TAB with directed anchovy fishing:

25 064 t

29 969 t

11 641 t

>14cm sardine TAB with directed redeye round herring and

7 000 t

7 000 t

4 936 t

1 000 t

1 000 t

286 t

500 t

500 t

21 t

Redeye round herring PUCL

100 000 t

100 000 t

53 979 t

Horse mackerel PUCL

12 233 t

8 372 t

1 588 t

anchovy fishing:
≤14cm sardine TAB with directed redeye round herring fishing:
Anchovy TAB for sardine only right holders:

Mesopelagic PUCL (Lantern and Lightfish)

50 000 t

50 000 t

163 t

With regard to the global status, as reported in FAO SOFIA (2016) http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5555e.pdf there
is a growing demand for fishmeal and fish oil from the aquaculture industry and that an increasing proportion
of fish meal is being produced from fish by-products, which previously were often discarded. Looking ahead
– the projected outlook for fishmeal to 2025 remains positive. South Africa is currently the 16th largest
producer of fish meal in the world and competes with the biggest producer (Peru). Fishmeal and fish oil “are
still considered the most nutritious and digestible ingredients for farmed fish feeds”.

The high level of ongoing a research and management in South Africa augurs well for the small pelagic sector.
With the ongoing developments in these areas, the responses of management to the variable nature and trends
in the sector are encouraging.

