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Abstract
In contrast to many other African countries, inland fisheries in South Africa are poorly developed and the fish populations
in many of the country’s 3 000 major dams are under-utilised. While the primary purpose South Africa’s dams is to supply water for domestic and agricultural use, there has been an increasing realisation that their fish populations could make
a contribution to food security through the establishment of capture fisheries. Historically, the fish in most South African
dams have primarily been utilised for recreational fishing purposes, as subsistence use was criminalised by the apartheid
regime in all waters except in the former homeland areas. This legacy persists as many of South Africa’s rural communities
do not have a fishing tradition and there is a lack of an institutional framework to facilitate managed and sustainable access to
the fish resource in inland waters. Current utilisation of many inland dams is often complicated by the existence of multiple
authorities and interest groups, often with competing agendas. As a result, the economic potential of these water bodies is
unknown and often grossly underutilised. Our study outlines a case study of fisheries resources in the North West Province
of South Africa that could be used for the creation of income and food security for local communities through the development of subsistence, commercial, and recreational fisheries. The study identifies the lack of guidelines for the development of
inland fisheries and the lack of an inland fisheries policy, both at the provincial and national level, as major bottlenecks for the
sustainable development of these resources and outlines possible focal areas for intervention.
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Introduction
There are more than 3 000 dams, ranging in size from less than 2
ha to more than 300 km 2, in South Africa (DWAF, 1997). While
the primary objective for the construction of these dams was the
provision of water for agricultural, industrial and domestic use
(Andrew, 2001), they have considerable potential for the development of inland fisheries.
Inland fisheries are of importance for the national economy
and local food security in a number of African countries (Kapetsky and Petr, 1984; Marshall and Maes, 1994; Van der Knaap,
1994). In South Africa, inland fisheries remain poorly developed despite several attempts to develop subsistence and commercial fisheries dating back to the 1970s (Jackson, 1980; Koch
and Schoonbee, 1980; Allanson and Jackson, 1983; Cochrane,
1987; Andrew, 2001). The reasons for the lack of fisheries development are unclear, but in many cases appears to be a result of
a lack of historic involvement in fishing, a cultural resistance
to fishing, a lack of fishing gear, or a lack of knowledge of the
potential of the resource (Andrew, 2001). As a result, traditional
harvesting is limited to relatively few systems, such as the Phongola floodplain (Merron and Weldrick, 1995) and the Orange
River in the Northern Cape Province (Andrew, 2001) and commercial fishing in the form of single licences is only permitted
on a limited scale on a few dams (e.g. the Gariep, Bloemhof and
Molatedi Dams). Subsequently, the resource is predominantly
utilised by a large recreational angling fraternity.
Given that food security, economic empowerment, tourism
development, optimal economic benefit from water, and poverty
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eradication are major national policy objectives in post-apartheid South Africa (ECA, 1989; NEMA, 1998; NWA, 1998),
the under-utilisation and poor management of fish resources in
inland water bodies highlights the need to promote inland fishery development. A case study of the potential for fishery development in North West Province (NWP) is used to illustrate the
need for an inland fisheries policy and a coordinated institutional
approach to inland fisheries development and management.
Howard et al. (2002) listed 28 major dams in the Province,
which have a combined surface area of more than 11 000 ha.
These are used primarily for the maintenance of water supply
to the human population and for irrigation in the agricultural
sector. Many of these dams also have a considerable value as
tourism venues, particularly in areas where they form part of a
nature reserve or game park. In such areas, recreational activities include boating, bird watching and recreational angling.
Their existence, therefore, contributes significantly to the R
1.4 bn. annual provincial revenue generated from the tourism
sector (Visser et al., 2002). In contrast to the agricultural and
tourism sectors in the NWP, the fisheries sector is not considered well developed, and the utilisation of the fishery resource
in many of the NWP’s dams is entirely recreational (Mangold
et al., 2002)
The need for developing fisheries resources in the NWP as
alternatives to the more traditional methods of securing food and
economic independence for rural communities is recognised by
the provincial government (Mangold et al., 2002). At the outset
of the study, limited subsistence and commercial fishing was
known to occur on some of the dams, but little was known about
the extent of exploitation (Mangold et al., 2002; Rouhani, 2004).
Where commercial fisheries did exist, they were not operated by
local rural communities due to social, economic, and political
factors (Mangold et al., 2002). The NWP Department of Agri-
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