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Abstract
The contribution of inland fisheries to food security, livelihood provision, poverty alleviation, and economic development in
developing African countries is well documented, but there is surprisingly little literature on the history, current status and
potential of South Africa’s inland fishery resources. This presents a constraint to the management and sustainable development of inland fisheries. A literature review of peer-reviewed and grey literature was thus undertaken which is presented as
a synthesis of knowledge on inland fisheries in South Africa. We track the chronology of literary themes on inland fisheries
from the colonial era to the present, provide an overview of the recreational, subsistence and commercial sub-sectors, the
production potential of inland waters, interventions to promote fishery development, and attempts to value inland fisheries.
The review summarises the current state of knowledge on fisheries resources, outlines potential sources of data, highlights
relevant and important information, and identifies knowledge gaps. The literature survey reveals an urgent need for research
covering the biological, social, economic and governance aspects, if inland fisheries are to be developed in a rational and
sustainable manner which promotes South Africa’s national policy goals.
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Introduction
The latest comprehensive assessment of global inland fisheries
in 2003 estimated the total harvest at 8.7 million tons, which
accounted for 6% of global fish production (FAO, 2003). While
the inland fisheries contribution on a global scale is relatively
small, Neiland et al. (2005) caution that simple comparisons
of gross production can be misleading because inland fisheries in many developing countries and regions generate a wide
variety of benefits for millions of people. Such benefits include
food security, the provision of livelihoods, and contributions
to wealth and wellbeing of communities engaged in a variety
of fisheries-linked activities that collectively contribute significantly to both rural and national economies (Kapetsky and
Petr, 1984; Van der Knaap, 1994; Geheb and Binns, 1997; Sarch
and Allison, 2000; Allison et al., 2002; Allison, 2005).
In Africa, the role of inland fisheries as vehicles for rural
development, poverty reduction, food security, livelihood provision and regional economic development are being increasingly recognised (Marshall and Maes, 1994; FAO, 2003), and
fisheries have been identified as a priority investment area by
the African Union (NEPAD, 2005).
In South Africa, there is also an increasing interest in
developing the economic and social opportunities offered by
inland capture fisheries. Such development will, however,
need to take into consideration the dynamic nature of the current users of the fish resources, which are mainly subsistence
and recreational anglers (Weyl et al., 2007; Ellender et al.,
2009; 2010b). Commercial fisheries remain poorly developed
despite several attempts to develop these fisheries, dating
back to the 1970s (Jackson, 1980; Koch and Schoonbee, 1980;
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Allanson and Jackson, 1983; Cochrane, 1987; Andrew, 2001).
Possible reasons for the lack of inland fisheries development are cited as: a paucity of natural water bodies where
a culture of fishing may have developed; a lack of access
to fishing gear; market resistance to freshwater fish; availability of relatively cheap marine fish products; and a lack of
knowledge of the potential of the resource (Andrew, 2001;
Weyl et al., 2007). Significantly, South Africa has never had
an inland fisheries policy, and the potential socio-economic
value of fisheries has not been recognised in South Africa’s
water resource management policies (Weyl et al., 2007). As
a result, the responsibility for access to dams and their fishery resources is currently fragmented between government
departments and is not directed by a coherent policy. This
lack of a national policy was, and remains, a major bottleneck
in the development of inland fisheries (Weyl et al., 2007).
Fishery management was historically the mandate of the
provincial nature conservation authorities, who managed the
resource primarily for recreational purposes in terms of South
Africa’s environmental legislation (Hey, 1977). As the conservation departments did not have a development mandate, there
was not much capacity to support the development of livelihoods based on fisheries, although a number of projects were
promoted in some provinces. This, coupled with a low direct
value of freshwater fish (ZAR 6/kg, Ellender et al., 2010b), and
in some cases apartheid exclusion of people from accessing
resources, has resulted in South African inland fisheries being
utilised primarily by recreational anglers (Weyl et al., 2007).
More recently, however, there is evidence of increasing utilisation of inland fisheries by subsistence anglers (Van der Waal et
al., 2000; Ellender et al., 2009). While subsistence anglers from
local communities are generally regarded as having a legitimate claim to fish, in the absence of a supporting governance
framework their activities are in many cases illegal. This has
led to conflicts between water users on a number of impoundments (Weyl et al., 2007; Weyl et al., 2010a).
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