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Estimated seafood supply per person (kg/year) 

13. FAO. 2014. State of the World Fisheries and Aquaculture. Opportunities and challenges. Available at:
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3720e/index.html.

Average annual consumption  
of fish per person globally

5.2 KG (PROCESSED WEIGHT)13

Capture fisheries and aquaculture 
supplied the world with about

158 MILLION TONNES OF FISH

2012

Of this, 120 million tonnes was used as human 
food, providing an estimated supply per person 
of about 19 kg (live weight equivalent). 

Seychelles 61
Japan 61
Spain 45
France 34
United States 27
China 26
Italy 25
Australia 22

Indonesia 21
Mauritius 20
United Kingdom 16
Namibia 13
Tanzania 7
Mozambique 5
India 5



SUSTAINABILITY
How do we positively transform seafood trade?

TO ENSURE ABUNDANT FISH STOCKS 
FOR THE FUTURE IT IS VITAL TO KEEP 
ECOSYSTEMS BALANCED AND HEALTHY 

VENDORS CAN 
IDENTIFY SEAFOOD 
SUSTAINABILITY 
RISKS IN 
PROCUREMENT AND 
PASS ON PRODUCT 
KNOWLEDGE TO 
THEIR CUSTOMERS

CONSUMERS CAN ASK 
QUESTIONS WHEN ORDERING 
AND PURCHASING SEAFOOD
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COMPLIANCE 
AND ILLEGAL 

SEAFOOD TRADE
“Fish is among the most traded food 
commodities worldwide … fisheries and  
fish farming are playing an increasingly  
critical role for many local economies”.14

WHAT ARE 
WE DOING IN 

SOUTH AFRICA?

FAO advocates the responsible use of aquatic resources and habitat conservation  
to help boost the sector’s contribution to food security, poverty alleviation and  
human well-being.

A Code of Conduct for responsible SA fisheries has recently been developed to help 
with promoting conservation in the local fishing industry. Based on the principles 
for a responsible fishery as espoused by FAO, this code of conduct serves as a 
generic template for local fisheries by outlining the approach to various issues such 
as pollution, habitat loss, bycatch, discarding of waste, and overfishing. Steering 
the seafood industry toward responsible fishing practises will, in turn, ensure the 
sustainable harvesting of marine resources in harmony with the environment. 

DRIVERS OF 
CHANGE IN THE 

SOUTH AFRICAN 
SEAFOOD 

SECTOR

Survey respondents indicated that improved monitoring and regulation of landings, 
suppliers and traders was the key driver for positive change in the South African 
seafood sector. Awareness by consumers, suppliers and restaurants was given as  
a driver of improved compliance. Socio-economic factors were ventured as the major 
driver behind negative changes, i.e. decreasing compliance, with particular reference 
being made to money or greed. 

The most prevalent recommendation made for reducing illegal trade was increased  
or stricter monitoring of suppliers and restaurants by inspectors. Also noted were  
the need for stricter regulations and penalties and increased consumer awareness. 

14. FAO. 2014. State of the World Fisheries and Aquaculture. Opportunities and challenges. Available at:
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i3720e/index.html.
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Familiarity with the South African Marine Living Resources 
Act 18 of 1998 (MLRA)

Awareness of the laws applicable to seafood trade in South Africa appears  
to be low. It is encouraging that, based on comparisons with surveys conducted  
in 2002 and 2005 in Durban and Cape Town respectively, knowledge of the  
MLRA appears to have increased in Cape Town but it is a concern that the opposite  
is true of Durban. With regard to awareness of no-sale species, on the other  
hand, Cape Town results are worrying as they indicate the possibility of an  
increase in trade with recreational fishers, while results from Durban indicate  
a marked change for the better.

NOTABLE

While declared knowledge of the MLRA and possession of the 
Regulations to the Act are poor, the relatively improved awareness  
of no-sale species indicates at least some knowledge of the reasons  
for the regulations, and the provisions of the MLRA.

What is the MLRA? 

FOR SEAFOOD DEALERS
The Marine Living Resources Act (MLRA) and its amendments 
determine how we utilise our seafood resources. Key points relating 
to seafood dealers include the following:

• Permits are needed for the harvesting, selling, importing or exporting of marine 
resources (Section 13(1)).

• Recreational fishers may not sell their catch (Section 20(1)).
• Specific regulations are in place for the management of certain species and 

fisheries, such as size and bag limits, closed seasons and no-sale species.
• The act allows for penalties of up to R2 million or five years’ imprisonment  

for infringements.
• It is necessary to be in possession of the correct import permits for seafood 

from other countries. These are issued by the Department of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries (DAFF, Fisheries Division) and the International Trade 
Administration Commission of South Africa (ITAC).

57% NOT FAMILIAR
Respondents expect their 
suppliers to have knowledge 
of the relevant legislation.

35% FAMILIAR
Respondents aware of the act but 
not of the specific provisions. 

8% NO CLEAR INDICATION

Restaurants and seafood outlets were asked about their 
knowledge of South African legislation applicable to the 
trade in fish and fish products; their past, current and 
possible future trade practises with regard to no-sale 
species or purchases from recreational fishers; and their 
impressions of compliance within the South African seafood 
trade sector.

RETAILERS

SHOPS AND 
MARKETS

RESTAURANTS
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Ease of interpreting the MLRA by seafood buyers,  
sellers and importers

16% EASY
21% UNSURE

63% UNABLE TO RESPOND
Respondents did not have a copy 
of the act.

Possession of the MLRA regulations

6%
of respondents  
had a copy of the 
regulations applicable 
to seafood dealers.

94%
of respondents stated that 
they either didn’t have the 
regulations, or felt that the 
question was not applicable.

NOTABLE

Eight of the ninety five respondents answering ‘“No” to this question  
appeared to confuse the MLRA Regulations with WWF-SASSI.

64%
Aware of why the restrictions on 
the sale of recreationally-caught 
and no-sale species exist.

11% Not aware.

23% Felt the question 
was not applicable.

Reasons for no-sale and recreational fisher provisions

What constitutes illegal trade?

The MLRA outlines utilisation of seafood resources for legal trade and 
recreational fishing.

No-sale species are (1) species designated as non-commercial and thus reserved 
for recreational fishing, subject to the possession of a valid recreational angling 
permit, and daily bag limits, size limits and closed seasons. These species may 
not be sold; and (2) specially protected or prohibited species that may not be 
captured by anyone. 
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Current opportunities to purchase seafood from recreational 
fishers or to purchase no-sale species

Note: Responses of “Never” and “N/A” were tallied as “No”. 
Responses of “Occasionally” and “Frequently” were tallied as “Yes”.
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NOTABLE

26% OF RESPONDENTS  
noted that they refer to the WWF-SASSI red list or materials to establish which 
are the no-sale species.

8% OF RESPONDENTS  
rely on suppliers to only sell legal seafood species.

Knowledge of no-sale species
Declared knowledge of no-sale species in terms of the MLRA was greater than 
knowledge of the act itself with 54% of respondents stating that they knew which fish 
are no-sale species, 9% indicating that they had some knowledge and 37% stating that 
they either didn’t know (26%) or felt that the question did not apply to them (11%).

Current opportunities to purchase seafood from recreational 
fishers or purchase no-sale species: a comparison with 
previous surveys in Durban and Cape Town

CONCERN

62% OF RESPONDENTS  
in all regions surveyed are either offered seafood by recreational fishers or are  
in a position to purchase no-sale species. Comparisons with previous surveys 
reveal a significant improvement in Durban, but a concerning change for the 
worse in Cape Town. 
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Willingness to purchase seafood from recreational  
fishers or to purchase no-sale species

22% OF RESPONDENTS
indicated that they would consider purchasing seafood from recreational fishers,  
or purchasing no-sale species. The majority of these respondents linked their 
decision to situations where they were unable to obtain the desired fish legally.

78% OF RESPONDENTS
stated that they would not buy no-sale species or purchase seafood from 
recreational fishers.

273 44 26 28 47

OCCASIONALLY %

Visits by compliance officials

24 68 28 13 270

FREQUENTLY %

NEVER %

97 32 6 44 40 46

GAUTENG DURBAN CAPE TOWN 
METRO

SOUTHERN 
CAPE

EASTERN 
CAPE

ALL

CONCERN

Inspection levels are low, and in some instances the seafood vendor respondents 
surveyed recorded no inspections by compliance officials.

46% OF RESPONDENTS
had never been inspected although a small number (in Gauteng) reported visits  
by officials from, among others, the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (SPCA) and Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR). A 2006 
survey of ten restaurants in Gauteng recorded no visits by compliance officials.

27% OF RESPONDENTS
noted occasional visits by compliance officials with approximately half of these 
occurring at a frequency of once or twice a year. The balance noted either visits 
varying between every two to nine years, or unspecified visits.

27% OF RESPONDENTS
reported frequent visits by compliance officials, with 8% noting one or more visits 
per month. 19% noted visits once every four months, or an unspecified number  
of “frequent” visits.
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Over the last century, commercial fishing has dramatically altered our 
marine ecosystems in order to supply the world’s demand for seafood.

To ensure that seafood will be available for future generations, suppliers need to understand not only how 
our fishing practises impact our marine ecosystems, but also how we can change fishing methods and seafood 
choices to prevent further damage and to allow recovery of the damaged ecosystems.

Businesses should be aware of the current concerns regarding the fishing and aquaculture industries to better 
inform the decisions they make when addressing seafood sustainability in their operations. 

IMPACTS AND SOLUTIONS

Develop a good understanding of the following:

The majority of the world’s fisheries are either fully exploited or over exploited. 
However, with responsible fisheries management, declining resources can be 
turned around, benefitting everyone.

OVERFISHING

In the past, fisheries management largely focused on individual management  
for each type of target fish. What this did not take into account was that harvesting 
a target fish can have significant impacts on other marine species, foodweb 
functioning, habitats such as the ocean floor, and on other vulnerable species like 
turtles or seabirds. Subsequently, as pressure on resources and the ecosystem 
increases, the shortcomings of this approach have become more obvious. 

FISHERIES 
ECOSYSTEM 

IMPACTS

WHAT CAN 
SUPPLIERS DO?

Be well informed on the issues 
affecting seafood sustainability and 
develop the capacity to adequately 
address key focus areas.

As consumers have become sensitised to the environmental 
issues around seafood, businesses involved in the seafood 
industry have come under increasing pressure to ensure  
the sustainability of their operations, not just out at sea  
on the vessels but also throughout the supply chain.
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Key aquaculture impacts include: 

Excessive use of chemicals, such as antibiotics, anti-foulants and pesticides.
CHEMICAL  

INPUTS

Viruses and parasites can transfer between farmed and wild species.
DISEASE AND 

PARASITES

Escaped farmed species can compete with wild fish and interbreed with local  
wild stocks.ESCAPES

Aquaculture must responsibly source and reduce its dependency upon fishmeal  
and fish oil – a primary ingredient in feed – so as not to put additional pressure  
on the world’s fisheries.

FEED

Excess food and fish waste increase the levels of nutrients in the water and  
have the potential to lead to oxygen-deprived waters that stress aquatic life.

NUTRIENT 
POLLUTION 

AND CARRYING 
CAPACITY

Clearing of land for agriculture feed sources and facility establishment affects  
high conservation-value areas.

LAND 
CONVERSION AND 

DEGRADATION 

To ensure abundant fish stocks for the future it is vital to keep ecosystems 
balanced and healthy. It is therefore necessary to manage fishing activities  
within ecological limits, which means making sure that we only take out the 
volume of fish that will not jeopardise the delicate balance of a healthy ecosystem. 

ECOLOGICAL  
BALANCE

Aquaculture is often touted as the solution to overfishing, however aquaculture 
operations are not without their environmental impacts. 

Some aquaculture methods are better than others, for example the farming  
of mussels and oysters is seen as a good environmental seafood choice, as these 
animals are filter feeders and need no nutritional input.

Unless properly managed, farming of carnivorous finfish such as salmon, 
especially under intensive conditions (somewhat like cattle in a feedlot), can  
have impacts that are undesirable. This method of aquaculture can be associated 
with issues such as pollution, the escape of farmed fish, disease and parasite 
transfer to wild salmon populations.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
IMPACTS OF  

AQUACULTURE
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Vendors need to continually familiarise themselves with the scientific and market 
names, and verify the origin, capture method and sustainability status of the 
seafood species they trade in. This also applies to the species used in processed 
seafood products. Vendors are then empowered to accurately identify seafood 
sustainability risks in procurement. They can take pro-active steps to reduce their 
exposure to these risks by changing their buying practises.

PROCUREMENT  
AND LABELLING

A greater understanding of seafood 
products and where they come from 
enables businesses to measure 
changes in their seafood supply 
and to take action to improve the 
long-term sustainability of their 
procurement streams.

RETAILERS

SHOPS AND 
MARKETS

RESTAURANTS

WHAT CAN 
VENDORS DO?

Seafood sustainability status can 
inform procurement criteria for 
environmentally responsible operations, 
taking into consideration the following:

•	 Ensuring that all seafood on offer is legal.
•	 Offering seafood that is traceable to its origins.
•	 Not procuring unsustainable seafood species (a good start would be to avoid  

all WWF-SASSI Red-listed species).
•	 Phasing out unsustainable seafood products and replacing them with  

sustainable alternatives.
•	 Preferentially procuring sustainable seafood species or products.

WWF-SASSI recognises the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC eco-label) and 
the Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC) logo as the most credible on-package 
assurances of sustainable fisheries and responsible aquaculture practises. Look  
for these eco-labels on products as an assurance that you are buying fully 
traceable and sustainable seafood. 

                 To find out more please visit www.msc.org and www.asc-aqua.org.

As most seafood products on the South African market do not currently carry 
either of the above-mentioned eco-labels, it is important that seafood vendors 
verify seafood species information and then clearly label the seafood products  
that they are selling. This will enable consumers to effectively use the  
WWF-SASSI consumer seafood guide to make informed and environmentally 
responsible seafood choices.

WWF-SASSI strongly advises seafood vendors to make sure that 
seafood product labels clearly indicate the following:

•	 Market or common name for the species.
•	 Full scientific name of the species.
•	 Fishing method (e.g. trawl, longline, line-caught) or farming method used  

(e.g. pond culture, sea cages, rope and raft).
•	 Catch or production country of origin.
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WHAT IS  
WWF-SASSI?

SASSI is a WWF-SA initiative that  
works with consumers and retailers  
to ensure the sustainability of fish  
stocks in South Africa.

The lists now include both wild-caught and farmed species of local and imported 
origins. Moreover, the list illustrates the complementary role that seafood 
awareness campaigns can play in promoting the more thorough eco-labelling 
process, by automatically placing all MSC certified products on the Green-list. 

This can act as an awareness tool for consumers about the eco-label, but also 
an incentive to fisheries to try and achieve the highest recognition for seafood 
sustainability. 

The colour-coded WWF-SASSI list categorises select 
South African and imported seafood species according to 
their conservation status, using a “traffic light” system.

                        GREEN
Consumers are encouraged to choose from this group as it contains the best 
choices from the healthiest and most well-managed populations. These species 
can handle current fishing pressure.

                        ORANGE
This group includes species that have associated reasons for concern, either
because the species is depleted as a result of overfishing and cannot sustain
current fishing pressure; the fishery that catches them may cause particularly
severe environmental damage and/or has high bycatch; or the lifestyle of the
species makes it vulnerable to high fishing pressure. Consumers are encouraged
to think twice and consider the implications of these choices.

                        RED
Seafood that is Red-listed should never be bought by consumers. This group 
includes both unsustainable species which are from collapsed populations or 
have extreme environmental concerns and/or lack appropriate management,  
and species that are illegal to buy or sell in South Africa (no-sale species), 
according to the MLRA.
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Some of our much-
loved linefish species 
are showing signs of 
recovery, aided by 
consumer awareness 
and choices.

REDUCE THE IMPACT  
ON OVEREXPLOITED  
AND HIGH IMPACT 
SPECIES.

PROMOTE MORE 
RESPONSIBLY  
AND SUSTAINABLY 
HARVESTED PRODUCTS.

WHAT CAN 
CONSUMERS DO?

Seafood consumers can use their 
buying power to influence key retailers. 
Buying “green” at each link in the 
supply chain can:

1 2

Ask questions 
when ordering and 

purchasing seafood: 
What is it? Where is 
it from? How was it 
caught or farmed?  
You have a choice.  

Make it green.

NOT AWARE OF WWF-SASSIAWARE OF WWF-SASSI

89 76 60

11 24 40

2010 2012 2014

Percentage awareness of WWF-SASSI recorded within South African 
metropoles (Cape Town, Durban and Johannesburg) from research 
conducted between 2010 and 2014: 

AWARENESS 
OF WWF-SASSI
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DATA 
COLLECTION  

AND ANALYSIS
CHALLENGES AND CONCLUSIONS
There is a need for greater traceability 
of seafood products: from boat to plate.

For suppliers, retailers, restaurant owners and those in the trade wanting to 
provide customers with information on the provenance of seafood products and  
the manner in which they were caught or farmed, information is often either hard 
or impossible to come by. 

Consumer pressure combined with regulatory provisions on standard seafood 
labelling and more detailed information on imported seafood will lead to improved 
traceability. This, in turn, will empower consumers to make informed choices that 
favour products sourced from sustainable, well-managed fisheries.

To build mechanisms that incentivise improved practise in capture fisheries 
and aquaculture operations, it is important to be able to determine which 
stakeholders or stakeholder groups in the supply chain should be engaged to 
create a market pull. This can only be achieved through a better understanding 
of the seafood market trade dynamics: these, in turn, are underpinned by 
improved data collection.

Importance and relevance of data

The biggest challenge compiling a detailed and comprehensive report stemmed 
from the absence of appropriate systems to provide this sort of data. The import 
and export data on seafood products entering and leaving the South African 
market does not, in many instances, adequately capture species or origin data, 
making it difficult to analyse and interpret the information generated.  

The current tracking of imports of seafood is simply inadequate and more 
detailed descriptions need to be developed by SARS.

Challenges

It is important for the retail sector in South Africa to accurately track the 
volumes and seafood species types that they trade in. This will greatly improve 
the researcher’s ability to compile a comprehensive analysis of the seafood 
retail market. Improved labelling practises can assist retailers in identifying 
which seafood species are contained in the seafood products that they sell. 
Greater understanding of the supply chain through a more detailed interaction 
with their suppliers will aid them in determining the origin of their seafood 
products from sometimes complex global seafood supply chains.

Need for accurate data and improvements in seafood  
trade data capture



40% 
of the target market are 

aware of WWF-SASSI.

140
Number of species from  
12 key South African  
fisheries assessed  
by WWF-SASSI.

100%
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WWW.WWFSASSI.CO.ZA
ZA

1,500+
Number of people who have 

attended WWF-SASSI training 
since 2008.

200,000+
Number of requests for information  
on seafood sustainability status that  
WWF-SASSI have received since  
2006 through FishMS.


