"Langebaan and the small-scale fishing sector:
A personal reflection"
Psychologists tell us that what happens in our childhood
has a lasting impact on your life in adulthood. In my case,
growing up in South Africa, and learning to love the sea
and all things marine and fishing related, it has certainly
proved true. It shaped my career!
I grew up in the suburbs north of Cape Town, but every
holiday we went up the coast to our “holiday house” –
which was in reality a single room (one of about 6 in a long
block) that we rented for a few weeks every year over
Christmas time. A single room, sleeping and dining all in
one, with outside shared toilet…. , built next to one of the
oldest houses in the town “Greystone”. It was a quiet,
traditional fishing village on the West Coast, frequented by
local fishers, as well as farmers from the wider region
wanting a break from the farm. I can remember the village
from about the mid-1960’s while my mother has clear
memories of the village back to the mid-1940’s!

The Saldanha Bay / Langebaan Lagoon
Marine Chart in my office [published 1964]

As I discovered later in life, the West Coast Region is rich in history – it lays claim to being
the dwelling place of some of the oldest examples of modern man. A fragment of skull,
found in 1953, has been dated to about 400 000 years – that’s before humans even moved
into Europe! In more ‘recent’ times (beginning some 20 000 years ago) it was the dwelling
place for the original Khoi tribes, including the Hottentots, Bushmen, and the Strandlopers
(now known as the Khoisan). Europeans only entered the bay in the early 1600’s before
deciding in the mid 1600’s to build a replenishment station 120 kms south down the Coast
in Table Bay, the present-day Cape Town. In the 1700’s major sea battles raged in the Bay
between the Dutch and the British. The islands in the area, rich in guano, were exploited
during the guano rush in 1844 where more than 300 ships lay in the bay. There’s even an
American connection; during the American Civil War the Confederate Warship the
‘Alabama’ took refreshments onboard in the bay. As an interesting side story here, a
deserter from the ship settled in the area and later founded a small village on the banks of
the lagoon. And in 1909, a whaling station was established by Scandinavians across from the
fishing village. The practice of whaling finally ended in 1968 and the village quietly
continued with fishing.

An incredibly interesting history then, but for 3 young boys, and later a little sister, this was
simply “our beach”, our slice of paradise. We had the sand and sea all day long – often
leaving the house early in the morning and only returning when it got dark. We would row
the dinghy out, fishing (often unsuccessfully, but that was OK), and generally just enjoy
being outdoors. And often later in the afternoon we would go down to the beach to meet
the returning fishermen and buy some fish to “braai” (BBQ), under the ‘big tree’, which,
sadly, is the only recognisable feature of the place now when I look at pictures…..
Or sometimes, we’d be sent down to “Oom Bokkom” (literally, Uncle Dried Fish – a bokkom
is a sun-dried mullet……) to buy some fresh or dried fish at his house on the beach. Those
were the days.
My father bought a 27-foot cabin boat back in
about 1968, and that got us out on the water
even more. In fact, the chart shown earlier
comes off his boat. So it was summers of
spending time on the water, fishing, learning
to row, and generally learning the ways of
small boats!
A faded photograph of our boat anchored in Langebaan in
the late 1960’s (the small one in the front, not the air-sea
rescue launch in the background….)

Fast-forward to 1980, and I joined the merchant navy – and ironically sailed out of the deepwater harbour (Saldanha Bay) just north of my holiday paradise. In my case it was a
progression from small boats to the largest ship on the South African Register – the 300m
iron ore carrier “Sishen”. And so started a career that has been dominated by the sea in
some way ever since, first as an engineer, and now, some 40 years later, as Chief Executive
of a New Zealand-based non-profit, promoting safety in the global fishing sector.
Recently I downloaded the TBTI e-book "Small-scale Fisheries in Africa: A Regional Portrait”
and was reminded of my childhood when I read the piece on Langebaan – the place of my
holidays. But on reflection it got me thinking about how much has changed in the world.
Fifty years ago, as a youngster, I was able to go down to the beach to meet the fishers
bringing in their catch, buy some and go home so we could to prepare and eat it. Such a
simple and natural thing to do. Yet, it’s
something that seems so alien now in many parts
of the developed world especially. I live and work
on the coast in New Zealand, but my grandkids
can’t do what I did all those years ago and go buy
fish off the local fisherman on the beach…… and
yes, as far as I know, we have one local fisherman
here. And if we want his fish, we have to go to his
shop….. Luckily Matt’s a great guy though!
Matt’s boat on the beach in Paraparaumu Beach,
New Zealand

Sadly, we’re now mostly disconnected from our fishers – we think fish and other seafood
comes from the supermarket or worse, the pantry – there’s always a tin of tuna in there, so
all must be good with the world of fishing. But in reality, all’s not well with the fishing
industry globally.……
Our non-profit, the FISH Safety Foundation www.fishsafety.org works mostly in the smallscale fisheries sector in developing countries. And here it’s a very different story to the
public picture of modern steel factory vessels fishing in the deep blue sea. For much of the
world’s fishers, fishing is intrinsically linked to the social fabric of their coastal communities.
It’s not just a job – it’s who they are, it’s their identity, it’s their way of life!
It’s interesting to note the definition of a small-scale fisher. We’ve certainly found in our
work in various parts of the world that this is interpreted very differently, depending on
where you are. But one thing is clear – the community in which these fishers operate is a
key factor in their identity. In South Africa, ‘small-scale fisher’ is defined under the Marine
Living Resources Act, 1998 (as amended in 2014) as:
‘small-scale fisher’ means a member of a
small-scale fishing community engaged in
fishing to meet food and basic livelihood
needs, or directly involved in processing or
marketing of fish, who—
a. traditionally operate in near-shore
fishing grounds;
b. predominantly employ traditional
low technology or passive fishing
gear;
c. undertake single day fishing trips;
and
d. is engaged in consumption, barter or
sale of fish or otherwise involved in
commercial activity, all within the
small-scale fisheries sector.

“No Fuss No Fight” Soufrière, Saint Lucia

But small-scale fishers, and by association, fishing communities, are under threat. The TBTI
piece lists some of the challenges the small-scale fishery in Langebaan, for example, faces:
the expansion of the marine protected areas, the exclusionary fisheries resource
management regimes, the prioritization of commercial sector over small-scale fishers in
fishing rights allocation, and barriers to market access. This is replicated over and over again
in a similar vein across the global fishing sector.

So, for context, some facts on the value of fishing in the world is important here. We know
that fishing is one of the most challenging and dangerous occupations in the world, but it
also makes a vital contribution to global nutrition and food security. Fish accounts for about
17 percent of animal protein consumed by the global population, and in some coastal
regions and island nations, it can provide up to 70% of their animal protein consumption.
The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) estimates that there are
some 40 million fishers directly employed in the capture fishing industry. And an estimated
660 to 880 million people (10-12% of the world’s population), depend directly or indirectly
on fisheries. It’s worth reflecting on the size of the small-scale sector specifically here as
well. There are an estimated 4.5 million fishing vessels globally. About 86 percent of the
motorized fishing vessels in the world (some 2.8 million) are less than 12 m in length (our
small-scale vessels), with the vast majority of these undecked. And these vessels are crewed
by more than 90% of the world's fishers. An interesting point to note here is that only about
2 percent (about 44 600) of all motorized fishing vessels were 24 m and larger (roughly more
than 100 gross tonnage [GT]), most of these in Oceania, Europe and North America.
Furthermore, small-scale fisheries account for some 50% of all fish caught. So, the vast
majority of fishers worldwide fish off small vessels, and catch half of the fish caught
worldwide – they really are crucially important to the worlds’ sustainable seafood supply!

Langebaan: setting the net…..

Returning to my earlier reference to
village founded by the ‘Alabama’
deserter, there are now only two
families in this section of the Lagoon
that hold historical fishing rights. The
photo here from a few years back,
shows the late Desmond Meyer rowing
back to shore in his ‘bakkie’ (dinghy),
after setting his net to catch ‘harders’
(mullet) right in front of his house in
Churchhaven. It’s early morning, slack
tide, net stretched out 75 metres……

On a positive note however, there is lately an increasing recognition of the value of smallscale fishers, in some parts of the world at least. When we originally established our
Foundation, the emphasis was very much on the safety of the fisher – after all, we started
with a team of occupational health and safety specialists. But very soon we realised that the
work we do is actually about the safety and sustainability of the community, not just the
fisher. Keeping the fisher safe and able to fish is the first step in providing an income to the
family unit and thus contributing positively to the sustainability of the community. We’ve
heard so many sad stories of widows and children being driven out of villages after losing

their husband and father to the sea – often by the ‘money-lender’ demanding repayment
for the lost boat…… So keeping the fisher safe is crucial to keeping the family safe. This
expanded concern for the community as well as the fisher has led to our latest initiative –
the re-FISH Project www.re-fish.org This initiative is all about sourcing (mainly in developed
countries) new or used, good condition fishing, safety and vessel gear that we then
redistribute in communities in developing countries that really need these items. The
thinking here is simple – if we can supply safety and other gear to the fishers, they are safer,
and there is more money left over for family needs. Children can get educated, and poverty
cycle can be broken. And that’s even before we factor in the environmental advantages of
removing perfectly usable equipment from the waste stream, etc. Our current focus is the
fishing community in the Barisal Region in Bangladesh.
Again, reflecting on my childhood memories of the fisherfolk at Langebaan, one thing is
clear. There were a lot more of them back in the 1960 and 70’s! It was a community – the
‘vissermanne’. I remember the fishermen hauling their net trollies down to the beach,
loading up, rowing out…… Sadly, the TBTI e-book now only lists 27 fishers still active there. If
that’s correct, it would be a real shame, given the high unemployment rate and other social
problems South Africa still faces. Fishing is an honest, critically important profession,
capable of building communities, lifting people out of poverty, providing educational
opportunities for the children, and all the other tangible and intangible components of
community development.
Now, I’m not a commercial or small-scale fisher,
but I continue to be an avid small-boat
recreational fisher here in my home town in
New Zealand. And there’s nothing more
satisfying than being able to go out on the
water, catch a few fish and come home and
share that bounty from the sea with family and
friends.
A day out on the water off Paraparaumu Beach, New Zealand

So what’s the message on this World Fisheries Day? Well in my opinion it’s this – while we
live in a world that wants everything done ‘cost-effectively’ in large scale, and our food
conveniently packaged for easy consumption, we shouldn’t forget the very real value of the
small-scale fisheries sector – fishers providing for their families, and broader community by
selling directly to consumers. We work in this sector across the world – the issues are
broadly similar wherever we interact with fishing communities. Large-scale, industrial
fishing, environmental changes and government restrictions are impacting directly on the
sustainability of the sector. So let’s support small-scale fishing wherever we can. They’re
critically important on so many levels.

