
GRANT FACT SHEET
Protection and restoration of important ecosystems 
in uThukela marine protected area, and associated estuarine 
functional zones (EFZs), reducing climate-related socio-ecological risk 

The uThukela marine protected area (MPA), located in South Africa’s KwaZulu-
Natal province, stretches about 80 km between Richards Bay and Durban. This 
recently designated MPA spans the terrestrial and marine realms, interlaced 
by nine estuaries that connect the freshwater river catchments with the Indian 
Ocean. It is home to an integrated assemblage of ecosystems including estuarine 
swamp forests, mangroves, reed marshes, seagrass meadows, coral reefs, and 
rich offshore fluvial habitats. All these environments provide important services in 
terms of climate change mitigation and Ecosystem-based Adaptation. 

Coastal communities in the area experience high levels of poverty and low levels 
of employment, resulting in significant reliance on these ecosystems for food and 
basic livelihood support. As a result, natural habitats in and around the MPA are 
being threatened by over-harvesting, degradation, pollution, alien plant invasions,  
water extraction, industrial farming and forestry. What‘s more, the erosion of their 
capacity to continue to deliver ecosystem services is being further undermined by 
climate change.

In this project, WILDTRUST and its partners will focus on the revival of the coastal 
and marine environments in and around the uThukela MPA through: establishing 
effective management; restoring climate-essential ecosystems, which are currently 
degraded or severely impacted; increasing resilience of vulnerable people using 
nature-based climate adaptation solutions such as sustainable, healthy fish stocks 
and creation of jobs; and developing a real-world model for innovative financing of 
the effective management and protection of its ecosystem services into the future. 

Project duration April 2022 – July 2027

Country/ies South Africa

Lead organisation Wildlands Conservation Trust (WILDTRUST)

Partners

South African Association for Marine Biological Research 
(SAAMBR), South African Environmental Observation Network 
(SAEON), Nelson Mandela University (NMU), Ezemvelo KZN 
Wildlife (EKZNW)

Total project costs € 9,360,182 

Blue Action Fund grant € 6,500,000 (69%)

Match funding € 2,860,182  (31%) Ph
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By initiating nature-
based solutions to 
address the challenges 

faced by this complex socio-
ecological system, this project 
will play a significant role in 
restoring this important area to 
a productive and regenerative 
state, in which people and nature 
can endure and thrive into the 
future
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KEY TARGETS

Published by Blue Action Fund, January 2026

Newly created MPAs:  
N/A

Effectively managed MPAs:  
4,130 km2

Number of beneficiaries:  
23,390 

MPA GOVERNANCE 

▶	 Creating MPA management plans 
▶	 Management plans adaptive to climate 
	 change
▶	 Management plans aim for climate change 
	 mitigation
▶	 Monitoring, control and enforcement of MPAs 
▶	 Data collection and mapping
▶	 Long-term funding for MPAs 
▶	 Awareness-raising and education

SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS 

▶	 Creating alternative employment 
	 	 opportunities

▶	 Job training
▶	 Sustainable tourism

	 ▶	 Economic empowerment of women
▶	 Community mapping
▶	 Community entrepreneurship

ACTIVITIES AND AREAS OF WORK
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HABITAT CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION 

▶	 Protection and restoration of mangroves
▶	 Protection and restoration of coral reefs
▶	 Protection and restoration of seagrass 
	 beds

SPECIES CONSERVATION/SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES 

▶	 Fisheries control and enforcement
▶	 Data collection on fisheries
▶	 Conservation measures for other 

	 	 species


