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Building resilience to climate change at iSimangaliso MPA, South Africa

Project duration August 2023 – July 2027

Country/ies South Africa

Lead organisation Wildlands Conservation Trust (WILDTRUST)

Partners

iSimangaliso Wetland Park Authority, Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, 
KwaZulu-Natal Department of Economic Development, Tourism and 
Environmental Affairs, Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the 
Environment, South African Environmental Observation Network, 
South African Institute for Aquatic Biodiversity, University of 
KwaZulu-Natal, University of Zululand, Nelson Mandela University, 
Ocean Risk and Resilience Action Alliance, Indalo Inclusive, Mahlathini 
Development Foundation, Africa Ignite, James Cook University

Total project costs € 8,298,680

Blue Action Fund grant € 5,500,000 (66%)

Match funding € 2,798,680 (34%)

South Africa’s iSimangaliso marine protected area (MPA) is 
situated within the iSimangaliso Wetland Park UNESCO World 
Heritage site, which adjoins the Ponta do Ouro Partial Marine 
Reserve, found to the north across the Mozambique border. 
This is South Africa's largest MPA, made remarkable by its coral 
reefs, sub-marine canyons, unique kelp forests, and 200km-
long coastline featuring unbroken, high, forested dunes, 
biodiverse rocky shores, and a long sweep of sandy shore with 
important nesting sites for critically endangered turtles. The 
coastline is intersected by three estuarine systems that are 
home to 75% of the country’s mangroves. 

The MPA lies in a region vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change, and higher temperatures, droughts and more 
frequent extreme rainfall events are predicted. Unsustainable 
land-use practices, as well as the negative effects of climate 
change, are jeopardising the vital supply of groundwater, 
impacting associated wetlands and the communities that 
rely on this supply as their only source of water.

The project aims to deliver nature-based solutions to climate 
change risk while enhancing the ecological, economic and food 
security prospects for dependent and vulnerable communities 
in the MPA. Through the protection and restoration of coral 
reefs, mangroves, swamp forests and coastal dune systems, 

the project will contribute to climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. By introducing effective management for the 
MPA and initiating nature-based solutions, this project will 
play a significant role in restoring the area to a productive 
and regenerative state that enables communities and the 
environment to become more resilient and thrive. 

Impoverished local communities in the area are highly 
dependent on natural resources, ecosystem services and 
economic opportunities derived from nature-based tourism. 
The project aims to contribute to sustainable livelihoods 
through improving food security using climate-smart 
agriculture and small-scale fisheries co-management, as well 
as small business development, capacity building, and the 
development of co-created sustainable livelihood initiatives 
such as tourism generated by other industries.

It is hoped that this project can successfully deliver an 
increased understanding of, as well as a reduction in, climate-
related impacts and risks in the iSimangaliso MPA. This would be 
achieved through more effective conservation management; 
climate mitigation driven by the restoration and protection of 
climate-relevant ecosystems; the introduction of Ecosystem-
based Adaptation (EbA) approaches; and the delivery of social 
benefits and alternative livelihood opportunities.
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KEY TARGETS

Newly created MPAs:  
N/A

Effectively managed MPAs:  
11,071 km2

Number of beneficiaries:  
15,318

MPA GOVERNANCE

KEY ACTIVITIES AND AREAS OF WORK

SPECIES CONSERVATION/SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES

▶	 Introduce effective community co-management and 
monitoring of small-scale fisheries

▶	 Support the implementation of the community turtle 
monitoring programme 

▶	 Restore threatened fish populations associated with 
mesophotic kelp beds and coral reefs in the southern part 
of the MPA

▶	 Contribute to the development of National EbA 
Implementation Guidelines for the Coastal Zone, and to the 
EbA Guidelines for MPA and Estuarine Management Plans

▶	 Undertake a comprehensive policy review of small-scale 
fisheries in South Africa to inform interventions in and 
around iSimangaliso MPA

▶	 Provide marine and estuarine enforcement and 
monitoring of support by increasing compliance capability 
through upgrading the enforcement equipment, supply of 
vehicles, renovation of infrastructure, etc.

▶	 Collect and map data to show areas requiring restoration 
of damaged climate-relevant ecosystems and areas 
needing climate-smart agriculture

HABITAT CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION

▶	 Protect and restore coral reefs, mangroves, swamp 
forests and coastal dune systems

▶	 Involve local communities in climate-critical ecosystem 
restoration i.e by including indigenous knowledge and 
approaches to mangrove conservation

▶	 Sequester carbon stocks in climate-relevant ecosystems, 
such as in kelp, swamp and dune forests, as well as 
mangroves

▶	 Create sustainable employment opportunities through 
small business development, capacity building, knowledge 
building, skills development, and work readiness

▶	 Provide job training at dedicated library facilities 

▶	 Improve food security using climate-smart agriculture 
and the enhanced management of coral reefs and 
mangroves that support fisheries

▶	 Facilitate the economic empowerment of women through 
gender, and gender-based violence, awareness training 
that will support locally relevant political, economic, 
socio-cultural and physical empowerment
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SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS

Ph
ot

o:
 T

hu
th

uk
an

i M
ak

ho
ba

Ph
ot

o:
 S

et
h 

Ho
rs

tm
ey

er


