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BCLME Programme funds key projects

By Claire Attwood 

The Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem (BCLME) Programme is to fund a number of studies that will examine the cumulative effects that offshore petroleum extraction and marine diamond mining have on the marine environment of the Benguela region. The studies will complement the projects on marine living resources and environmental variability which were initiated by the BCLME Programme in 2003.  

In February, tenders for eight project contracts in the fields of biodiversity, ecosystem health and pollution, were assessed by an evaluation committee. It is expected that the project contracts, worth an estimated US $737 000 (R4.8 million) will be initiated by mid-year.
Four of the eight projects will focus on the environmental impacts of marine mining and petroleum extraction.
Marine diamond mining is undertaken along the west coasts of South Africa and Namibia, and all three countries in the Benguela region are involved in petroleum exploration and production. Although a number of impact assessment studies have been conducted, little is known about the collective effect that marine mining operations have on the marine environment over a long period of time. 

Two of the BCLME Programme’s projects have been designed to test the cumulative impacts of marine diamond mining. The first of these is an assessment of the cumulative effects of sediment discharges from on-shore and near-shore diamond mining activities. The second is an assessment of the cumulative impacts of scouring sub-tidal areas and kelp cutting by diamond divers, with particular reference to rock lobster populations. 

Off the South African and Namibian coasts, major discharges of fine sediment from shore-based diamond processing plants and diver operations within the near-shore zone (from the shore to a depth of approximately 40m) occur as a by-product of mining operations. There is concern, particularly from the fishing industry, that these turbid waters may impact negatively on the ecosystems and fisheries resources in the vicinity of mining operations. 
Similarly, insufficient knowledge exists with respect to the cumulative impacts that petroleum exploration and production activities, particularly in Angolan waters, have on the marine environment. 
Extensive offshore petroleum production activities take place in Angola’s northern provinces of Cabinda and Zaire, and intensive drilling is taking place on the continental slope between Cabinda and Luanda. It is not unrealistic to expect that several hundred wells will be drilled in the next decade. 

There are two consequences of these activities that are of concern to the management of the Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem, namely the effect that the discharge of drilling mud and cuttings has on benthic organisms such as crabs, shrimps and marine worms; and the effect that the discharge of toxic production water from offshore platforms has on marine life, particularly plankton, fish eggs and larvae. A third, indirect effect is that of the exclusion of fishing activities in buffer areas around each rig or pipeline. This could be beneficial for fish populations, as long as pollution or disturbance effects are small. 
Initially, the BCLME Programme is to focus on the compilation of available information relating to offshore drilling activities. The petroleum industry already invests in routine data sampling for operational purposes and the Programme will fund a project to determine which data are available and if they are useful for assessing the state of the marine environment. Once this assessment is complete, the BCLME Programme will turn its attention towards establishing a baseline for environmental data and setting up monitoring studies in the vicinity of drilling activities in the oil producing areas of northern Angola, through co-funding with other partners and donors. 

The advertisement and assessment of the eight projects in the fields of biodiversity, ecosystem health and pollution, follows the initiation of nine projects in the field of environmental variability and seven projects in the field of marine living resources. 
The environmental variability projects will assist scientists and fisheries managers in South Africa, Namibia and Angola, to better understand, monitor and even predict the occurrence of harmful algal blooms (HABs) and low oxygen events in the Benguela upwelling system. The marine living resources projects have been designed to address some of the key issues influencing the Benguela region’s commercial fisheries. 

The BCLME Programme’s focus on HABs and low oxygen water events is prompted by the fact that these environmental phenomena have a dramatic effect on fisheries in the region. Low oxygen water events are one of the best documented but least understood phenomena in Benguela fisheries.  Events such as the catastrophic mortality of hake Merluccius capensis off Namibia in 1994 and 2000, and the mortalities of rock lobster Jasus lalandii in 1994, 1997 and 2002 in the southern Benguela, demonstrate the importance of understanding the causes and propagation of low oxygen events and their interaction with fisheries. 
South Africa, Namibia and Angola all face similar problems in terms of the assessment and management of HABs, and their impacts on the fishing and seafood industries. 

The projects in the field of marine living resources include, among others, the development of Operational Management Procedures (OMPs) for the transboundary management of hake stocks in the Benguela region; the determination of optimal harvesting strategies for the hake trawl and longline fisheries in Namibia and South Africa; and the development of a responsible aquaculture policy for the Benguela region. 

The development of OMPs for the transboundary management of hake stocks (M. capensis and M. paradoxus) is aimed at addressing the fact that hake stocks in Namibia and South Africa, and to a lesser extent, Angola, are assessed and managed independently. Individual assessments do not allow for differences in the life history parameters of the two hake species, nor do they account for changes in the catch ratios between Namibia and South Africa, or changes in the targeting priorities of the fishing fleets of each country. The three-year BCLME-funded project will assess the ways in which the hake OMPs in Namibia and South Africa may be harmonized. An important component of this project is the training of stock assessment scientists in Angola, Namibia and South Africa. 
Another BCLME-funded project that will have important implications for the management of hake stocks in Namibia and South Africa is a study that aims to determine the optimal harvesting strategies for the hake trawl and longline fisheries in the two countries. 

The development of a responsible aquaculture policy for the Benguela region is aimed at facilitating aquaculture development in the region. This project will begin with the formulation and development of an aquaculture policy for Angola. Another goal is to prepare a plan for the implementation of a regional policy on aquaculture, for the consideration of the three countries. Part of this intervention will include the harmonization and implementation of a HAB monitoring and shellfish sanitation programme. 

A number of other projects in the fields of marine living resources and environmental variability have been formulated and assigned to BENEFIT, which will act as the scientific arm of the BCLME Programme in fields where it is competent. 

Over the next four years, an estimated 80 projects will be supported by the BCLME Programme, with the aim of developing scientific and economic information on what is known about the Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem, how this is changing over time and how the transboundary management problems associated with fishing, mining, oil exploration, coastal development, biodiversity and pollution can best be addressed across the entire Benguela region.  

An update on all the projects that are being funded by the BCLME Programme is available on the Programme’s website: www.bclme.org.  
The BCLME Programme is a joint initiative by the governments of Angola, Namibia and South Africa to manage and utilise the resources of the Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem in a sustainable and integrated manner. The programme is funded by the Global Environment Facility (GEF) which has contributed $15.2 million through the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) for the regional initiative. The GEF’s funding complements an investment of $16 million by the three countries and over $7 million from other sources such as the Benguela Environment Fisheries Interaction Training Programme, BENEFIT.  
