
WHAT IS HAPPENING TO OUR OCEANS?
OVERFISHING

HABITAT DESTRUCTION

   60% of the world’s population lives within      
   100km of the coast. 

   There is widespread habitat destruction   
   of critical habitats such as coastal wetlands,   
   mangrove swamps, sea grass beds and coral  
   reefs around the world. 

   Pulling enormous trawl nets over the sea bed  
   and mining the sea fl oor destroys valuable      
   habitats – homes to millions of plants and   
   animals. 

Poor agricultural practises have resulted in greatly increased levels of soil erosion which has fi lled 
up our estuaries and river mouths resulting in reduced estuarine habitat.

Fact Sheet 2
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Almost 80 million tonnes of fi sh are caught in the 
world’s marine fi sheries each year.

Over 70% of the world’s fi sheries are either fully 
or over-exploited. This means that there is no 
potential to harvest more fi sh from our oceans.

Often fi shermen catch fi sh that they do not want 
to keep. This is called by-catch. Millions of 
tonnes of sea life are discarded as by-catch 
each year.

90% of the large predatory fi sh in the ocean 
have been caught.

Between 70 -100 million sharks are killed EACH year in the world’s oceans.

Lost fi shing gear such as gill-nets and traps continue to fi sh (called ghost fi shing) and leave a trail 
of destruction.



POLLUTION
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CLIMATE CHANGE – INVISIBLE CHANGES

For a long time people thought that they could dump 
pollution in the ocean and it would have no effect. BUT ‘The 
solution to pollution is NOT dilution’. 

Ocean pollution includes pesticides, herbicides, fertilisers, 
detergents, oil, sewage, plastics and other solids.

Increased levels of nutrients in the ocean results in plankton 
blooms which then die and are decomposed by bacteria 
which use up the oxygen in the water causing mass die offs 
of fish and shellfish.
  
Large polluted rivers such as the Mississippi are creating 
enormous dead zones in the ocean – areas devoid of life.

About 9 million tonnes of plastic pollution enters the ocean 
EACH YEAR.

Plastic never goes away; it just breaks down into smaller 
and smaller pieces (called microplastics) and enters the 
marine food web. Microplastics attract and concentrate toxic 
pollutants which harm animals which consume them.

Recently 30% of fish tested in the Durban Bay had microplastics in their bodies.

The ocean absorbs much of the human produced carbon dioxide in the earth’s atmosphere. As 
more and more carbon dioxide is produced (mostly from burning fossil fuels such as coal and oil), 
the chemistry of sea water is changing. Just as adding CO2 to fresh water makes soda water, 
which is acidic (carbonic acid), so too does adding CO2 to the ocean make it more acidic.  In the 
past the ocean could handle natural levels of CO2 production but as CO2 levels in the atmosphere 
are now at 410ppm (parts per million), the ocean is showing signs of strain. And this is bad news 
for all the animals that have calcium carbonate skeletons such as corals and other animals that 
have shells as calcium carbonate dissolves in weak acid. 

Rising global temperatures, as a result of the increase of greenhouse gases (such as CO2) in 
our atmosphere, are also starting to alter the massive ocean currents that move heat around the 
world’s oceans resulting in changing weather patterns and an increasing frequency and intensity 
of storms.

Increased temperatures in the ocean and on land 
are starting to change animal breeding success. 
Some animals cannot breed in warmer water. 
Turtles lay their eggs on beaches and the sex of 
the hatchlings is determined by the temperature 
of the sand. If the sand gets too hot only females 
will be produced and this may impact on the 
survival of these already endangered animals.

Coral reefs are showing signs of stress as a 1 – 2 degree Celsius increase in temperature can 
cause massive ‘bleaching’ events where the algae that help corals to grow are expelled and the 
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OIL AND GAS EXPLORATION AND EXTRACTION

SEA BED MINING

INVASIVE SPECIES

NOISE POLLUTION

corals starve. Bleaching can kill coral reefs and in fact, over 50% of the coral has died in some 
areas.
 
Sea-level is rising – at about 3mm per year since 1900. Even this small increase in sea-level could 
flood low lying countries such as Bangladesh and Holland and completely cover small low lying 
islands such as the Maldives. 

Over 90% of South Africa’s ocean territory has been allocated by the Petroleum Agency of South 
Africa to different oil and gas companies for exploration.

South Africa has mined diamonds offshore for many years. This basically involves vacuuming the 
sea bed to find the diamonds. This process leaves little of the natural habitat intact.

There is increased interest in the mineral potential of the deep ocean seafloor around the South 
African coast as less valuable minerals are available on land. Mining of phosphates in the ocean is 
a particularly destructive process with devastating consequences for marine life. 

nvasive alien species can cause problems when they out-compete indigenous or naturally 
occurring species.

Ballast water is taken on board by ships in one 
area and discharged in another once the freight 
is offloaded. This moves marine plants and 
animals such as plankton around the world –  
from one ocean to another. When plants and 
animals arrive in a new place some of them,  
with no predators or diseases to keep their 
numbers in check, can displace the plants and 
animals naturally found in an area. 

The oceans are naturally noisy places, 
but humans are increasing this noise with 
thousands of ship’s engines, echo-sounders, 
seismic surveys, oil rigs and mining operations. 
The impact of all this noise on marine animals 
is still not well known, but it is clear that it has a 
negative effect, particularly on species such as 
whales and dolphins. 
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LACK OF AWARENESS, APATHY AND GREED
Life on earth is possible because of the oceans, yet less than 10% of the world’s conservation 
budget is spent on marine conservation.

HOW CAN YOU HELP?
     Learn as much as you can about our oceans and the many pressures on the oceans. 

     Share your knowledge and passion for our oceans with your family and friends.

     To learn more visit our website: www.saambr.org.za

Follow us!

           @Saambr                                @saambr                        sa_marine_biological_research
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