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A Coast 
in Common 
an introduction to the  
Eastern African Action Plan 
 

 
 
From the scattered islands of the Indian Ocean to the coast of  
the African mainland, people of diverse and colourful cult- 
ures share a common coast with visitors who wish to trade  
or enjoy the sun. 
 
The Eastern African Action P Ian seeks to moderate  
the pressures imposed by growing human numbers and protect 
the ecosystems and resources of the marine environment of 
the Region for people of the present time and in the future. 
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Many ecosystems of the region are highly productive in their natural state. Here an important food fish, the emperor 
fish, is seen with other species, a moray eel, a sea urchin and a brittle star which are found in the sea grass beds. 
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Introduction 
 
The coastline of Eastern Africa is an area of great physical beauty, rich in living resources. Palm 
fringed beaches of white coral sand lead down to tranquil lagoons enclosed by spectacular coral 
reefs with their wealth of colourful fish, shells and corals. The area has vast mangrove forests, 
high coral cliffs, wide stretches of sand dunes, and numerous offshore and oceanic islands. 

Yet there are problems in paradise-pollution, habitat destruction, and the pressures of 
growing populations and tourism. 

To face these common threats to their marine environment, the nine nations of the region 
are now working together to manage their shared resources and to find regional solutions to their 
problems. They are doing this under the auspices of the Eastern African Region, one of the 
newest of the Regional Seas Programmes initiated by the United Nations Environment 
Programme. 

The region encompasses four mainland countries extending from Somalia in the Horn of 
Africa, through Kenya and Tanzania to Mozambique in the south, and island nations that include 
the Seychelles, an archipelago of over 100 islands, the Comoros, Mauritius, Reunion, and the 
Malagasy Republic. Together, they have 12,000 kilometres of coastline, and a rapidly growing 
populationofabout55 million. This booklet describes their ecosystems and resources and the 
problems they face, which are the challenges to be faced by the Eastern African Regional Seas 
Programme. 

    Fabby K J Neilsen 
 

 
Through the jagged opening of a coral cave, a fisherman is seen casting his nets. Inshore 
fishing is one of the main occupations of the region. 
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Ecosystems 
The coral reef 
 
The living coral organism or polyp is a tiny tube-shaped animal that extracts calcium compounds 
from seawater which it uses to build a protective skeleton. After one polyp establishes itself on a 
bare rock, it may divide by budding and establish a colony, which, given the correct conditions, 
may continue to grow at the rate of a few millimetres or centimetres a year. To grow well, corals 
need the warm temperatures of tropical or subtropical water, a food supply in the form of organic 
particles which they catch with their mobile tentacles, and light, as many corals live closely with 
algae which need light for photosynthesis. 

A reef forms gradually over a long period as a result of the activities of both corals and 
algae. Corals growing close together will trap sand and rubble which is held fast by calcareous 
algae. 

The growth of a coral reef creates a new living environment which will give shelter, 
protection, food and anchorage to a variety of living organisms. The reef itself is a barrier against 
the force of the sea and the lagoon it protects provides tranquil water and a stable environment 
for marine organisms. There are many coral species and their different shapes,-structures and 
colours, seen with the myriad of colourful creatures that live around the reef-fish, shellfish, . 

anemones--can be an important food source, a major tourist attraction and a 
 valuable source of scientific information. 

In its natural state, a coral reef is one of the most productive of marine ecosystems. 
Unfortunately nowhere in the Eastern African Region are coral reefs safe. Along the entire 
length of the region's coast line, from Somalia in the north to Inhaca Island, Mozambique in the 
south, and around the reef fringed oceanic islands, these ecosystems are continuously disturbed. 
Deforestation and environmentally destructive agricultural practices inland cause huge quantities 
of silt to be carried to the sea by the rivers of the region. On reaching the sea, the silt is dumped, 
smothering the reefs, so that the coral polyps die. The increase in the nutrient content of the 
water then causes algae to bloom and settle on the smothered reef. This is happening, for 
example, to reefs around Malindi affected by silt carried from up-country Kenya by the Sabaki 
River. 
In all parts of the region, oil is also a threat to coral reefs, weakening or 
 
FACING PAGE, MAIN PICTURE: At low tide the surface of the coral reef is exposed. It forms a barrier between 
the deep sea and the sheltered waters of the lagoon. (SPREP) FACING PAGE, INSET: Finding shelter and food 
among the corals are many species of fish.  
This Gaterin is an important food fish in the region. (SPREP)  
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smothering the polyps so that neither algae nor tentacles can function. The slow breakdown of 
the oil releases poisonous substances which also harm sea life. Other threats to coral in many 
parts of the region, particularly Tanzania, are the use of stone anchors and of dynamite for 
fishing. Stone anchors have smashed and destroyed large areas of coral whereas explosives kill 
not only fish, but other organisms, and break the structure of the reef itself. 

In parts of the region, coral reefs are also being destroyed by dredging and are being mined 
for building blocks and burnt to make lime. To make matters worse, corals are collected 
extensively for tourist trophies and in addition many reefs are threatened by land based 
pollutants. Even within marine parks, siltation, poaching and unwitting, sometimes wanton, 
damage by tourists have taken their toll of the ecosystem: 

Indeed, not only are the reefs of the region deteriorating, they are dying and the functions 
they now fulfil-like protecting the coast from erosion, producing fish and other foods and 
providing a lagoon safe from sharks for visitors and fishermen alike, will soon be lost. 

 

Islands 
 
Islands are a conspicuous feature of the Eastern African Region and they have played a 
significant role in the history of this coast by offering defensible sites to Arabs and Portuguese at 
Mombasa, Lamu and Zanzibar. In Kenya and Tanzania they are important centres of the Swahili 
culture which is based on the maritime activities of fishing, mangrove cutting and building 
dhows. 

Fabby K J Nielsen 

 
Islands are fragile ecosystems as their land area is small. This is Mwemba Island in Tanzania. 
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Mauritius, the Seychelles, the Comoros and Reunion are all island nations and the vast 
island of Madagascar is itself almost a subcontinent. All have either never been in contact with 
the mainland or were separated long ago in geological time. On these islands, evolution followed 
a course ordained by the laws of natural selection, producing some remarkable plants and 
animals. 

However, the effect of man on islands can be disastrous as the land area and ecosystems 
are small and island species often have no fear. Introduced species like rats, dogs and pigs have 
wrought havoc among indigenous flora and fauna. 

Both environment and culture can be destroyed by too great a tourist onslaught, and many 
islands in the region-particularly those fringed with sandy beaches, lapped by warm seas, and 
offering exotic cultures-are now developing their tourist industry and attracting significant 
numbers of visitors. There is also a need to protect island life from the runaway development that 
is taking place in parts of the Seychelles where useful areas of mangrove are being axed for 
building projects. 

The special features of islands in the region need to be appreciated and valued. They are 
nesting sites to turtles and birds, home to special flora and fauna, and the site of distinctive 
habitats and cultures. Their size makes them fragile and vulnerable and all development activities 
should be given careful consideration. 

 

Mangroves 
 
Mangrove areas are threatened throughout the region by over-exploitation, deforestation for 
development sites and land based sources of pollution such as agriculture chemicals. Concern 
over future stocks of marine fish and prawns which use the mangroves as nursery areas is 
mounting and the need to conserve mangroves has become a cause for international concern. 

An important resource in the Eastern African Region, mangroves are tropical coastal 
trees and shrubs that are specially equipped to grow partially submerged or close to saline water. 
Seven species are known to occur in Kenya and several others occur elsewhere in the region. 
They are found in sheltered coastal areas, in bays, creeks and estuaries. The large estuaries of the 
Zambezi, the Rufiji and the Tana rivers, for example, harbour vast mangrove forests offering a 
wide array of valuable materials. Their wood, which is both insect and rot proof, provides fuel, 
poles used in house construction, and timber for boats and dhows. The bark is a rich source of 
tannins, used in tanning leather. Before the advent of synthetic tannins, export of bark was a 
significant source of foreign exchange. 
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Mangrove forests perform another important economic role. In addition to providing a 
nursery for prawns, their rich waters provide a habitat for the large, edible mangrove crab and 
several important species of mollusc, nursery grounds for fish and a suitable environment for 
plankton. A food chain through plankton, larvae and fish is established which often ends in the 
many species of birds that find shelter among the foliage of the trees. 

Mangrove areas are cleared to form evaporation ponds for preparation of sea salt in Kenya, 
Tanzania and Mozambique and extensive clearing has taken place on the Ngomeni Peninsula, 
Kenya, for a prawn aquaculture project. 

A fringe of mangroves helps to reduce coast erosion, and in some instances, where the 
waters are laden with silt, the trees actually reclaim land from the sea. The species which occur 
on the seaward side of the mangrove forest, trap soil, silt and vegetation round their specialized 
aerial roots. This accumulation of silt makes the area suitable for other species, which in turn 
change it into a drier and more solid environment.       
                        
SPREP 

 
Mangroves are ecosystems that produce wood. crustacea. and are the nursery grounds of prawns and fish. 
 
8 
 



Living marine 
resources 
 
Fish and fishing 
 
The size of fish catches along the coast of the Eastern African Region is generally small, as it is 
in many parts of the Indian Ocean, because nutrient rich areas caused by upwellings of deep 
ocean currents do not exist. The one exception is the north-east coast of Somalia, one of the 
richest fishing grounds in the region. 

Another factor that contributes to low fishing productivity is the narrowness of the 
continental shelf throughout the region-a small zone for plant growth means little food for fish. 

Diversity of fish species is high, however, with more than 4,000 species reported. Some of 
the largest and economically most important are tuna, marlin and billfish, of which tuna is a 
significant source of foreign exchange. 
 Some smaller pelagic fish are also of economic importance, including the herring-like 
fishes, and the horse mackerels. Potential regional catches for this group have been estimated at 
500,000 to 650,000 tonnes a year, of which half is likely to .be caught from the rich upwelling 
off Somalia. 
  Trawling the shallow waters of the Sofala Bank in Mozambique brings in sardines and 
anchovies, as well as barracuda, mackerel and other species. 

 
This dhow off the island of Pemba in Tanzania will use both lines and nets for fishing. 
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In most countries in the region small boats or canoes are used for fishing by line or net 

just beyond the edge of the reef, but in many areas, artisanal fishermen do not have the resources 
to obtain a boat and must therefore rely on the heavily over-fished inshore waters. As a result, 
there is overexploitation and lowered productivity. The fishermen use a variety of techniques, 
including the use of spear guns in the lagoon and around the reef. Fishing with nets in shallow 
water is both difficult for the fishermen wading across the lagoon and destructive to the coral 
underfoot. 

Generally, throughout the region, artisanal fisheries deserve more assistance than they are 
now receiving. Catch prices could be guaranteed, and transport and marketing methods could be 
improved, possibly through a system of co-operatives like that on Kenya's south coast. 

While the rationale of legislation on mesh size for nets, and the common sense of having 
closed seasons when the fish spawn, must be explained to local fishermen, they will take note 
only if they are making a reasonable living. Unless they receive more help to make that living 
they will continue to destroy, unwittingly or in desperation, their local marine environment. 

 
Fabby K J Nielsen 

 
 
Two fishermen in their locally made boat, cast their net. Fishing is bringing disappointing returns in many parts of the£ region 
as fish stocks decline. 
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Invertebrate resources 
 
Prawns are a significant resource for many countries in the region yet the importance of 
mangroves as a vital habitat for these crustaceans is not fully appreciated. Prawns lay their eggs 
in deep water but the larvae migrate passively in the plankton, moving with ocean currents to the 
nutrient-rich water around the mangroves to feed and grow. They hide in the decaying leaves and 
feed on organic detritus to the subadult stage, when they migrate back into deeper water. Loss of 
mangroves affects prawn productivity, and countries of the region must accord their mangroves 
full protection if they wish to maximize prawn yields. 

Madagascar has the best mangrove habitat for prawn production in the Eastern African 
Region, followed by Mozambique, which grossed almost US $20 million from the sale of prawns 
between 1978 and 1980. The Rufiji delta in Tanzania accounts for half of Tanzania's present 
output, but its potential is not fully tapped. Trawling for prawns is carried on intensively in 
Kenya's Ungwana Bay, north of Malindi. 

Officials of the Fisheries Department in Mozambique have voiced concern that by reducing 
the amount of water entering the delta of the Zambezi River, the Cabora Bossa Dam may be 
responsible for lowering prawn production. This pinpoints the need for ecological assessment of 
future development projects in the region. 

Other commercially important crustaceans are the mangrove crab, important both as a 
protein-rich food for local people and a gourmet meal in tourist areas, and lobsters and crayfish 
which are mainly in high demand from tourists. 

 

Mariculture 
 
Very little mariculture goes on in the region but Mauritius is using stone walled enclosures, 
known locally as barachois, in bays and lagoons to raise young fish to marketable size. The walls 
of the enclosures are fitted with movable gates to allow water to circulate and to facilitate 
stocking with juvenile fish from the lagoon. Some barachois are private, and others are owned by 
the government. About 20 are currently in use, varying in size from half a hectare to over 50 
hectares. 

The raising of oysters could be an important mariculture technique for Eastern African 
countries as well as an extra justification for the protection of mangroves. Mariculture of oysters 
in mangrove creeks at Gazi in Kenya has demonstrated that oysters can be raised to a good size 
in such areas. Oyster culture can provide jobs, food and cash, all of which are needed in the 
region. 
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Seagrasses 
 
Marine plants, algae and seagrasses, which grow in profusion in many ecosystems, are among the most 
abundant renewable resources of the Eastern African Region. 

Lagoons and creeks are characterised by vast meadows of seagrasses, which are closely related to 
terrestrial flowering plants. There are about nine species in the region including the slender eelgrass, 
and a large species whose huge, strap-like leaves are found in deep waters. The rhizomes of this species 
are harvested by people of the Lamu Archipelago in Kenya, who dry and then grind them into a flour 
for cooking. 

Seagrasses are eaten by some herbivorous fishes, while important carnivores like the 
emperor fish, feed on the molluscs, brittle stars and urchins which are part of the seagrass 
community. 

Turtle grass is consumed by the herbivorous green turtle making it a plant of great 
importance. Several other species of seagrass are food for dugong, once abundant in many parts 
of the region. Since the demise of the dugong, this enormous biomass of seagrass has been 
underutilized. 

In addition to providing anchorage, food and shelter for various marine organisms, seagrass 
helps to stabilize the sea bed by holding down sand at times of rough seas and ocean turbulence. 

 

Seaweeds 
 
Algae, often known by their common name seaweeds, are much more diverse than seagrass and 
a host of species colonise rocks, rock pools, and sandy areas as well as the reef top. They playa 
significant part in the transfer of energy in the lagoon and are a vital part of many food webs. 
Some herbivorous fish and a host of invertebrate life forms like grazing molluscs, feed on the 
algae, the smallest of which are unicellular forms that colonise the leaves of sea grasses and the 
surface of rocks. 

The importance of algae as reef- builders is not fully appreciated by most people. 
Specialized lime-secreting algae and other branching forms, form a matrix in which sand and 
rubble are held fast. As the particles are bound together, they form a substratum on which, or in 
which, other organisms can grow. 

 
Edible species of marine algae that grow in the East African Region could be an 

important food source of the future. Some red and green algae which grow in the region are 
cultivated or collected for food in Asian countries and could be exploited-in a similar way in the 
East African countries. Algae could also be used as a source of raw materials for the 
pharmaceutical industry. 
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Protected areas 
and endangered 
species 
 
While the countries of the Eastern African Region vary in their approach to conservation, they 
need to collaborate to establish a chain of parks or reserves throughout the region that will protect 
vital ecosystems and endangered species. With the exception of the Seychelles, the number of 
coastal and marine protected areas in this part of the world is discouragingly small. 

Seychelles Tourist Board 
 
One of the many birds protected in the Seychelles 
is the Cardinal Bird. 
 
 
 
 
 
Aldabralsland in the Seychelles is an important 
sanctuary for the giant tortoise. 
                                                                                   
David Fisher   

 
 
              13 

 
 



 
Protected areas serve a number of vital functions: 
 
- They can serve to restock areas under exploitation. For example, fish living within a protected area will 
move to and restock adjacent fishing grounds. 
 
- They can protect critical habitats for feeding and breeding of organisms vulnerable to over-exploitation. 
 
- They serve as a base line against which degradation effects in other areas can be compared. 
 
-They can provide opportunities for research and education without the interference of artisanal 
exploitation of the area. 
 

One special feature of the region is the immense wealth of biological diversity resulting 
from the early isolation of oceanic islands from the African mainland. Some islands in the region 
were never a part of the mainland, and island populations have evolved in isolation to their 
present unique forms. 

Rare and exotic life forms of the region include the elegant lemurs of Madagascar whose 
survival is increasingly threatened by deforestation. To date fourteen species have become 
extinct, including the giant lemur, which was almost five feet high and occupied an ecological 
niche similar to the mainland apes. Among the many species endemic to the Seychelles are the 
colourful Seychelles fruit pigeon, the Seychelles tiger chameleon, an orange breasted flying fox, 
and many species of palms and screw pines. 

A second unique feature is the presence of two very special protected areas within the 
region-the Indian Ocean Sanctuary, encompossing the entire mainland coast and island states in 
the region, and the Aldabra Atoll, which became a World Heritage Site in 1982. Part of but 
remote from the Republic of the Seychelles, this island has the world's largest population of the 
giant land tortoise, as well as the largest nesting population of green turtles in the Indian Ocean. 
In addition, it has many distinct species of birds and many flowering plants found only on 
Aldabra. 

The vast Indian Ocean Sanctuary, which was established on the initiative of the 
Seychelles government in 1979, is valuable, not only for the species it protects, like bluefin, 
humpback and sperm whales, but also to show what international co-operation can achieve for 
conservation. For a period of 3 years, no whaling vessels could operate within the boundaries of 
the sanctuary and it is hoped that the International Whaling Commission and the countries con-
cerned will continue this achievement, when the status and jurisdiction of the 
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