
Saving the Jewels of the Ocean: Endangered Species in Marine 

Protected Areas 

In a world where more than 44,000 species are threatened with extinction, marine protected areas 

(MPAs) have become crucial sanctuaries for endangered marine life. These underwater havens 

safeguard a diverse array of species, from the majestic Hawksbill Sea Turtle to the elusive Red 

Steenbras. Let’s dive into the world of these remarkable creatures and explore how MPAs are working 

to protect them. 

1. Hawksbill Sea Turtle – Guardian of Coral Reefs 

 

The Hawksbill Sea Turtle, named for its distinctive beak-like head, is a true beauty of the sea. These 

turtles are found throughout the world’s tropical oceans, mainly in coral reefs. Their shells, made of 

thick, overlapping cream and brown scutes, provide excellent camouflage against the reef backdrop 

and are highly valuable in some markets for their use in traditional crafts and jewellery, particularly in 

the production of items like tortoiseshell combs and ornaments. However, Hawksbill Sea Turtles are 

more than just a pretty face; they are a fundamental link in marine ecosystems, helping to maintain 

the health of coral reefs and sea grass beds. iSimangaliso Wetland Park MPA which is located on the 

northeast coast of KwaZulu-Natal includes a variety of habitats, including coral reefs, mangrove forests, 

and sandy beaches, which are important nesting sites for Hawksbill turtles. The park is known for its 

efforts to protect marine biodiversity, including endangered species like the hawksbill turtle, through 

conservation and management strategies within the MPA. 

 



 

2. Whale sharks – Gentle Giants of the Ocean 

 

Whale sharks, which are the largest fish in the world, are gentle giants that filter feed on plankton and 

small fish. These majestic creatures, with their unique spot patterns, are easily distinguishable and 

attract divers and snorkelers from around the globe. The reproductive habits of whale sharks are still 

somewhat of a mystery. They are believed to be ovoviviparous, meaning that eggs hatch inside the 

female's body and she gives birth to live young. Pups are born at around 16-24 inches long and are 

immediately independent. It is thought that whale sharks have a slow reproductive rate, with females 

giving birth to relatively few offspring over their lifetime. This slow rate of reproduction makes them 

particularly vulnerable to population declines.  

Whale sharks tend to congregate where there is abundant plankton, making them wonderful 

indicators of ocean health. Whale sharks are more than just the largest fish in the ocean; they are 

essential ambassadors of marine conservation. The iSimangaliso Wetland Park MPA, which is also a 

UNESCO world heritage site, helps protect the feeding grounds of Whale sharks. Protecting these 

gentle giants through the establishment of MPAs and responsible eco-tourism practices not only 

preserves the species but also promotes the overall health of our oceans. As we continue to learn from 

and about whale sharks, we are reminded of the intricate connections within our marine ecosystems 

and the importance of safeguarding them for future generations. 

 

 

 



 

3. African Penguin – Charismatic Coastal Residents  

 

The African Penguin, also known as the Jackass Penguin, is a charismatic species found in Southern 

African waters. African penguins face numerous challenges, including oil spills, overfishing, and habitat 

modification. Oil spills coat their feathers, reducing their insulating properties and leading to 

hypothermia. Overfishing depletes their primary food sources, such as sardines and anchovies, making 

it harder for them to find enough to eat. Habitat modification, including coastal development and 

human disturbances, disrupts their breeding sites. 

MPAs like Table Mountain National Park and Robben Island are vital for safeguarding these penguins. 

These MPAs provide safe havens where penguins can breed, feed, and molt without the threat of 

human interference or environmental pollutants. Furthermore, these protected areas attract visitors 

interested in conservation, which helps raise awareness and funds for ongoing protection efforts. 

Apart from MPAs, several organisations play a crucial role in African penguin conservation. SANCCOB 

leads in rescue and rehabilitation, while BirdLife South Africa and WWF South Africa focus on habitat 

protection and sustainable fishing. The Marine Dynamics Trust and Endangered Wildlife Trust work on 

research and policy advocacy whilst the Two Oceans Aquarium Foundation supports rescue efforts and 

education. These groups collaborate with various partners to ensure the penguins' survival. 

 

 

 

 



 

4. Corals – Underwater Architects of Life 

 

Corals, often mistaken for plants, are animals that form vibrant underwater ecosystems supporting a 

myriad of marine life. These delicate creatures are facing threats like climate change, pollution, and 

habitat destruction. The fourth global coral bleaching event (Confirmed by NOAA), which is currently 

occurring, has had devastating impacts on coral reefs worldwide. During this period, prolonged 

elevated sea temperatures caused extensive coral bleaching, leading to significant coral mortality. 

Without corals, the ocean would lose its intricate reef structures, leading to a dramatic decline in 

marine biodiversity. Coral reefs provide essential habitats for countless species of fish, invertebrates, 

and other marine organisms. Their loss would disrupt food chains, fisheries, and the livelihoods of 

millions of people who depend on the ocean. Additionally, coastal areas would become more 

vulnerable to erosion and storm surges, as coral reefs act as natural barriers protecting shorelines. 

MPAs like the iSimangaliso and Protea Banks MPA play a crucial role in preserving coral reefs and 

mitigating the impacts of human activities. These MPAs provide safe zones where corals can thrive 

without the direct pressures of overfishing, pollution, and destructive tourism practices. By protecting 

these underwater wonders, we can safeguard biodiversity, support sustainable marine tourism, and 

enhance the resilience of coral reefs against climate change. The need to protect corals has never been 

more urgent, as their preservation is vital for maintaining healthy and productive ocean ecosystems. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

5. Knysna Seahorse – Enigmatic Estuarine Dwellers  

 

The Knysna seahorse, endemic to South Africa, is a unique species that exclusively inhabits estuaries. 

These delicate creatures face threats from habitat loss, pollution, and poaching. The Knysna seahorse 

is particularly vulnerable due to its limited distribution and low reproductive rate. Females produce 

fewer than 100 young annually, and the species has a high juvenile mortality rate. 

MPAs like the Knysna Estuary are essential for conserving this species. The Knysna Estuary plays a 

critical role in the survival of the Knysna seahorse by providing a relatively undisturbed habitat where 

they can feed and breed. The estuary's ecosystem is carefully managed to maintain suitable conditions 

for the seahorses, including controlling pollution and limiting urban development around their 

habitats. 

Captive breeding programs also play a significant role in the conservation of the Knysna seahorse. 

These programs help rewild the population by breeding seahorses in controlled environments and 

releasing them into the wild. By combining conservation efforts in their natural habitats with captive 

breeding programs, we can ensure the survival of the Knysna seahorse and prevent their extinction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

6. Cape Gannet – Majestic Seabirds of the Southern Oceans 

 

The global population of Cape Gannets has decreased by over 20% in just three generations! This is 

largely because of overfishing in the small, pelagic fisheries of the South African and Namibian 

coastlines. Other threats to the species include oil pollution, climate change (that brings increased risk 

to diseases) and predation from seals. With a reduction of food availability, Cape Gannets have taken 

to scavenging at the back of fishing trawlers, taking fish as the large purse-sein nets are pulled to the 

surface. They also feed on offal that is dumped overboard. This offal is less nutritious than their normal 

prey and as a result, breeding success at colonies is being reduced. 

These exquisite seabirds breed only in South Africa and a few islands in Namibia. They are an attraction 

for tourists at Lambert's Bay, but their stronghold is on Bird Island in the Addo Elephant National Park 

MPA where 60 000 pairs breed. This MPA also protects feeding areas of endangered Cape Gannets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

7. Red Steenbras – The Elusive Treasure 

 

The Red Steenbras is an endemic species found along the coast of South Africa, from Cape Vidal in 

KwaZulu-Natal to Cape Point in the Western Cape. It’s unique characteristics and migratory patterns 

make it a significant component of the region's marine ecosystem. Young Red Steenbras are a vibrant 

red colour, while mature specimens turn a copper hue, earning them their dual common names. The 

Red Steenbras, also known as the Copper, is a species of fish that has long fascinated anglers and 

marine enthusiasts alike. Native to the coastal waters of South Africa, this fish is prized for its 

aggressive fighting behaviour and striking copper coloration. However, its elusive nature and the 

controversy surrounding its conservation have made it a topic of ongoing debate and intrigue. 

 

In essence, MPAs are vital sanctuaries for endangered species, preserving biodiversity and maintaining 

the delicate balance of marine ecosystems. By supporting sustainable practices, and raising awareness, 

we can endure a brighter future for these iconic marine creatures and the habitats they call home. 

Let’s work together to safeguard the jewels of the ocean and protect these remarkable species for 

generations to come. 

 

 


