
 

 

 

Unveiling the Depths: Seismic Testing and Oil Exploration in South African Waters 

The pristine waters of South Africa's offshore environment have recently become the centre 

of a heated debate surrounding seismic testing and oil exploration. Protests have swept across 

South Africa in recent weeks, as communities, activists, and environmental groups unite 

against plans for offshore oil and gas exploration. The demonstrations, which have targeted 

companies like TotalEnergies and Shell, highlight growing concerns about the environmental 

and economic impact of further fossil fuel exploitation.  

 

The Controversy Unveiled: Seismic Surveys and their Impact 

Seismic surveys, a common tool in oil and gas exploration, have sparked intense concern 

along South Africa's Wild Coast due to their devastating impact on marine life and the broader 

implications for relying on non-renewable energy sources. These surveys use airguns to 

produce loud sound waves that can harm marine mammals like whales and dolphins, 

disrupting their behaviour and even leading to strandings or deaths. A study published in the 

journal, Nature, found that seismic surveys can significantly disturb marine mammals up to 40 

kilometres away, impacting their ability to communicate and navigate. Additionally, a report by 

the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) highlighted the long-term effects of 

oil and gas exploration, emphasizing the importance of transitioning to renewable energy 

sources to mitigate these impacts and ensure a more sustainable future. 

 

The Battle for Conservation: Protecting Marine Biodiversity 

Environmental and human rights organizations, alongside local fishing communities, have 

rallied against the seismic surveys, citing risks to marine life and the unique biodiversity of the 

Wild Coast. Concerns range from disruptions to marine ecosystems to potential long-term 

impacts on wildlife migration patterns and breeding grounds. The clash underscores the need 

to balance energy needs with the preservation of precious marine habitats. 

 

 



 

 

 

Legal Wrangles and Public Outcry: A Tipping Point in Conservation 

The clash between environmental conservation and energy development has sparked public 

outrage and legal battles, shedding light on the delicate balance between economic progress 

and ecological preservation. The current protests using taglines #StopTEEPSA made 

headlines from the 17th of May 2024, as environmentalists, custodians, small-scale fishers, 

and researchers protested in Paris and South Africa prior to TotalEnergies' AGM meeting. In 

2022, a court ruling striking down a controversial permit for oil and gas exploration by Shell off 

South Africa's coast, marked a pivotal moment in the fight for environmental protection. The 

decision highlights the importance of robust environmental impact assessments, meaningful 

community consultations, and the consideration of climate change implications in energy 

projects. It sets a precedent for more stringent scrutiny of future exploration endeavours. 

 

The Path Forward: Navigating Energy Security and Environmental Sustainability 

 As South Africa grapples with energy shortages and the imperative for domestic energy 

production, the debate over seismic testing and oil exploration in MPAs intensifies. Balancing 

the nation's energy security with the preservation of its natural heritage poses a complex 

challenge. The outcome of this struggle will not only shape the future of South Africa's energy 

landscape but also determine the fate of its marine ecosystems for generations to come. In 

the quest for energy independence and environmental stewardship, the seismic testing saga 

in South African MPAs serves as a poignant reminder of the intricate interplay between 

economic development and ecological conservation. As stakeholders continue to navigate this 

delicate balance, the fate of the Wild Coast and its marine treasures hangs in the balance, 

awaiting a resolution that harmonises progress with protection. 

 

For more information, Please visit:  https://thegreenconnection.org.za/wp-

content/uploads/2022/10/Our-Ocean-TOTAL-Destruction-Bloom-and-The-Green-

Connection-1.pdf  
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