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CHERISE Ack-
er-Cooper, 40, and her 
team have trained 
more than 80 com-

munity members in a variety 
of  skills: as herbicide oper-
ators clearing alien invasive 
plants; in occupational health 
and safety; as specialist frog 
guides; or officers collecting 
data on the biodiversity of  
specific areas.

But how do they go about 
selecting candidates? 

“We have a very robust 
selection system,” said Ack-
er-Cooper, who works with the 
Endangered Wildlife Trust’s 
Threatened Amphibian Pro-
gramme. This outreach does 
not just deal with creatures 
that go croak in the night but 
encompasses many environ-
mental aspects.

“We work closely with vari-
ous authorities which recom-
mend people who are seeking 
work in an area. They then 
undergo a three-stage inter-
view process,” she says. 

The would-be recruits are 
given insight into how wet-
lands function, then tested on 
the general knowledge they 
have assimilated, as well as 
their practical skills, culmin-
ating in a one-on-one interview.

Those chosen then serve 
as local environmental cham-
pions and are able to gain sup-
port from the community. 

“To enable positive 
social change, we need to be 
people-centred and build 
healthy relationships based on 
mutual respect, integrity and 
tolerance,” said Acker-Cooper.

She finds the most positive 
response comes from the older 
generation. “I think this is due 
to traditional knowledge sys-
tems and past knowledge of  
the state of  natural heritage 
systems.

“The younger generation 
needs more intensive engage-
ment strategies to deepen their 
understanding of  the value 
of  natural heritage systems 
– what they should look like 
and how they can benefit and 
support society.”

Various team members are 
based in satellite offices around 
KwaZulu-Natal. Acker-Cooper, 
while situated in the eMan-
zimtoti area, covers eThekwini 
and Ilembe. She has worked in 
the environmental field for 20 
years, and has experience in 
environmental science, educa-
tion and social change. Energy, 
water, waste, climate change 
and biodiversity have all 

claimed her attention. But her 
speciality is engagement strat-
egies and the facilitation of  
social change within environ-
mental programmes.

Part of  her task is to deal 
with traditional leaders. She 
believes all people have embed-

ded, inherent knowledge of  the 
environment, be they at the 
top, or lower down the totem 
pole. Understanding different 
views, and being consistent 
when engaging with people is 
crucial to success. 

Alien plant eradication is an 

ongoing problem. “It requires 
consistency and massive eco-
nomic resources with little eco-
nomic return,” she says. 

However, it does provide 
mass job opportunities within 
the government sector, with 
the spin-off  of  reclaiming key 

biodiversity areas. Sadly, the 
lack of  economic returns, out-
side specialist small to medium 
enterprises, makes it difficult 
to gain community commit-
ment. Nevertheless, there is a 
positive response towards the 
environment, especially when 

a project meets team member’s 
social needs. 

A typical day for Ack-
er-Cooper and the three mem-
bers of  the programme is hec-
tic. They spend hours in the 
field, but also have to process 
data and compile reports. Prob-

lems are best resolved (and 
most effective) when taken in 
conjunction with stakeholders, 
she says. 

Frogs are a flagship. As Red 
Data species, they are used 
to address broader environ-
mental issues such as wetland 

degradation and habitat loss. 
“The basic message is if  

frog existence is under pres-
sure, so are humans. We need 
to reclaim and secure frog habi-
tat… ultimately, this means an 
environment which will ensure 
the survival of  human beings.”

Where recruits jump for job joy

This series focuses 
on people who are 
making a difference in 
their communities. If 
you know of someone 
who is a change-
maker in your society, 
e-mail: tribunenews@
inl.co.za with their 
details.

Cherise Acker-Cooper and some 
community members who help 
with her important work.

MARINE protected areas 
(MPAs) are biologically spec-
tacular – not only are they a 
haven for a variety of  species, 
but they are also critical for 
climate change mitigation and 
food security. 

South Africa desperately 
needs to increase its MPA foot-
print, which is sitting at only 
0.4%. 

While countries around the 
world, notably Brazil, Mexico 
and Chile, have moved to pro-
tect their oceans, South Africa 
is lagging far behind.

On March 20, Brazil 
announced the designation 
of  four new marine pro-
tected areas around the Trin-
dade-Martin Vaz and the São 
Pedro and São Paulo archipel-
agos, two regions in the South 
Atlantic. The MPAs cover an 
area of  more than 900 000km2 
– larger than France, England, 
Belgium, the Netherlands and 
Switzerland combined. 

On November 24, 2017, Mex-
ico announced it would protect 
91 732km2 of  the ocean around 
the Revillagigedo Islands from 
fishing and resource extrac-
tion. This reserve is the largest 
marine protected area created 
in the Americas, including off-
shore waters which support 
366 species of  fish as well as 
37 species of  rays and sharks, 
function as calving grounds for 
humpback whales and support 

coral gardens and a range of  
other relatively pristine mar-
ine ecosystems. 

Both followed the lead set 
by Chile where, during her 
tenure, President Michelle 
Bachelet secured protection 
of  more than 1 000 000km2 of  
their waters – more than 40%. 
This Latin American ocean 
protection leadership follows 
clear science that shows the 
importance of  these national 
parks at sea to build resili-
ence as well as to revitalise 
the abundance and diversity of  
marine fish stocks.

A number of  other coun-
tries are following suit, with 
the Seychelles being South 
Africa’s closest neighbour 
to take action, protecting 
210 000km2 in February this 
year, as well as committing to 
increasing the area of  its mar-
ine protection from 0.04% to 
30% by 2022. 

The two new protected areas 
announced earlier this year 
mean that the country is more 
than halfway to meeting this 
goal, with 16% of  its waters 
fully protected. Despite this, 
protection of  Africa’s oceans is 
lagging far behind most other 
parts of  the world.

South Africa currently has 
a network of  24 coastal MPAs 
covering only 0.4% of  the con-
tinental exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ) and one sub-Ant-
arctic MPA (Prince Edward 
Islands).

When South Africa’s mar-
ine protected areas were sur-
veyed alongside 39 developed 
countries, they ranked 34th out 
of  40, with an average of  11.2% 
for the other countries. This is 
according to the UN Environ-
ment Programme’s World 
Database on Protected Areas. 

It further states that when 
South Africa was surveyed 
together with 129 developing 
countries it ranked 90th out 
of  130 – which had an average 
of  5.8% compared with South 
Africa’s measly 0.4%. 

“(South Africa’s) 0.4% is 
hopelessly inadequate to main-
tain sustainable benefits in a 
growing ocean economy,” said 
Wild Oceans executive director, 
Dr Jean Harris. 

“A minimum target agreed 
to as a global standard is 10% 
marine protection, with South 
Africa committing to achieving 
this by 2020. 

“As an interim step, in 
2016 the DEA (Department of  
Environmental Affairs) pub-
lished (its) intention to gaz-
ette 22 new/expanded MPAs 
to achieve a 5% protection. 
Although a relatively modest 
advance, this will see the pro-
tection for 43 ecosystem types 
and nine of  the 15 critically 
endangered ecosystem types, 
all currently unprotected. 

“This will also see benefits 
to fisheries, including the pro-
tection of  nursery and spawn-
ing areas, resource recovery 

and the manage-
ment of  essential 
fish habitat,” she said.

“Marine parks are about 
more than just a haven for 
the species that live in them. 
These national parks at sea are 
critical climate-change fight-
ing tools and help support food 
security,” said Karen Sack, 
managing director of  Ocean 
Unite. 

“The ocean is a massive car-
bon sink, and science is now 
demonstrating that marine 
reserves slow the effects of  cli-
mate change, rebuild biodivers-
ity and help build resilience,” 

Slack said. 
“Like Mexico, 

Chile, Brazil and the 
Seychelles, governments can 
affirm their international 
commitments to combating  
climate change, securing jobs 
and food through the creation 
of  marine reserves – or climate 
reserves.”

There is an urgent need to 
gain strategic wins for marine 
conservation in African waters 
that will catalyse action across 
the region, said Harris.

In 2014, South Africa 
embarked on a fast-track pro-
cess to achieve an interim 5% 

by 2016, 
followed b y 
an addi- t i o n a l 
5% by 2020. 

Unfortu-
nately, this process has stalled, 
with stakeholders raising con-
cerns that this hiatus is due 
to undue influence from the 
extractive mining sector which 
is seen as one of  the main 
drivers for unlocking South 
Africa’s “ocean economy”.

Of  note is that the Depart-
ment of  Energy in recent years 
placed 98% of  South Africa’s 
EEZ under acreage lease for oil 
and gas exploration or produc-

tion rights, and there is talk 
of  new mining opportunities 
for phosphate extraction and 
other seabed minerals. 

Encouragingly, the drive to 
achieve a 10% (and more) MPA 
target appears well supported 
at the most senior levels in the 
Department of  Environmental 
Affairs and aligns with South 
Africa’s National Develop-
ment Plan outcomes and inter-
national commitments at the 
UN. 

Further, South Africa has 
recently assumed the role of  
chair of  the Indian Ocean 
Rim Association and there is 
a timely opportunity for South 
Africa to lead the way to estab-
lishing MPA expansion as a 
key blue economy ocean gov-
ernance goal within the Afri-
can region. – WildTrust

● Van Nijkerk is a director 

of  WildTrust, formerly the Wild- 

lands Conservation Trust.

SA must do more for 
its national parks at sea

 

Outreach project does more than check up on frogs, it provides skills and protection of natural heritage systems. By Myrtle Ryan
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Ian Little, senior habitat manager and EWT’s Cherise Acker-Cooper 
studying an amatola toad.

Thulani Sibiya, biodiversity officer at iLembe, studies a frog. Lindelani Ndlovu, herbicide officer in Isipingo.


