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FORMER oil rig diver Gert 
Muller is about to fulfil a 
long-held dream: sailing a 
24m yacht, Acharne, along 
the Madagascan coast to the 
Seychelles through the British 
Indian Ocean Territories and 
onto the Maldives.

With him on the six-month 
journey will be long-time 
friend, boat partner and skip-
per, Mark Gibson; Gert’s son, 

Tristan, a marine biology and 
oceanography student; and 
Michael Mackenzie, a satura-
tion diver and world champion 
skydiver. 

After years on the ocean, 
these men have seen the dev-
astating effects of  plastic pol-
lution on the environment and 
coastal communities. This trip 
provides them with an oppor-
tunity to research the impact 
on sensitive atolls and islands 
of  the West Indian Ocean.

While current focus is on 
the Pacific and Atlantic oceans, 
reports on the origin of  the 
Indian Ocean pollution reveal 
that the biggest contributors 
are Asia and China. Tracking 
the movement of  the pollution 
along the ocean’s currents 
highlights the plight of  plastic 
pollution on lesser studied east 
African atoll islands, where 
many developing economies 
lack the resources to fund 
massive clean-ups and where 

people subsist off  an ocean that 
is becoming increasingly toxic.

Plymouth University stu-
dent Tristan will be studying 
the effects of  microplastics in 
the seabed sediment, focusing 
on seagrasses. 

Acharne’s route follows 
some of  the most prolific sea-
grass areas. Seagrasses are a 
vital part of  the marine eco-
system. Not only do these 
shallow, submerged flowering 
plants provide crucial spawn-

ing and feeding grounds for 
numerous vertebrate and 
invertebrate species (including 
commercial species), they have 
the ability to absorb carbon 
dioxide, helping to regulate the 
climate.

Partnerships with other 
conservation organisations, 
including Ocean Pledge, bring 
an educational component 
to the journey. By providing  
booklets to fishermen, the 
Oceans Without Limits crew 

hope to highlight the impact 
of  marine plastic on the liveli-
hoods of  communities, provid-
ing potential solutions, while 
collecting research material.

Acharne, meaning “fierce 
and relentless”, was previously 
a top racing contender called 
Sagamore with an impres-
sive racing history. Salvaged 
from the docks after having 
broken her mast in 2014, she 
was recycled into a lightweight 
super-explorer. 

True to its name, the vessel 
continues to sail the seas in 
search of  adventure but this 
time with an environmental 
aim. Being made of  carbon 
fibre, the ex-racing yacht char-
ges easily through water using 
a fraction of  the fuel required 
by a regular boat its size. A 
solar powered system on board 
caters to all electrical needs. 

And the Oceans Without 
Limits crew have worked to 
limit single-use plastic. 

Alongside the research, 
adventure remains a priority. 
Acharne’s epic journey will be 
documented with live updates 
on their position and insight 
into their voyage and research 
at http://www.oceanswithout-
limits.com/

The Oceans Without Lim-
its crew set sail from Durban 
today. – Roving Reporters. 
Diony Lalieu is Roving Repor-
ters’ Ocean Watch correspond-
ent based in Cape Town.

Men on mission to study plastic impact on Indian Ocean
DIONY LALIEU

R AYMOND Langa was 
part of  the group 
of  people who were 
removed from Duku-

duku Forest in 1993, on the 
fringes of  the iSimangaliso 
Wetland Park, which often fea-
tured in the news. Their new 
home was in Khula village, 
where a pine plantation had 
previously stood.

In 1990, Langa and his family 
fled the violence in Empan-
geni, where he was born, and 
hid deep in the forest. Then 
they had to move, but while 
many were resentful Langa, 44, 
said he listened to the reasons 

given. “I thought about it, and 
with time developed a love for 
the environment,” he says. 

So he co-founded the Khula 
Village Nature Conservation 
Action Group. “There were 15 
of  us, and we did clean-ups 
with KZN Wildlife. We did some 
exploration of  small creatures 
at Mission Rocks, and asked 
Ezemvelo for some indigenous 
trees to establish the Manuke-
lana Indigenous Nursery.”

One thing that disturbs him 
is the digging up of  the roots of  
the Red Heart Tongaland tree. 
These twisting roots make for a 
decorative mini-tree – which is 

being sold along the road into 
St Lucia. “It’s almost extinct 
because of  this practice. People 
say it’s their only means of  
income. We try to collect seeds 
and allow them to germinate, 
so the Red Heart, which only 
occurs in the area around the 
Dukuduku forest, will still be 
here for future generations. In 
digging a hole to uproot the 
tree, they damage other species 
around it.”

Langa, who is part of  and 
currently receiving mentor-
ship from the iSimangaliso 
Rural Enterprise Programme, 
is also an environmental edu-

cation facilitator for school 
groups at iSimangaliso Wet-
land Park – there are seven 
primary and two high schools 
in the area.

On International Wetlands 
Day, he and others visit these 
schools to persuade pupils to 
go out and clean up the Khula 
wetlands. “We tell people not 
to throw rubbish into the 
wetlands, as this pollutes the 
water. People upstream must 
be careful because the water 
filters through to the estuary.” 

Langa is pleased iSiman-
galiso Wetlands Authority 
supports the group’s efforts. 

“Because of  this, people realise 
the importance of  what we 
do in Khula, Zwenelisha and 
Dukuduku, all of  whom origin-
ally came from the Dukuduku 
forest. If  the communities take 
our work seriously, it will make 
it easier for the next generation 
to understand the importance 
of  conservation.”

The fact that he has been 
elected chairperson of  the 
governing body at one of  the 
schools has given Langa more 
clout. A small indigenous for-
est adjoins the school. “The 
parents want us to cut it down, 
because some of  the pupils go 
into the forest to misbehave. 

“But if  we can get the forest 

declared a protected area, we 
can save it. We hope to guide 
people on a short trail inside.”

Another concern for him is 
the land grabs taking place in 
the Khula wetlands.

“When it floods, these 
people will be crying. But I 
hope they introduce legislation 
to prevent people from building 

in this area.” 
Realising soccer can unite 

people in a common cause, 
Langa and iSimangaliso 
Authority have teamed up 
for an event at Khula Village. 
Langa believes sport is an ideal 
vehicle to aid the message of  
conservation and environ-
mental care.

Out of the forest, 
on to plight of 
the environment
From the near-destruction of Dukuduku, one man has turned his life 
into saving indigenous species where he lives, writes Myrtle Ryan

Raymond Langa, co-founder of Khula Village Conservation Action Group, removes a rusting bucket from a lily pond.  Picture: Myrtle Ryan
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