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Current ocean management approaches are often characterised by economic or environmental objectives, paying limited consideration to social and cultural dimensions, as well as Indigenous and local knowledge. These approaches tend to inhibit ocean stewardship, often marginalising coastal communities or limiting people’s access to spiritual, traditional and recreational uses of the ocean and coast. Piloting arts-based participatory research methods to co-create knowledge with co-researchers in Algoa Bay, South Africa finds that these methods can be useful in highlighting cultural connections to the ocean, and remembering and imagining, or reimagining, ways in which people relate to and care for the ocean and coast. For example, using photography and in situ storytelling often allows people to convey memories and histories of more accessible coastlines, or envisaging a future with more inclusive and participatory ocean management. The study finds that there is a strong sense of exclusion from and lack of access to coastal and ocean areas in Algoa Bay where Indigenous and local communities have depended on for spiritual, cultural and recreational purposes for several generations. Co-creation of knowledge regarding connections, values and priorities of the coast and ocean with Indigenous and local communities should therefore be planned for before the implementation of integrated ocean management approaches and intentionally designed as part of adaptive management processes. Emphasising these cultural connections, and better recognising them in ocean management has the potential to include i people’s awareness of the ocean which could translate into an increased sense of care and stewardship towards the ocean and coast as people feel more connected to their contextual seascapes. This could in turn contribute to a more sustainable sociocultural approach to ocean management which is necessary for equitable and sustainable future ocean social-ecological wellbeing.
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1 Introduction

Our ocean is facing several environmental challenges such as pollution, biodiversity loss, acidification and damaging fishing practises, alongside climate change impacts such as global warming and sea-level rise (Rudolph et al., 2020). Current approaches to ocean management remain limited in their scope, reach and inclusivity (Rudolph et al., 2020; Saunders et al., 2020; Muhl and Sowman, 2020). These shortfalls are sometimes recognised to be related to the lack of attention to sociocultural aspects of people’s relationship to the ocean and coast, and the prevalent idea that we as humans are separate and dominant to the natural world around us. In this paper ocean stewardship is defined as the actions people take to, or sentiments people have towards, responsible use and care for the ocean and coast (Bennett et al., 2018), whilst ocean management is defined as decision-making regarding a specific marine area within a country’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ). The paper argues that the above shortfalls are related to a misalignment between ocean management and people’s sense of ocean stewardship, where a reimagining of the latter through arts-based participatory approaches can highlight ways in which local and Indigenous communities connect with and therefore care for the ocean and coast. These connections have the potential to transform ocean management to ensure it is contextually relevant, inclusive and encourages relationships of care and respect by people towards their oceans and coasts.

There is a recognised lack of research on the social and cultural dimensions of current ecological challenges facing our ocean, and sociocultural interactions with coastal environments remain poorly understood (Poe et al., 2013; Satterfield et al., 2013; Gee et al., 2017; Saunders et al., 2020). In this paper social dimensions refer to aspects of life such as welfare, livelihood, health and community relations, whilst cultural dimensions refer to values, beliefs, worldviews, practices, assets and processes such as language, rituals, stories, sites, and ‘collective understandings that enable social life’ (see Appadurai, 1996; Satterfield et al., 2013; Winthrop, 2014; Gee et al., 2017). It is important to note that both are dynamic and ever changing. As emphasised by Gilek et al. (2021), marine spatial planning (MSP) practice and research continues to be ‘dominated by blue economy and environmental concerns’, often neglecting social sustainability needs. This is equally true of other integrated ocean management approaches, such as marine protected areas (MPAs), where research show there is a lack of consideration given to social and cultural dimensions, values and beliefs, as opposed to economic and ecological dimensions and priorities (see Berkes, 2015; Christie et al., 2017; Muhl and Sowman, 2020). Social sustainability is closely linked to concepts of social justice, and central to the concept is the recognition of sociocultural diversity (Saunders et al., 2020), highlighting livelihoods, rights and wellbeing of Indigenous and vulnerable communities (Elwell et al., 2018).

These arguments and research findings are not new, but despite the growing emphasis on greater inclusion in marine governance and research, influential and top-cited marine research continues to exclude scholars from African institutions (Maas et al., 2021; Schipper et al., 2021),1 and marine governance perpetuates top-down management without adequate and sincere collaboration with the people most impacted by coastal and marine management decisions (Sowman and Sunde, 2018). Failing to properly recognise the cultural dimensions of the ocean can hinder collaborative management, reduce trust and reproduce social inequalities within ocean governance (Gee et al., 2017). Current area-based ocean management approaches tend to inhibit ocean stewardship by local and Indigenous communities by either intentionally or unintentionally marginalising coastal communities or creating conflict between ocean users (see Sowman and Sunde, 2018; Muhl and Sowman, 2020). This is why ocean and coastal stewardship and management needs to be reimagined and realigned. This study therefore set out to explore how arts-based participatory methods with residents of Algoa Bay, South Africa, could identify Indigenous and local knowledge that should be better ‘seen’ and ‘heard’ for more inclusive ocean governance.



2 Literature Review


2.1 Sociocultural Dimensions in Ocean Governance

Recognising that culture impacts everything we do, think, say and write (Said, 1993), and that culture plays an integral role in existing ocean management strategies and processes, this paper calls for an increased debate on what particular culture is defining and influencing current ocean stewardship practices, such as cultures of care, capitalism, conservation and co-existence, or cultures that underpin Blue Economy or conservation agendas. In a paper discussing the importance of a transition towards transformative change in ocean governance, Rudolph et al. (2020) emphasise the limitations of current ocean governance strategies in addressing complex social-ecological challenges and argue that we need to move towards a global approach to ocean governance that recognises it as a commons (‘a non-state, non-private shared resource’) to improve ocean stewardship. Without going in-depth about how and what cultures impact upon and are impacted by ocean governance, Rudolph et al. (2020) argue that transformative change requires a shift in culture away from ‘consumerism, marketization, (national) self interest and growth’ towards ‘values, frames and worldviews of well-being, sustainability and global commons’.

In this paper we move beyond the understanding of the ocean as a commons and argue that we need to learn from people and communities that have co-existed with their environment for centuries and recognise the ocean as part of our ecosystem. Rather than focusing on the ocean and coast as a repository of resources, we need to celebrate and respect the gifts that we receive from ocean life through its diverse ecosystems as well as acknowledge the interconnectedness between humans and nature. As poignantly articulated by Alexis Pauline Gumbs (2020) in her book Undrowned: Black Feminist Lessons from Marine Mammals, we need to engage in ‘undoing a definition of the human, which is so tangled in separation and domination that it is consistently making our lives incompatible with the planet’. Chilisa (2019) highlights how postcolonial Indigenous cultures often hold a worldview that recognises the ‘interconnectedness and interdependence of all things’ and the integration of values, beliefs, connections and experiences in what one recognises as reality. In South Africa specifically, Bam (2021) emphasises how Khoisan communities sometimes continue to practise environmental stewardship based on interdependence and co-existence. Learning from Indigenous and local communities to reimagine ocean stewardship can therefore be essential.



2.2 Indigenous and Local Knowledge Integration

One way of addressing the inclusion of sociocultural dimensions and recognising social sustainability for integrated ocean management is increasing representation of different knowledge systems in ocean governance and making sure Indigenous and local knowledge systems (ILKS) are informing management approaches and processes. Although the importance of integrating ILKS in ocean management is emphasised in recent literature (see Flannery et al., 2018; Okafor-Yarwood et al., 2020; Saunders et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2020), how to best do this remains unclear (see Strand et al., 2022, forthcoming).

In this paper, Indigenous knowledge is defined as values, beliefs and culture that have been handed down through generations, often by word of mouth, practices, rules and traditional rituals, and that is unique to a culture or a specific people group (see Gadgil et al., 1993; Grenier, 1998). As emphasised by Grenier (1998), it is knowledge that is often stored and expressed through cultural values, myths, proverbs, beliefs, agricultural practises and material artefacts. In the South African context this includes, among others, hunting, fishing and gathering practises, rituals, healing and traditional medicine, rules, histories and cosmology (Barnard, 1992). In and around Algoa Bay, the Sangoan people group, ancestors to Khoe and San Indigenous communities, settled at least 100,000 years ago. Approximately 8,000 years ago Nguni communities, ancestors to the amaXhosa and amaZulu communities among others, arrived in the Bay and settled along the rivers and coast.

One of the reasons for referring to Indigenous and local knowledge systems is to make explicit that in South Africa there is a blending or merging of cultural values, kinship and practises between Indigenous Khoi and San, the amaXhosa, amaZulu, and other ethnic groups of South Africa such as the Cape Malay, Indian, Dutch, Afrikaans and English communities that have settled in and around Algoa Bay since the early 1500s (Carstens 1966; Bernard, 2010). Carstens (1966) refer to this process as ‘acculturation’, arguing that Indigenous identity groups such as the Korana and Khoekhoe were ‘largely subsumed’ under Cape Nguni communities or the apartheid category of ‘Coloured’ (Bernard, 2010). Therefore, in the context of Algoa Bay, the lines between Indigenous and local traditions, knowledge and cultural heritage connected to the ocean and coast that have been handed down through generations are oftentimes blurred and cannot be neatly categorised and said to belong to a single grouping of people. Although these knowledge systems are vital to inform past, present and future interactions with the ocean and coast, this knowledge is seldom represented or integrated in ocean governance. In this paper local knowledge also refers to recreational use and connections to the ocean and coast, such as diving, fishing, surfing and swimming.



2.3 The Case Study: Algoa Bay, South Africa

The study is situated in Algoa Bay, Eastern Cape Province, South Africa, stretching from Cannon Rocks in the east to Sardinia Bay in the west (see Figure 1), which is the first pilot site to inform the national MSP framework (Dorrington et al., 2018). The Bay is recognised as ‘internal waters’ within the territory of South Africa2, meaning that any decision-making should follow all domestic legislation such as laws regarding maritime resources (Marine Living Resources Act, 1998), environmental management (National Environmental Management Act, 1998; Integrated Coastal Management Act, 2008) coastal activities on land (Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act, 2013), underwater cultural heritage [National Heritage Resources Act (NHRA), 1999], alongside the MSP Act of 2018, aiming to provide a framework for MSP through the development of marine area plans (Dorrington et al., 2018; Rivers et al., 2022). Provincially, conservation authorities such as the Eastern Cape Parks and Tourism Agency (ECPTA) and South African National Parks (SANParks) manage nature reserves and MPAs alongside the relevant departments at provincial, district and municipal level. In Algoa Bay, the Nelson Mandela Bay Municipality (NMBM) manages areas spanning from Sardinia Bay to Colchester, whilst areas east of Colchester to Cannon Rocks are managed by the Sundays River Valley Local Municipality.




Figure 1 | Map of Algoa Bay, stretching from Cannon Rocks in the east to Sardinia Bay in the west.



The study engaged with Indigenous and local community representatives to co-create knowledge that can inform the MSP process in Algoa Bay through the Algoa Bay Project, aiming to develop an integrated, ecosystem-based approach that considers all stakeholders and sectors (Dorrington et al., 2018). The study piloted arts-based participatory research (ABPR) methods in the form of photography and storytelling. This knowledge co-creation process sheds light on problems with current ocean management and provides responses and alternative approaches to ocean conservation and management. The process also highlights dreams of a different future, looking back to pre-apartheid and sometimes pre-colonial memories and histories, Indigenous concepts of co-existence and current mechanisms of ocean stewardship that can be better included by planners, conservation agencies, decision-makers, and researchers.



2.4 Knowledge Co-Creation

Knowledge co-creation, or knowledge co-production, is the coming together of different actors (knowledge holders) in the social-ecological system to generate new knowledge or renewed approaches to a specific problem. Depending on your discipline or school of thought the concept might change, but in sustainability research and environmental management, knowledge co-creation is often thought of as a process that ‘seeks to connect researchers with diverse societal actors to collaboratively and iteratively produce knowledge, action and societal change’ (Chambers et al., 2021), or that ‘brings together Indigenous People’s knowledge systems and science to generate new knowledge and understandings of the world that would likely not be achieved through the application of only one knowledge system’3 (Yua et al., 2021). Knowledge co-creation aims to shift inherent power imbalances in academia and research more broadly and challenge the coloniality of methodologies (see Smith, 1999; Chilisa, 2019).

It is important to note that this paper does not seek to represent Indigenous and local knowledge in its entirety that should be integrated in ocean management. Instead of focusing on ‘integrating’ different knowledge systems into decision-making processes, and impact management processes in other contexts or on a broader scale, this study is rather aiming to reimagine ocean management in a very specific context as informed by local residents and managers. Knowledge holders therefore keep their own knowledge outputs but inform critiques of current ocean management and ways to better co-create knowledge for more inclusive ocean management processes in the future. Recognising that knowledge, culture and governance are all intertwined and interdependent (Latulippe and Klenk, 2020), this study rather aims to highlight what knowledge systems and cultures are currently informing and guiding ocean management, and encourage creative spaces to reconceptualise, reimagine and even remember more inclusive, interdependent and socioculturally sustainable approaches to ocean stewardship. The use of arts-based approaches has been significantly useful here.




3 Materials and Methods

The methods section outlines the use of contextualised ABPR methods in the form of photovoice and digital storytelling where Indigenous and local community representatives are recognised as co-researchers. The emphasis here is on participatory methods, which involves responsive design where the objectives, knowledge sharing and data collection methods are revised together with research participants (hereafter referred to as ‘co-researchers’)4 throughout the study duration (Minkler and Wallerstein, 2008). Participatory research often recognises the subjectivity of knowledge creation more broadly and seeks to form research partnerships with co-researchers to collaboratively approach a problem at hand (Leavy, 2017). As highlighted by Minkler and Wallerstein (2008), the goals of participatory research methods often include 'analysing personal lives in relation to the structures (both overt and hidden) that might control people’s lives; celebrating strengths and agency, not just emphasising victimisation; working for goals of social justice; and undermining the notion of the objectivity of science’. Participatory research design often includes social learning processes,5 and as the aim of this study is to co-create knowledge, it is imperative that the research approach is collaborative, flexible, iterative and dynamic. The specific research questions this study set out to answer are i) what is the usefulness of arts-based methods to identify and convey relevant Indigenous and local knowledge, and; ii) how can we better integrate this Indigenous and local knowledge into area-based ocean management in Algoa Bay?


3.1 Arts-Based Methods

Arts-based methods can be understood as knowledge production processes where art forms such as music, photography, craft, poems and drawing play a significant role in communicating experiences, thoughts, ideas, values, beliefs and knowledge (Barone and Eisner, 2012). Arts-based approaches to knowledge creation are often used when the objective of the study is to ‘explore, describe, evoke, provoke, or unsettle’, making it most relevant to a qualitative inductive study that aims to explore how ILKS can better inform ocean and coastal management in Algoa Bay (Leavy, 2017).

Arts-based methods have been found useful in sustainability research when it comes to encouraging creative innovation and thinking (Galafassi et al., 2018), conveying ‘alternative’ or omitted stories and narratives (Foster, 2016; Capous-Desyllas and Morgaine, 2018) and balancing out power dynamics between researchers and research ‘participants’ (Castleden et al., 2008; Leavy, 2020). For example, from research with Indigenous First Nation communities in Canada, Castleden et al. (2008) find that employing photovoice as a community-based participatory research approach addressed issues of injustice and inequality whilst fostering trust and building capacity. Working with community representatives, scientists, practitioners and government representatives in Kenya and Mozambique, Galafassi et al. (2018) experienced that storytelling was useful in imagining innovative solutions to more sustainable social-ecological systems. In this study, one of the aims has been to ensure that knowledge holders remain owners of their own knowledge throughout the research process using arts-based methods such as photography and storytelling.

The combination of photography and storytelling, where co-researchers take photographs to explore, explain or understand a particular issue and retain the power to explain the underlying or interrelated meaning of this photograph, can be referred to as photovoice, photo novella or reflexive photography (Castleden et al., 2008). The photographs, or the process of taking the photographs, can function as a ‘catalyst’ for dialogue on important issues of social change (Castleden et al., 2008), such as improved recognition of ILKS in ocean management processes (see Strand et al., 2022, forthcoming). Storytelling, in and of itself, is known to support knowledge holders in controlling the storyline and processes of self-representation and is often used when working with sacred or sensitive knowledge and narratives (Prins, 2004; Powell et al., 2007).



3.2 The Research Steps

Recognising that ABPR have been found to support the process of identifying, recognising and analysing different ways of knowing the ocean and coast and culturally significant areas, this section expands on the knowledge co-creation steps that could inform MSP in Algoa Bay. These steps included initial workshops with ILKS holders to shape the research objectives, training workshops in photography and recording audio stories using smartphones, field visits to sites of cultural significance to take photographs and record stories in-situ, collaborative analysis workshops to identify common themes and knowledge that should be recognised in decision-making, a public exhibition where co-researchers present their final photographs and stories, and finally a multi-stakeholder workshop with local managers to explore pathways to integrate ILKS in areas-based ocean management processes.


3.2.1 Step 1 - Outreach and Shaping Workshops

Initial shaping workshops were organised with Indigenous leaders and representatives, small-scale fishing representatives, research organisations and local residents of Algoa Bay. These workshops were organised following systematic outreach to different knowledge holders and community representatives that had already been involved in the Algoa Bay Project to explore who might have not been adequately engaged during the initial stakeholder engagement processes. The shaping workshops were organised both in person and virtually to accommodate people that could not work virtually, and to make sure that the space was conducive to roundtable discussions and brainstorming. Translators were present at the initial and subsequent workshops, ensuring that residents and co-researchers could share or understand information in their preferred language, which were often isiXhosa or Afrikaans.

These workshops discussed the initial idea about the research project, what redefined or alternative objectives could be, what knowledge some residents might want to share, and identified possible co-researchers that had important Indigenous and local knowledge of the coast that should inform management processes. These workshops also found that some direction was needed in terms of discussing the specific research methods and that many people were interested in participating in the study. Specifically, these workshops found that Indigenous knowledge holders, subsistence fishers, women and youth were often excluded from decision-making for area-based ocean management. The study therefore intentionally included co-researchers from these groups.

Following the broad definition of ILKS, purposeful snowball sampling from the initial outreach and shaping workshops, the final 24 co-researchers in this project include representatives of Khoisan communities, subsistence fishers and bait collectors, youth, spiritual leaders and recreational ocean users, all current residents in Algoa Bay. The co-researchers were carefully approached, usually through Whatsapp, with textual and visual outlines of the proposed study to take part in the project. Co-researchers were invited to the first workshop without any obligation to take part in the rest of the study, and were continuously asked to affirm their consent prior, during and following the field visits and sense-making workshops (see Step 4). The final group of co-researchers purposefully included 50% self-identifying women, and 20% youth between the ages of 15 and 20 as they are often omitted from knowledge creation processes even though they have the largest stake in how the future unfolds in terms of climate change threats and sustainability risks (Sweeney and Morgera, 2021).



3.2.2 Step 2 - Cross-Learning Workshops

Once the co-researchers had confirmed their interest in partaking in the study, the first arts-based learning workshops were organised according to people’s schedules and availability. These learning workshops delved deeper into the objectives of the study and created a space for everyone to introduce themselves and their connections to the ocean and the coast. The learning workshops were centred around cross-learning, where co-researchers shared their expertise and experiences with the coast, and a photojournalist and podcaster shared expertise and experiences about conveying knowledge, stories and connections through photographs and storytelling using smartphones. The learning workshops found that unlearning is just as important as learning (see Strand et al., 2022, forthcoming), and that the processes of listening and slowing down (see Bhabha, 2005) are central to facilitating conducive cross-learning spaces. While co-researchers were free to use a variety of methods to share, express and convey their connections to the ocean and coast, everyone subsequently decided to take photographs and record stories for a multi-media exhibition.



3.2.3 Step 3 - In Situ Photography and Storytelling

Following the cross-learning workshops, which also included practising the use of smartphones for audio recording and photography, the principal researcher (MS) accompanied co-researchers to their site or sites of choice. In some instances, co-researchers would take photos and record themselves using the smartphones, whilst in other instances co-researchers would highlight scenes, areas or objects for the principal researcher to take pictures of, and share their stories whilst in recorded conversation with the principal researcher. Co-researchers shared and recorded their stories in different languages, including English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans, which were later transcribed and sometimes translated by translators.

These in situ processes of photography and storytelling require a significant amount of time, slowness and flexibility (Strand et al., 2022, forthcoming), but are very important to recognise the contextuality of knowledge and location-specific connections, values and relationships. On average, the in situ photography and storytelling took a day or two to organise, and a full day in the place or places of choice with each co-researcher.



3.2.4 Step 4 - Sense-Making Workshops

Finally, after organising field visits that involved conversations around past, present and future connections to one or more specific places along the coast, often taking photographs recording stories, experiences and narratives, sense-making workshops were organised to get co-researchers together to discuss the knowledge products, the experience of developing these, and what they might mean in a broader ocean management context in Algoa Bay. Following the transcription of the stories, and sometimes translation of stories in Afrikaans and isiXhosa, and reviewing all the photographs, the principal researcher identified common themes emerging from the stories, narratives and photographs. These themes, which included ‘subsistence, income and food’, ‘spiritual and religious connections’, ‘history and culture’, ‘activities, fun and family time’, ‘aesthetics, beauty and wonder’, ‘sense of calm and peace’, and ‘learning’ were then presented to the co-researchers to see which, if any, resonated with them, if any other themes needed to be added and if some needed to be re-conceptualised.

Prior to and following these sense-making workshops, depending on their availability, co-researchers also reviewed all their own photographs to highlight their favourites, if any. Each co-researcher had the opportunity to select four of their favourite or most meaningful photographs to exhibit. These were selected through individual conversations in-person, on whatsapp and phone calls between the principal researcher and the co-researchers, including inputs from the assisting curator when co-researchers were unsure what photographs they wanted to exhibit. Participatory mapping exercises were also carried out during these sense-making workshops. Co-researchers were asked to mark areas of cultural significance on an A1-sized printed map of Algoa Bay. Different coloured markers signified different relationships with the ocean and coast, as recognised by the final themes identified by co-researchers following the initial discussions, which included the initial themes in addition to ‘mental health and wellbeing’ and ‘possible future uses and connections’. This process of participatory mapping resulted in discussions around the overlapping uses and significance of many places and areas, how to best manage such areas, the role of stewardship, particularly the ways in which people currently cared for the oceans and coast, and how residents could and should be further involved in decision-making in the future.

The research process of co-producing knowledge on indivudials’ relationship to the ocean and coast in Algoa Bay took more or less 12 months, including the multimedia exhibition and multi-stakeholder workshop. The former exhibited four photographs with accompanying snippets of stories as well as audio recordings of each co-researcher (96 photographs in total), whilst the workshop brought together the co-researchers as well as local municipal coastal managers and representatives from relevant authorities such as MSP, conservation, heritage and industry management to explore pathways to acknowledge and recognise this knowledge in future ocean management. Whilst this paper outlines steps 1-4, these further steps will be reported on in future publications.




3.3 Ethics

This study has institutional ethics clearance from Nelson Mandela University. Co-researchers were approached prior to the study with both verbal and written information about the study process, timeline and planned engagements. All workshops and engagements were conducted with informed consent (ethics number H21-BES-DEV-007).




4 Results

The results of this study can be divided into three interconnected findings. Firstly, the initial outreach, shaping and cross-learning workshops highlighted a strong sense of exclusion from and lack of access to coastal and ocean areas where Indigenous and local communities have depended on for spiritual, cultural and recreational purposes for generations. Secondly, the in situ storytelling and photography identifies themes of cultural, spiritual and traditional connections to the ocean and coast. These connections and values are often in conflict with current economic and environmental priorities in the Bay, at least when it comes to the significance of specific areas and places. Finally, this study finds that the use of ABPR allows for remembering the past and imagining more inclusive futures where local communities have more of a say in the stewardship of their coast and ocean. In each section we suggest ways in which ocean management could be reconceptualised or reimagined.


4.1 Exclusion and Lack of Access to the Ocean and Coast

In initial outreach, scoping and learning workshops, themes of exclusion, lack of access and a sense of loss when it comes to ocean and coastal connections and practises were identified. For small-scale or subsistence fishers6 this often involves strict permit regulations or closed off stretches of coast, estuaries or rivers. For Khoisan co-researchers this sometimes means fenced-off areas, nature reserves and paywalls where there are sacred historical heritage sites, ancient Khoisan fish traps or places along the coast that are important for ceremonies, rituals or specific events that they are unable to access. The fact that you have to pay to access some beaches, coastal areas and river banks, that there are fenced-off areas such as mostly white, higher income earner areas that have private properties that extend all the way to river banks or industrial development zones reminds the co-researchers of institutionalised racial segregation during colonialism and apartheid. These paywalls and physical barriers to the ocean continue to limit access to learning, recreational use and building further connections to the ocean and coast for themselves, their families and communities (see Figure 2).




Figure 2 | Photograph of a beach in Algoa Bay with a fence in front of it. Many areas are now fenced off for people to use, often with expensive paywalls.




“It would be nice if everybody could have access to the ocean. I feel like it is not fair that they ask money at the gate because every human being is supposed to be part of this” (Resident of Colchester community Bradley Links, 2021).



For several co-researchers the physical and violent experience of forced removals during the apartheid Group Areas Act (1950) from places on or close to the coast were part of their own or intergenerational experience. In particular, one co-researcher had personally experienced forced removals twice. First from the coastal area between Cape Recife and Sardinia Bay known to some as ‘the wild side’, to a residential area in the city of Gqeberha (formally Port Elizabeth) near the harbour called South End, and then from South End to the Northern Areas, which are even further away from the coast and ocean. Furthermore, scoping workshops also highlighted co-researchers’ exclusion from decision-making about the ocean and coast, therefore diminishing people’s sense of relevance and importance when it comes to managing areas of which they depend on for subsistence, livelihood, spiritual, cultural, recreational, heritage, physical, mental, historical, religious, educational and generational-related reasons (see Figure 3).




Figure 3 | Picture of Paramount Chief Human of the Kei Korana tribe in the Eastern Cape, looking out over what used to be areas where the Indigenous Khoi and San people lived.




“The Group Areas Act has driven us far away from the sea. We live in the Northern Areas now and transport is expensive. There are a lot of expenses to come to the sea. You must buy food, you must pay for the petrol to bring you here, and you must pay to enter. It is no longer free for us to enter. It is privatised, which is making it difficult for us, for the first Indigenous peoples of South Africa, to translate our culture and our heritage to our children’s children” (Paramount Chief Human of the Kei Korana 2021).



The lack of representation in decision-making for ocean management brings us back to the question of which cultures and priorities are currently informing management approaches, strategies and objectives in South Africa, and which cultures are not. Trouillot (1995) highlights the importance of scrutinising whose narratives inform the history we are presented with and paying attention to whose narratives might have been omitted or silenced in the process. Similarly with culture and ocean management, we need to scrutinise what and whose culture, values and worldviews have been omitted and excluded from current ocean management processes in a post-apartheid context. In the context of Algoa Bay, subsistence fishers argue that their experiences have been excluded from estuary management in the Swartkops Estuary.


“The problem that we are facing is that the river is being polluted and it is really affecting us in our community in Aloes further up the river. But they don’t listen to us that side. It’s been an ongoing battle... They are not even trying to make a plan with the polluted water coming from the Markman side not to enter into the river” (Subsistence bait collector and fisher from Aloes 2021).



Similarly, Indigenous cultural heritage in the form of physical ancient stone-walled fish traps and shell middens7 in a local nature reserve (Cape Recife) seem to be downplayed in the coastal management of the area, and residents recreational and historical relationships to parts of the coast in a local industrial development zone (Coega Development Zone) have been largely omitted. Some residents are continuously denied access, either through physical or financial barriers, to areas along the coast in Algoa Bay for environmental or economic reasons, without enough consideration to how their relationship and connection to the coast might actually align with current management objectives.


“This area is where our traditions were done. All our tradition is done nearby waters, mostly by the ocean. So it is very important that the ocean is open for us to do our rituals. The ocean is like a god in itself. It will talk to you. That is why we do rituals here. We have a connection to the ocean. The ocean also cleans you. When you go home, you will feel free. Now this coast here is off limits for us, which is making us very sad” (Khoisan spiritual healer Chrissila Billings 2021).



Rethinking ocean management with the co-researchers identified several alternatives to current approaches, like involving Indigenous and local knowledge holders on management committees to inform important events, rituals and practices where people should gain free access to the nature reserve or beach, provided that they leave sites as they found them. In situ storytelling and sense-making workshops highlighted the opportunity of removing paywalls for neighbouring communities, such as with the example of the Colchester community and access to the Sundays River Estuary. Traditional means of fishing and harvesting should be allowed within specific seasons, and Indigenous chiefs and communities should be in charge of restoring and maintaining ancient fish traps such as the ones found at the Cape Recife nature reserve (see Figure 4). Another approach that emerged from the sense-making workshops was to better map and safeguard people’s cultural uses and connections to the ocean and coast, to ensure that these are not threatened by pollution from potential oil and gas developments, bunkering, shipping and commercial fishing.




Figure 4 | A gully in the Cape Recife Nature Reserve where ancient fish traps exist, which is fenced off and requires people to pay to enter by car.





4.2 Spiritual, Cultural, Emotional and Physical Connections to the Ocean and Coast

The arts-based methods also highlighted that ocean stewardship is closely related to people’s spiritual, cultural, emotional and physical connections to the ocean and coast. Co-researchers want to take care of the ocean and coast and have a stronger say in their management because they have both intrinsic (an end in itself) and instrumental (a means to an end) value to them. Investigating Indigenous and local knowledge of the ocean and coast in Algoa Bay continuously highlights these cultural connections and their importance in everyday lives for wellbeing, identities, belonging, community, heritage and spirituality. For example, for many co-researchers from Nguni communities and traditions the ocean is sacred as it is the home of their ancestors (see Figure 5).




Figure 5 | Siyasanga Ntabeni, a sangoma (traditional healer), on a beach in Algoa Bay. The coastline of Algoa Bay is a place where Nguni traditional healers, Sangomas, come to connect and communicate with the ancestors.




“We respect the sea a lot because we believe it is where our ancestors lived and continue to live. This is our place of serenity and (…) When we encounter life’s challenges the sea is our place of prayer. The sea is a place to regain strength when we have fallen short due to life’s tribulations. We come here to seek help and guidance as we plead with our ancestral lineage” (Siyasanga Ntabeni, 2021).




“I love sitting on the rocks and watching the waves of the sea and its beautiful colour because I get relieved when I feel heavy. But before I sit on the rocks, I have to throw a coin into the water to connect to my ancestors and seek guidance. Then they sometimes appear in our dreams to guide us about the rituals we need to do so that there can be brightness in our future” (Anelisa Mcoli, 2021).



For many Indigenous and Nguni communities in the Eastern Cape, you are closer to God and the ancestors when you are near bodies of water such as the ocean, lakes or rivers (Bernard, 2010) and people often pray near these sites (see Figure 6). The ocean is believed to have healing powers, both physically and mentally, and it is known as a place to restore health and wellness for co-researchers independent of religion, tradition and cultural heritage (see Figure 7).




Figure 6 | Photograph by Anelisa Mcoli. People often come to the ocean to connect with their ancestors and seek guidance.






Figure 7 | Eileen Speelman, Haseline van Vught, Toetie Dow and Charlotte Bouah sitting on rocks at Hobie beach. Indigenous Khoisan people often come to the ocean to pray and to connect to their ancestors.




“The sea is a place where the Khoi and San, both men and women, lived. We would fetch our food from the ocean, dig holes in the beach and build fires there to cook our food that we gathered from the ocean. This is also a place where spiritual and bodily healing comes from. If you are one with nature, this is when you are the closest to God’s creation and miracles” (Haseline van Vught, 2021).



For many residents in Algoa Bay, the ocean is a place for learning and exploring, and several co-researchers highlight wishes to further explore the ocean and coast in the future. Indigenous and local knowledge of the ocean emphasises how much we all can learn from the ocean, which further highlights the importance of taking care of the ocean and treating it with respect. This means changing the ways in which we are currently polluting and exploiting the ocean, with little consideration for the ocean and ocean life as part of us, and even less so for the generations to come (see Figure 8).




Figure 8 | Photograph by future microbiologist Yaseen Albany at Schoenmakerskop, Gqeberha, highlighting the beauty of the ocean and that we need the ocean and the ocean needs us.




“I wouldn’t want to see a future where our children’s children or our children won’t be able to experience the ocean like we have. If we continue the way we are going, we will pollute the ocean, we will pollute the land around the ocean. And that will destroy it” (Yaseen Albany, 2021).



Finally, the ocean and coast is recognised by all co-researchers as a place for fun, family time, enjoyment and a place in which people find a sense of calm and peace. The co-researchers in Algoa Bay, whether they are Indigenous leaders, subsistence fishers, ocean educators, learners or swimmers, all find solitude and tranquillity in being near the ocean. Spending time near the ocean and coast therefore becomes necessary for wellbeing and mental health (see Figure 9).




Figure 9 | Photograph by Tarryn Swartbooi at Summerstrand, Gqeberha, emphasising the sense of calm she feels when she is near the ocean.




“I love this place as you completely lose the sense of time. The only way you know that time has passed is because the waves come closer and closer to your feet. And it feels so safe, you feel safe” (Tarryn Swartbooi, 2021).



Although this paper recognises the limitation of categorisation and characterisation of often very varied and differing experiences with the ocean and coast, the above spiritual, emotional, historical, experiential, relational and physical connections are sometimes grouped together and referred to as cultural connections in the remainder of this paper, arguing for the importance of their acknowledgement in future ocean stewardship and inform future ocean management.

The photographs and stories provided by the co-researchers highlight Indigenous and local knowledge that goes beyond the solely economic, biophysical and social relations to the ocean and emphasise the interdependence and co-existence of humans and the ocean (see Figure 10).




Figure 10 | Nozipiwo Hambaze walking along the stromatolites on the coast near Schoenmakerskop, Gqeberha.




“I think the ocean needs to be protected in so many ways. It needs to be protected from pollution, and we need to take action and stand against the injustices done to the ocean because without the ocean, there’s no life (…) Our life depends on the ocean. Actually, life on Earth depends on the ocean, so it is very important that we keep the ocean safe, and we protect the oceans for the generations to come” (Marine and coastal educator Nozipiwo Hambaze, 2021).



The photographs and stories, highlighting Indigenous and local knowledge of the ocean and coast, demonstrate the clear interdependence on the ocean by the co-researchers. This is not just directly from marine gifts, but also from knowing that they originally came from the ocean, how the ocean is home to their ancestors in Nguni traditions, or where the ancestors used to co-exist with nature in Khoisan histories, how it represents a place where they are closer to God, that the ocean has healing powers, both physically and mentally, and that they depend on the ocean for their wellbeing in so many ways. These are the ways in which Indigenous and local co-researchers in Algoa Bay already have a sense of stewardship of the ocean. Emphasising the importance of this interdependence and encouraging people to spend more time by the ocean has the potential to increase a sense of awareness and care, or stewardship for the ocean and coast.

During the sense-making workshops the co-researchers discussed and imagined ways in which ocean and coastal management could better highlight this importance. Some suggestions that emerged were the establishment of a World Heritage Site that acknowledges and protects the ancient fish traps near Cape Recife. Other suggestions included ensuring areas of cultural significance, such as parts of the Addo Elephant National Park MPA, the Swartkops River, Cape Recife, and Sardinia Bay MPA are co-managed by Indigenous and local community representatives. Co-researchers also suggested adding a cultural layer to the MSP process in South Africa which delineates specific cultural zones for people to access sites for cultural reasons and have a stronger say in the stewardship of these areas, whether this is for spiritual, cultural, recreational and emotional reasons.



4.3 Arts-Based Participatory Research Useful in (Re)imagining Better Futures for the Ocean and Coast

In this study, that explores ways in which Indigenous and local knowledge holders relate to the ocean and the coast in Algoa Bay, ABPR has proven particularly useful in conveying dynamic and ever-changing aspects of culture (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004), such as people’s sense of belonging, heritage, spiritual connections and sense of identity. These cultural dimensions should inform current ocean management approaches as they can contribute towards creative and innovative responses to ‘transformations in social-ecological systems’ (Galafassi et al., 2018). At a time when the ocean is facing complex social-ecological challenges and wicked problems (Benham and Daniell, 2016), coastal communities and their ocean knowledge can and should contribute to these innovative solutions (see Figure 11).




Figure 11 | Factories on the banks of the Swartkops River, near Aloes Community, contribute to industrial waste into the river where resident Francis Nkaki fishes and collects bait.



The particular arts-based process used was helpful in identifying themes of cultural, spiritual and traditional connections to the ocean and coast that should inform future ocean management. It allowed for remembering the past and imagining better futures where Indigenous and local communities had or have a stronger say in the stewardship of their coast and ocean. Piloting ABPR with co-researchers in Algoa Bay thus finds that these methods can be useful in remembering and imagining, or reimagining, ways in which people relate to and care for the ocean and coast.


“We who live off the fish feel the effects of ocean pollution and the changing climate the most. We have been living here for generations and have seen the changes ourselves” (Subsistence fisher and bait collector Francis Nkaki, 2021).



The combination of photography and storytelling, known as photovoice, has been useful in remembering the past. Whether this is through personal memories or stories handed down through famililies or community members, the value of remembering cannot be overstated in the context of post-apartheid South Africa and Algoa Bay. In the Bay, Indigenous Khoisan and Nguni communities settled thousands of years ago, and the dependence on the ocean for livelihoods, subsistence, spirituality, health, recreation and ceremonies dates back to at least 8,000 years (Barnard, 1992). The usefulness of in situ photography relates to the act of ‘going back’, activating the process of remembering, visiting places of memories and histories, and sometimes reliving these memories (see Figure 12).




Figure 12 | Delene Spandiel walking along Bluewater Bay, where she used to come with her family when she was younger.




“This is where it all started (…). We would come and camp and fish here on the banks. I have a real connection to the ocean. My father and forefathers were fishers. We are now involved with the small-scale fishing cooperative. It was something that we had to do. We did struggle in the past, but everything is falling into place” (Delene Spandiel, 2021).



ABPR is also useful in imagining alternative present and future scenarios. Current biodiversity research often fails to mobilise transformative change despite its scientific framing of ‘future trajectories of decline’ and creative approaches that encourage imagination are necessary to ‘foster new ways to address long standing problems to create better futures for people and the planet’ (Wyborn et al., 2020). In the context of Algoa Bay, several places have historically been closed off for residents due to apartheid regulations or is currently closed off for economic development or biodiversity preservation (see Figure 13). Co-researchers visited these places and expressed what these places meant to them, whether it be in the past, present or future. These conversations allowed for the development and creation of stories and narratives where there are no economic barriers, where transportation access is lessened, where people might even be able to move back to neighbouring areas, where people are again allowed to fish, harvest, perform rituals or camp, where people with invested interests in the wellbeing of the natural environment and biodiversity of an area are members of management committees, or even fully manage these areas themselves.




Figure 13 | Bradley Links walking along the beach near the Sundays Estuary, with dolphins playing in the waves in the background. People have to pay to access this estuary and beach.




“Everybody should have access to the ocean. The way you feel being near the ocean is so amazing, the feeling is indescribable. You feel at peace, you feel phenomenal, and nature can often help you find a purpose. I want more people from my community to have that feeling. By having access to this coast it could help more people in my community find a purpose or find themselves” (Resident of Colchester community Bradley Links, 2021).



Furthermore, several co-researchers emphasised the importance of increased access and sharing of information with the younger generations, as the ways in which we manage the oceans and coast today will impact them the most in the future (see Figure 14). Specific imaginings therefore included free access for children with an accompanying adult to all places along the coast in Algoa Bay and for schools to bring children to the ocean to teach them more about the ocean and ocean life. Generally, co-researchers emphasised the importance of increasing education focus on the ocean, as well as on how Indigenous people of South Africa used to live along the coast and co-exist with the ocean and the gifts it provides.




Figure 14 | The Swartkops estuary, where Jenny Rump works with the Zwartkops Conservancy to promote public awareness on caring for the river ecosystem.




“It is hard, but we try our best in educating the next generation to take care of the environment and know that it is not just for the aesthetic, it is for our survival” (Jenny Rump, 2021).



In a world, or Bay, where the management of our oceans seem so disconnected with people’s sense of connection with the ocean beyond economic gains or biodiversity preservation (see Lombard et al., 2019),8 the importance of encouraging the imagination to remember and imagine different realities cannot be overstated. Asking someone about their connection to a specific place, how they feel in a particular area, and what a location might mean to them without any word limit, timeframe or format, allows stories of senses, feelings, emotions and belonging. Another emerging result is that the more people feel connected to a place or an area, the more they want to be involved in managing and preserving it.


“To better preserve ocean life we need more education around it and give it in the hands of the cultural leaders, the fishing community or the cultural community. They will look better after it and they will preserve it and not exploit it" (Eastern Cape Khoisan Small-Scale Fishing Cooperative Chairman Deon Spandiel, 2021)”



Co-imagining solutions to better ‘hear’ and ‘see’ Indigenous and local knowledge in ocean decision-making identified potential approaches such as establishing an Indigenous and local knowledge committee to sit on the National Maritime Spatial Planning Working Group (DFFE, 2021), invite Indigenous and local residents in provincial, district and municipal meetings regarding the management of the ocean and coast, broadening the recognition of marine cultural heritage in the planning and implementation of management plans according to the legal framework as outlined by NHRA, ensuring that Indigenous and local community representatives take part in the mapping of the future marine area plans and recognising cultural uses and connections of the ocean and coast alongside economic, environmental and social priorities.




5 Discussion

To reimagine alternatives to top-down natural resource management, we need alternatives to knowledge production for sustainable resource management and governance that perpetuate asymmetric power relations. Current knowledge systems and science that currently underpins area-based ocean management needs to be questioned and whether these are contextually relevant. Furthermore, this section argues for the importance of a social-ecological systems (SES) approach to both knowledge production and ocean governance and argues for including the concept of ‘cultural sustainability’ alongside the social, environmental and economic. We argue that we should rethink our approach to marine resource stewardship in Algoa Bay and South Africa more broadly, to learn from ILKS in how we can better co-exist with our environment and challenge current top-down strategies which continue to exclude and marginalise those who depend on healthy oceans and coasts the most.


5.1 Knowledge Co-Creation to Inform Ocean Management Policy

One of the main findings from working closely with co-researchers across the Bay is that there are currently limited options for people to contribute to knowledge co-creation for ocean and coastal management and even to have their say about proposed management approaches and policies. An example includes the national MSP development and implementation process, which has, to date, mainly relied on virtual information sessions, leading to exclusion of stakeholders that lack access to online platforms. The establishment of MPAs in South Africa is also problematic as engagement is often of a consultative instead of collaborative nature, informing stakeholders of already established plans. Several studies on integrated ocean management approaches such as MSP and MPAs highlight the importance of ‘early and often’ stakeholder engagement for successful ocean management (Rivers et al., 2022), but the mandatory stakeholder engagement exercises are not prescriptive enough and often end up being mere tickbox exercises for management authorities.

As has been argued extensively elsewhere (Sloan, 2009; Gopnik et al., 2012; Rivers et al., 2022), the limited scope and reach of stakeholder engagement processes point to the fact that we should rather focus on stakeholder collaboration. To make sure we are working towards marine resource management and MSP that really acknowledges the interests of the people that depend on these resources, inclusive knowledge co-creation needs to inform policy-making at its initial stages and therefore inform the legal framework and finally, implementation. Co-creation of knowledge regarding the sociocultural connections, values and priorities of the coast and ocean with Indigenous and local communities should be organised before the implementation of integrated ocean management approaches and as part of adaptive management processes. Ideally, to avoid knowledge extraction, devaluation and depreciation (see Latulippe and Klenk, 2020), this should translate into meaningful representation on decision-making bodies and management councils that propose and execute policies and decisions.



5.2 Arts-Based Methods to Highlight Local Ocean Stewardship

One emerging alternative to top-down knowledge production is knowledge co-creation through ABPR. This study finds that ABPR proves significantly useful in conveying cultural connections and relationships to the ocean and coast that are often neglected, silenced or omitted in ocean management approaches. Although truly participatory and collaborative, knowledge co-creation processes take time and investment to build trust and relationships, resources to ensure equitable participation in workshops and field visits, and flexibility to accommodate co-researchers’ time, life and schedules. This dedication and commitment are necessary to ensure ocean management is inclusive and contextually representative. These ‘challenges’ will always remain a reality when aiming to facilitate truly collaborative processes.

Ocean stewardship, or people’s sense of responsibility and care for the ocean and the ways in which they interact with the coast and ocean, is not something that always needs to be taught or reinvented. When engaging with Indigenous and local community representatives in Algoa Bay, we find that ocean stewardship already exists through people’s cultural connections with the ocean and coast. The ABPR approach makes this knowledge explicit so it can be increasingly ‘heard’ and ‘seen’ in ocean management and therefore allows a reimagining of what ocean stewardship has meant in the past and can mean in the future.

Knowledge co-creation faces several challenges, however, such as the danger of knowledge extraction, knowledge depreciation, and the misconception of knowledge as ‘global rather than tied to a place or a way of life’ (Latulippe and Klenk, 2020). By treating knowledge as something that can be separated from its origins, and as ‘data that can be aggregated and understood in abstract and universal form’ (Latulippe and Klenk, 2020), knowledge co-creation processes can become transactional and extractive despite the best of intentions. This highlights the importance of place-based knowledge and contextually relevant responses, which are often in conflict with international efforts of sustainability research and national efforts at integrated ocean management approaches such as South African MSP only aiming to develop four different marine area plans (DFFE, 2021). Making sure Indigenous and local knowledge is properly ‘seen’ and ‘heard’ could at least improve the contextuality of these plans and support ocean stewardship in local contexts.



5.3 Conceptualising Place-Based ‘Cultural Sustainability’ for Ocean Governance

Cultural connections and values attached to ocean and coastal spaces are often neglected and overlooked in area-based ocean management approaches (see Gee et al., 2017; Saunders et al., 2020; Gilek et al., 2021). This is sometimes argued to be due to challenges of recording and conceptualising the intangible nature of these connections (Gee et al., 2017), which highlights the value of arts-based methods and alternative ways of conveying knowledge beyond the written word. Furthermore, because cultural values often generate a sense of identity and place and are often related to quality of life and well-being, Gee et al. (2017:140) highlight how the neglect of cultural aspects of people’s dependency on the ocean and coast can diminish people’s choices and lead to ‘irrevocable loss of key marine benefits’. As we have seen above, the ocean and coast play a vital role in defining local, regional and national cultures and signify places of heritage, ancestry, imagination and projection (also see Gee et al., 2017; DFFE, 2021).

Scrutinising current ocean management strategies in South Africa, this study finds that the cultural connections, as highlighted by co-researchers, are not adequately recognised. For example, a recent review of current MPA management in South Africa concludes that more than 50% of all MPAs currently have ‘seriously constrained’ or ‘no management’ of cultural heritage knowledge within the MPAs (Adams and Kowalski, 2021). Specifically in the Sardinia Bay MPA, in the West of Algoa Bay, cultural heritage is identified as ‘priority indicators for management effectiveness’ due to limited information about cultural heritage ‘assets. According to Adams and Kowalski (2021) this is in part due to the fact that both cultural heritage and biodiversity knowledge are ‘not in a format that is accessible and understandable to the MPA manager for decision making’. There is also a limited definition and understanding of what constitutes cultural heritage, as the report primarily focuses on shipwrecks and whaling stations (besides fish traps, guano, historical fishing sites, and seal harvesting sites, which are all mentioned once or twice). Cultural heritage sites should be managed using the Indigenous Knowledge Act of 2019 and the NHRA of 1999, which clearly recognises living heritage such as oral history, cultural tradition, rituals and Indigenous knowledge systems as well as the cultural significance of social and spiritual values (Republic of South Africa, 1999).

Although the South African Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment (DFFE)’s MSP working group recognises the importance and relevance of ‘intangible values of the marine and coastal environment’ and states that the ocean forms part of ‘cultural, spiritual and aesthetic wealth’, shipwrecks are again the primary focus of marine cultural heritage (DFFE, 2021). Maritime cultural heritage is exclusively managed at a national level and although the country has a ‘firm legal and policy framework for the management and protection of maritime and underwater cultural heritage resources’, the ‘implementation of this framework is lacking due to capacity constraints’ (DFFE, 2021).

According to Gee et al. (2017), the reason for the neglect of cultural values in ocean management, and MSP more specifically, is their resistance to spatial delineation, awareness gaps about cultural benefits, and conceptual challenges related to the intangible nature of some cultural connections. Intangible heritage, as opposed to tangible heritage, is not necessarily linked to something concrete or static, whether it is an object, a place or a song. Intangible cultural heritage is often alive and ever-changing, linked to oral traditions, a system or dynamic spatio-temporal conditions (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004). The challenge therefore lies in sustaining and representing this system ‘as a living entity’, which is difficult to capture by the written word or a static map (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2004). Another challenge is the different conceptualisations of culture and how some might resist classification and even articulation. An example is sacred heritage and places that are too sensitive to mention or mark on maps. As we have established earlier in this paper, there also seems to be a resistance in even discussing the cultural underpinnings of current area-based ocean management approaches and recognising that cultural values are at the core of defining priorities for ocean management, both at international and national scales.

By failing to acknowledge and understand cultural interactions with the environment and the cultural dimensions of ecosystem challenges, ocean governance strategies hinder collaborative management and instead reproduce social inequalities. As highlighted by DFFE (2021), the ways in which the ocean and coast forms part of people’s aesthetic, cultural and spiritual wealth is a ‘crucial source of socio-economic development and human well-being’.



5.4 The Relevance of Indigenous and Local Knowledge in Ocean Stewardship

We need local responses to local problems, where the knowledge and science that inform policies is built on and informed by local and Indigenous knowledge and representation (Nhemachena et al., 2016; Chilisa, 2019). By asking people what they would do if they could influence the management of an area, you encourage local priorities to envision or inform possible solutions or action. There is a need to challenge current top-down ocean management strategies which continue to exclude and marginalise people who depend on a healthy environment the most and fail to recognise cultural connections and relationships to the ocean and coast.

Exploring people’s relationship to the ocean and coast in Algoa Bay highlights that although these relationships are sometimes devalued or omitted from current ocean management approaches, this does not have to be the case. A majority of co-researchers agree with conservation measures but want to be further involved in these processes and have a say in how the areas are being managed. Suggestions by co-researchers include involving community members on management committees, improving the management of marine cultural heritage by adhering to the broad definition stipulated by the NHRA when it comes to both intangible and tangible heritage, and opportunities to establish world heritage sites as recognised by South African law (see DFFE, 2021). However, these suggestions will not necessarily translate into more inclusive ocean management because structures and mechanisms for collaboration and meaningful collaboration have to be put into place, as well as capacity built in for this. As a start, Indigenous and local knowledge holders should be offered meaningful representation on high-level decision-making bodies and management councils that propose and execute policies and decisions.

Vierros et al. (2020) argue that Indigenous and local knowledge systems can ‘provide valuable lessons on how to improve governance and management of the global ocean commons’, whilst Mulalap et al. (2020) highlight how traditional ecological knowledge in the Pacific region recognises the connectivity of social-ecological systems and species and provides best practice for environmental management through co-existence approaches that recognises communities’ interdependence to the ocean. In the context of Algoa Bay, co-researchers’ sense of identity and heritage tied to the ocean and coast strengthen their sense of ocean stewardship and desire to be involved in ocean management processes. As many environmental challenges facing our ocean are anthropogenic, an increased sense of stewardship by people can contribute towards increased ocean and coastal sustainability. ‘Hearing’ and ‘seeing’ ILKS in ocean management can therefore increase people’s sense of stewardship, not only contributing to more inclusive decision-making but also recognising existing ocean stewards and valuing them to further impact sustainable management of our oceans and coasts.




6 Conclusion

Following the above findings and discussion, this paper concludes that we urgently require co-produced knowledge with Indigenous and local communities as co-researchers to improve the ways we steward our oceans and coasts in an inclusive and equitable manner, which increases buy-in of communities, helps coastal managers and works towards developing shared visions of protection and benefit-sharing. Arts-based approaches to knowledge creation have the opportunity to bring together different ways of knowing, support creative thinking, and encourage the reimagining of what stewardship of natural resources and ocean management can and should look like, which is necessary for sustainable and equitable ocean and coastal futures. In Algoa Bay, which is the pilot site for the South African MSP development process, Indigenous and local knowledge holders’ sense of ocean stewardship is closely linked to their cultural connections to the ocean and coast, and further research should therefore investigate how ocean management processes can better ‘hear’ and ‘see’ these connections in the future.
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Footnotes

1None of the people on Reuters’ 2021 ‘Hot List’ of 1000 influential scholars in climate change are women from African institutions, and only four are from institutions on the African continent, which are solely men from South Africa (Schipper et al., 2021).

2See Maritime Zones Act, 1994.

3Knowledge co-creation is closely linked to the concept of social learning which also brings various stakeholders or knowledge holders together to work on complex social-ecological problems (Wals, 2007; Cundill and Rodela, 2012; Rodela et al., 2012)

4This study deliberately works with people as co-researchers, ensuring that ‘participants’ have opportunities to be involved in every step of the research process from defining objectives to analysing results (see Strand et al., 2022, forthcoming).

5While the definition of social learning is contested, a broad definition of the concept is ‘the bringing together of multiple perspectives, values and interests in order to creatively work on stubborn practices that lead to unsustainability’ (Rivers, 2015). Wals (2007) also argues that social learning is not so much what people should know or be able to do, but rather a process that uncovers what people want to learn, how they learn, how people overcome personal biases and group thinking, and how people can become more sensitive to alternative ways of knowing, valuing and doing. See Strand et al., 2022 (forthcoming) for an extensive discussion on the role of social learning in developing the methods for this specific study.

6See Sunde and Erwin (2020) on an extended discussion and elaboration about the challenge and politics around trying to make distinctions between these two groups of fishers in a South African context.

7See Kemp (2006) for an extensive analysis of stonewall fish traps on the southern coast of South Africa, and Jerardino (2012) on an outline of large shell middens on the western coast of South Africa.

8Lombard et al. (2019) highlight the strong economic growth focus of the National Development Plan and Operation Phakisa in South Africa, and the ecosystem-based focus of the Marine Spatial Planning Bill of 2018.
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