
 

BIRDS AND FOOD SECURITY 

 

It’s mid2020, the world is in turmoil, and the work of BirdLife South Africa has never been more 

important. 

Impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have permeated the workings of human society in ways 

few could have anticipated. The combination of an idling economy, business failures and job 

losses has suddenly exposed millions of already impoverished South Africans to the very real 

threat of starvation. Immediate solutions to this emergency are complex, but a longer-term 

view clearly requires us to think strategically about how we source our food. Self-sufficiency 

and establishing lines of sustainable food production will be critical if we are to endure similar 

crises in future. Fortunately, sustainability is a bread-and-butter issue for BirdLife South Africa, 

and the connections between bird conservation and food security are surprisingly strong.  

South Africa gets some of its staple foods from agriculture and livestock farming, and some 

are gleaned from the sea. Perhaps predictably, modern, intensive farming and harvesting 

methods are generally far from sustainable and the clock is ticking on many of our basic 

provisions. “This is where birds come in.” says BirdLife South Africa CEO, Mark D. Anderson, 

“They’re conspicuous and relatively easy to study, and in many cases sensitive to how we use 

and abuse the environment. In essence, where we are losing birds, we are probably breaking 

down ecosystems in ways we are likely to regret down the line.”.  

Several of BirdLife South Africa’s conservation programmes touch on aspects of food security, 

but none as directly as their work on seabirds. The highly productive Benguela Current Marine 

Ecosystem is located off the west coast of southern Africa and is the mainstay of South Africa’s 

commercial fishing industry. The system is mainly driven by stocks of small pelagic fish such 

as anchovies and sardines, and understanding changes in the size and location of these ‘bait 

fish’ populations is key to setting sustainable, annual catch limits for different sections of the 

coast. However, given the great expanse of the sea and the mobility of the shoals, tracking 

these changes directly is extremely challenging. By monitoring numbers and breeding success 

of threatened endemic seabirds like Cape Gannets, African Penguins and Cape Cormorants – 

all of which are dependent on local bait fish numbers - BirdLife South Africa and its partners 

provide a reliable proxy for authorities to use in their efforts to properly regulate the country’s 

most important fisheries.  

BirdLife South Africa’s Albatross Task Force contributes to seafood security by safeguarding 

seabirds. They are top predators and key components of the marine food web. They quickly 

respond to environmental change and are therefore important sentinels of marine ecosystem 

health and underlying ecological processes. Until the mid-2000s, albatrosses and petrels were 



being killed in their tens of thousands as by-catch of trawlers and long-line fishing boats 

working the wild waters off our coast. Such high levels of mortality were decimating 

populations of these special birds while simultaneously lowering the efficiency of fishing 

operations and affecting ecosystem processes key to the productivity of our oceans. To 

prevent seabird mortality, the Task Force developed a range easy-to-use mitigation measures. 

As Task Force leader Andrea Angel remarks, “…these measures have been a great success, 

reducing albatross deaths in some situations by up to 99%, removing practical constraints on 

trawl and line deployment and improving the overall sustainability of the industry.”. This 

important work is ongoing, with BirdLife South Africa and collaborators still in search of ways 

for albatrosses to continue surviving in the wake of our escalating demands on the sea.  

Perhaps more than anything, the Coronavirus has taught humanity to carefully examine our 

relationship with nature, to consider and accommodate the long-term environmental 

implications of our decisions when we make them, and to use science to light the way forward. 

BirdLife South Africa has long been a proponent of such principles, and believes that by 

pushing for food production and other vital areas of our lives to be managed in ways that the 

planet and all its inhabitants can sustain, we can secure a future for all. “In our constant 

struggle to feed ourselves,” says the organisation’s CEO Mark D. Anderson, “it’s worth 

remembering that while the canary is still singing, the coalmine is still safe. Conserving our 

birds and their habitats is not a nice-to-have, it’s a strategy for survival.” 


