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Dyna mite fish ing is ca us ing untold dam age to coral reefs in 

 Tan za nia, a practice that needs to be stamped out in 2008, the 

Inter na tional Year of the Reef. Com mon in Tan za nia since the 

1960s, dyna mite fish ing was banned nation ally in 1970, but con-

tin ued to resur face on a reg u lar basis (Jid dawi and Öh man, 2002; 

Muh an do and Moham med, 2002). In the mid 1990s, a high pro-

file national cam paign involv ing local ini tia tives, hotel oper a tors 

and the media, brought inter na tional atten tion to the issue and 

the Navy was enlisted to assist with enforce ment. For a few years 

between 1997 and 2003 blast ing was rare and, when it did start 

up, it was rel a tively quickly halted (Wells et al., 2007). Since 2003, 

dyna mite fish ing has returned with increas ing ven geance.

Despite the fact that under the revised Fish er ies Act of  Tan za nia 

2003, the pen al ties for dyna mite fish ing and pos ses sion are five 

year and 12 month min i mum sen tences respec tively, blast-

ing resur faced four years ago in Tanga Region in the north. From 

1994 to 2006, this area was the focus of the Tanga Coastal Zone 

Con ser va tion and Devel op ment Programme (TCZCDP) which 

resulted in the estab lish ment of man age ment plans for fish er ies 

and  man groves over an area of 750 km2, devel oped jointly by local 

gov ern ment and 48 vil lage com mu ni ties (Fig. 1). Through this 

co-man age ment approach, six Col lab o ra tive Man age ment Areas 

(CMAs), run ning the 150 km length of Tanga Region coast, were set 

up, each with two reefs closed to fish ing under vil lage bye-laws. In 

addi tion, dam ag ing beach sein ing was reduced, train ing was given 

to dis trict offi cers and vil lag ers in coastal man age ment, insti tu-

tional arrange ments were set up, sup port pro vided for live li hood 

activ i ties, and dyna mite fish ing was halted through the intro duc-

tion of fish er ies patrols that involved local com mu ni ties and the 

Navy (Wells et al., 2007).

As with many such inte grated con ser va tion and donor 

 pro grammes, the TCZCDP had its suc cesses and fail ures, with 

the great est chal lenge being the devel op ment of capac ity to sus-

tain coastal man age ment with out exter nal sup port. The weak 

 capac ity in local gov ern ment for plan ning, report ing and finan-

cial man age ment, and the lack of firm polit i cal com mit ment to 

imple men ta tion – prob a bly due to indi vid ual inter ests over-rid ing 

the TCZCDP’s approach com bined with lack of under stand ing of  

the full eco nomic and social value of marine resources – meant 

that the TCZCDP’s activ i ties were not fully mains trea med into the 

dis trict nat u ral resource plans (Wells et al., 2007). When finan cial 

sup port from the Irish Gov ern ment and tech ni cal assis tance from 

IUCN came to an end, unfor tu nately coin cid ing with the with drawal 

of the Navy’s sup port to the fish ery patrols, dyna mite fish ing esca-

lated rap idly although patrol boats, enforce ment equip ment, and 

fund ing for fuel and allow ances had been pro vided.

Since then, blast ing has been mon i tored by the Tanga  Dyna mite 

Fish ing Mon i tor ing Net work (TDFMN), a group of local res i dents 

that includes hote liers, the owner of a sea food pro cess ing fac tory 

and some vil lag ers. A monthly aver age of about 20 blasts has been 

recorded in the worst affected areas since 2006, with some times 
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over 50 (TDFMN, email updates; Fei ke News, 2007). Explo sives 

are sourced from quar ries and enter prises involved in min ing, 

demo li tion, and road con struc tion, but are also increas ingly made 

from ammo nium fer til iz ers and die sel. More sophis ti cated bombs, 

report edly sourced from the army, are also used. In 2006, dyna mite 

for a sin gle blast cost Tsh 6000–7000 (US$ 5–6) and could lead to 

a catch of 150–400 kg of fish. With fish prices of Tsh 3000–4000 

(US$ 2–3)/kg, dyna mit ers may be mak ing Tsh 500,000–2,000,000 

(US$ 400–1800) per blast. A group of fish er men can under take 

ten blasts a day, and so this form of fish ing has become a lucra tive 

busi ness.

Local com mu ni ties gen er ally know the dyna mit ers and their 

sup port ers (i.e. those who pro vide explo sives, boats and freez ers, 

and the buy ers of the blasted fish), but they are afraid to ‘out’ them. 

Most vil lage elders strongly dis ap prove of dyna mite and many, if 

not most, vil lag ers would like to see an end to it. Sev eral vil lage 

lead ers and fish ers have reported blast ing to the dis trict offi cers and 

the TDFMN anon y mously, using mobile phones. The  dyna mit ers 

Fig. 1. Map of Tanga Region coast line show ing Col lab o ra tive Man age ment Areas.
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them selves are invari ably young, usu ally unem ployed males, but 

local lead ers play key roles. Whilst dyna mit ers con sti tute a small 

pro por tion of any given fish ing com mu nity, they are able to escape 

sanc tions by being locally well-con nected, a mem ber of an influ-

en tial fam ily, or hav ing well-placed patrons. This often obstructs 

enforce ment efforts, and there are numer ous exam ples of arrested 

cul prits not being effec tively pros e cuted, receiv ing light fines or 

charges being dropped.

In 1968, reefs in Tanga Region were described as being “among 

the best along Tan za nia’s coast line” (Ray, 1968). At the begin ning 

of the TCZCDP, in 1995, only 24% of reefs sur veyed were found to 

be in good con di tion (with over 20% coral cover). Sub se quently, 

there was a grad ual improve ment in the health of sev eral reefs, 

despite bleach ing in 1998 as a result of the El Niño event, and a dis-

ease out break in 2003. Coral cover had reached over 40% on sev eral 

closed reefs, par tic u larly those that had been closed for lon gest, 

i.e. since 1996 (Wells et al., 2006, 2007). By 2007 how ever, many 

reefs showed signs of dyna mit ing, and some are now little more 

than rub ble fields. A detailed com par i son of a reef ‘closed’ to fish-

ing since the mid 1990s with one left open to fish ing, revealed that 

the former had a greater diver sity of cor als and few areas dam aged 

by dyna mite com pared with the lat ter where dyna mite use had 

changed ben thos and fish com po si tion (Hemp son et al., 2007).

Dyna mite fish ing has other impacts. There are reports that 

people have died or lost limbs as a result of blast ing inci dents. The 

Tan za nian Tour ism Mas ter Plan (Min is try of Nat u ral Resources and 

Tour ism, 2002) clas si fies the north of the coun try as a  “pri or ity 

area”, on account of its rel a tively pris tine beaches, unin hab ited 

islands, coral reefs, his tor i cal towns and sites, and lively Swa hili 

cul ture. At pres ent there are few tour ism oper a tors but there is 

grow ing aware ness of the potential, par tic u larly for snor kel ing 

and scuba div ing. How ever, one potential inves tor has report edly 

backed out because of the dyna mit ing, and sev eral tour ists have 

indi cated that they would be unlikely to return to the area, or 

rec om mend it to friends, for the same reason. Another emerg ing 

con cern is that Tanga is the loca tion of a recently dis cov ered large 

pop u la tion of the coe la canth Latime ria chal um nae, cat e go rised as 

Crit i cally Endan gered on the IUCN Red List. Some 40 coe lac anths 

have been caught inci den tally in the area since 2003, with large-

mesh gill nets (jar i fes) or hand lines. Fish er men are being dis cour-

aged from putt ing jar i fes out in deep waters, but say that they 

have no alter na tive, as dyna mit ing, com bined with overfi sh ing, has 

destroyed the shal lower reefs and reduced fish catch.

Over the past four years, dyna mit ing has also been on the increase 

else where in the coun try. Lob by ing by the TDFMN,  com bined with 

pressure from WWF, IUCN and the Brit ish High Com mis sion in Dar 

es Salaam, finally led in Decem ber 2007 to a meet ing hosted by the 

Min is try of Nat u ral Resources and Tour ism, and attended by four 

Gov ern ment Min is ters, Regional Com mis sion ers from 11 coastal 

regions and senior offi cers from the Min is try of Defence, the Navy 

and the police. A res o lu tion to adopt a zero tol er ance pol icy against 

dyna mite fish ing was passed and the meet ing received exten sive 

media cov er age nation ally. A National Task Force was pro posed to 

over see a range of mea sures includ ing rais ing the pro file of the 

issue nation ally, increas ing inves ti ga tion and enforce ment efforts, 

tight en ing the account abil ity of offi cials involved in enforce ment 

and pros e cu tion, review ing leg is la tion and mo bil is ing com mu ni-

ties to tackle the prob lem at the grass-roots.

The meet ing resulted in new energy within some of the 

 enforce ment agen cies, and some gen u ine efforts on the part of 

some indi vid u als, although the National Task Force has not yet 

ma te ria lised. For exam ple in June 2008, a land based enforce ment 

oper a tion by the Fish er ies Divi sion, the Navy and the Police, with 

sup port from WWF, appre hended known dyna mit ers in Tanga and 

Tem eke, an area south of Dar es Salaam, from a list of over 200 

names gath ered from a vari ety of sources. Over 40 people were 

taken into cus tody, and cases are being brought against some of 

these, par tic u larly in Tanga Region.

But the dyna mit ing is contin uing, with reg u lar reports of blasts 

from many parts of the coast. The south ern coast of Tan za nia is the 

one area where dyna mit ing is not a prob lem, and past expe ri ence 

here may pro vide some les sons. In the 1990s, dyna mite fish ing was 

ram pant in Mtw ara and Lin di Regions, report edly led by polit i cally 

influ en tial people in Dar es Salaam. As in the north now, dyna mite 

was cheap, ini tial returns were high, the risk of get ting caught and 

con victed in court was neg li gi ble, and fines were inad e quate. In 

1996–1997, a hard-hit ting enforce ment cam paign was under taken 

by the Navy and Army, with the involve ment of the Prime Min is ter’s 

office, through a pro cess facil i tated by a com mu nity-based rural 

devel op ment programme funded by the Gov ern ment of Fin land. 

Cru cially, local fish ers, local gov ern ment and other stake hold ers 

were involved, and an NGO, named Shir iki sho, was formed from 

the group of affected fish ers. Video was used to record dis cus sions 

between fish ers, Dis trict Fish er ies Offi cers and other key play ers, 

which gave legit i macy to the pro cess, and allowed the views of 

the vil lag ers to reach national pol icy mak ers and the wider pub lic. 

Shir iki sho helped to lobby mem bers of par lia ment who took the 

issue directly to the Prime Min is ter; he sub se quently vis ited the 

region and pub licly exposed the names of the dyna mit ers (Guard 

and Masa i ga nah, 1997).

In the Phil ip pines, where dyna mit ing was a prob lem at Dana jon 

Bank in Bo hol, a sim i lar approach was taken. A Fish ers Alli ance, 

num ber ing over 700 fish ers, was set up and now oper ates over a 

large area, pro vid ing intense peer pressure within vil lages, with 

mem bers report ing inci dences to the police on their mobiles. This 

was com bined with strength en ing of the more for mal law enforce-

ment units through net work ing, train ing and pro vid ing them with 

national rec og ni tion (Chris tie et al., 2006). As with Shir iki sho in 

South ern Tan za nia, this approach has not only empow ered fish-

ing com mu ni ties to take the ini tia tive and respon si bil ity for their 

marine resources, but also encour aged them to work with the 

author i ties. Uganda also pro vides an exam ple: this year the Uganda 

Fish Pro ces sors and Export ers Asso ci a tion organ ised a three-month 

cam paign with the Lake Vic to ria fish ers to ensure that they know 

the leg is la tion and under stand how it relates to sus tain able fish er-

ies man age ment; enforce ment exer cises will then be under taken, 

involv ing both the enforce ment units and mem bers of the Asso-

ci a tion.

Could these expe ri ences pro vide a model for address ing 

 blast ing in Tanga? The over sight bodies for each CMA are the rel e-

vant Vil lage Envi ron ment Man age ment Com mit tees (VEM Cs) and 

a Cen tral Co-ordi nat ing Com mit tee (CCC), com prised of rep re sen-

ta tives of each VEMC. The CCCs rep re sent the views of vil lag ers and 

marine resource users but there is no orga ni za tion equiv a lent to 

 Shir iki sho. The Tanga Coastal Con sul ta tive Forum, estab lished dur-

ing the TCZCDP and com pris ing rep re sen ta tives of all stake hold-

ers includ ing gov ern ment and pri vate sec tor should, in the ory, be 

play ing a major role but appears to have been inac tive. But perhaps 

there is a need for a pro cess along the lines of that used in the 

1990s in the south, to work directly with fish ers, key local lead ers, 

and other com mu nity mem bers so that peer pressure is applied 

and the blast fish ers shamed into halt ing their activ i ties.

Equally impor tant is the need to encour age the judi ciary to 

enforce exist ing pen al ties and improve for mal enforce ment. Pos-

ses sion and use of explo sives could be made offences under the 

Trea son Act or Ter ror ism Act, as is the case in Kenya, which would 

help to give the issue a higher pro file amongst the judi ciary. A major 

prob lem is the lack of aware ness among those in the legal sys tem 

of the impor tance of the issue and the poor pros e cu tion of cases. 

Dur ing the TCZCDP, the judi ciary was trained in coastal man age-

ment which helped build capac ity to carry through pros e cu tions, 

and fur ther train ing of this nature is urgently required. A well 



Author's personal copy

 S. Wells / Marine Pollution Bulletin 58 (2009) 20–23 23

trained enforce ment unit, staffed by indi vid u als who  under stand 

the issue, are ade quately paid, and are nation ally rec og nized for 

their work is ulti mately essen tial. A cul ture of zero tol er ance for 

blast ing must be devel oped at both com mu nity and offi cial level 

so that it becomes an unac cept able practice.

The exist ing and potential eco nomic loss to fish er ies and 

 tour ism from the blast ing must also be quan ti fied, and this infor-

ma tion made widely avail able. In Indo ne sia, the cost of blast fish ing 

to soci ety has been esti mated to be four times higher than the ben-

e fits to the indi vid ual fish ers, result ing in a net loss after 20 years 

of over US$ 300,000 per km2 of coral reefs in areas with high value 

of tour ism and coastal pro tec tion (Pet-So ede and Cesar, 1999). The 

fish and reefs that are being dyna mited in Tan za nia would clearly 

be more valu able alive rather than dead, and could sus tain ben e fits 

for numer ous stake hold ers over years and decades.

The out break of dyna mite fish ing has come at a time when 

donor fund ing in marine and coastal man age ment is higher than 

ever in Tan za nia. This includes a US$ 63 mil lion World Bank and 

GEF funded national Marine and Coastal Envi ron ment  Man age ment 

Programme (MAC EMP); and substantial other invest ment in marine 

and coastal resources man age ment within the past five years by 

donors and NGOs includ ing Irish Aid, GEF/UNDP, the Gov ern ments 

of France, Japan, Swe den and Nor way, WWF and IUCN. If dyna mite 

fish ing was halted in the 1990s, with far fewer resources, it should 

cer tainly be pos si ble now, and the donors must them selves play 

a role. Tan za nia has been one of the lead ers in pro mot ing coastal 

man age ment in sub-Sah a ran Africa, and it is incon ceiv able that the 

inter ests of a small group of dyna mite fish ers should be allowed to 

turn potential tour ist rev e nue, region ally rich bio di ver sity, and a 

source of food secu rity, into substantial losses instead.
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