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Plans for a new Tanzanian port and 
continued fishing threaten the 
survival of the Coelacanth, the 

world’s oldest and most enigmatic 
fish, and the livelihoods of many 
poor locals and fishermen.
Long thought extinct, the Coela-
canth came back from the dead 
when one was found off South Af-
rica in 1938. Since then colonies of 
the species, which is older than any 
land mammal and lived in the sea 
before the era of the dinosaurs, have 
been found off the Comoro islands, 
Tanzania and elsewhere.

But environmentalists are 
concerned that their continued 
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 existence off the Tanzanian coast  is 
threatened not only by accidental 
catches by fishermen but by plans 
by the Tanzanian Port Authority 
(TPA) to build a multi-million dol-
lar new port at Mwambani bay.

“The new harbour will prob-
ably wipe out the local Coelacanth 
poulation that could otherwise 
become a major tourist attraction,” 
said a group of experts in a technical 
assessment of the Tanga port expan-
sion plan (see letter from TPA in 
box on page 27).

The port will also have a consid-
erable social cost, and uncertainty 
and social discontent is building 
among residents of the Mwambani 

Bay area. Hundreds, probably 
thousands of poor farmers and fish-
ers will have to give up their land, 
properties and livelihoods for the 
new port. Land surveying for the 
port  started in 2008 and over 120 
houses have been earmarked for 
demolition. 

According to press reports, 
representatives of affected villages 
complained to the Tanga Regional 
Commissioner and their Member 
of Parliament about land specula-
tion and the way the expropriation 
and compensation for loss of land 
and houses is being handled by 
the authorities. They claimed that 
land officers had sold their property 
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without their consent and that they 
have yet to receive compensation as 
required by law. 

And the business community, 
which might have been thought to 
welcome a new port, has weighed in 
questioning the economic basis on 
which the plans were built and sug-
gesting that the current port need 
only be updated to make it super-
efficient.

But environmentalists are 
focused on likely fallout to the 
Coelacanth.  These massive deep-
sea fish weigh up to 100 kilo and 
can be over 6 feet in length. They 
are blue with white spots and have 
four leglike fins with joints that are 

considered early forms of amphibian 
limbs. As the oily flesh has a foul 
flavour and causes diarrhoea, the 
Coelacanth is worthless as a food 
fish.

In accordance with the Con-
vention on International Trade 
of Endangered Species (CITES)  
signed by Tanzania, the Coelacanth 
was added to Appendix I (threat-
ened with extinction) in 1989. The 
treaty forbids international trade for 
commercial purposes and regulates 
all trade, including sending speci-
mens to museums.

The first officially recorded 
catch in Tanzania of the Coelacanth 
scientifically known as Latimeria 

chalumnae was made in September 
2003 and generated massive national 
and international interest from  sci-
entists and environmentalists, and, 
last but not least, the emerging Tan-
zanian marine tourism industry.

Since then, more than  80 
captures of Coelacanths have been 
reported by fishers from Kigombe, 
Mwarongo and Mwambani villages 
south of Tanga, and in Mtwara, 
Lindi, Kilwa, northern Zanzibar and 
Dar es Salaam regions. Most Coela-
canths were caught accidentally in 
deep-set shark gill nets. 

Up to September 2005 alone, 
25 Coelacanths had been caught in 
Tanzania, 19 in a six months period. 
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“This is the greatest number of Coe-
lacanths caught in the shortest time 
anywhere in the world, suggesting 
that the species is under new and 
considerable pressure in Tanzania, 
and is in critical need of protection,” 
commented one international ma-
rine scientist. 

Therefore, in July 2006, Presi-
dent Jakaya Kikwete, directed the 
relevant authorities to take im-
mediate measures to protect the  
Coelacanth. The authorities heeded 
the directive by starting plans to 
establish a marine protected area 
(MPA) for the species that would 
include Mwambani Bay and all the 
areas from north of Yambe Island to 
south of Karange Island,  where they 
have been found.

In preparation for that, a joint 
research expedition was organised by 
the African Coelacanth Ecosystem 
Programme (ACEP) in October 
2007, with scientists from South Af-
rica, Tanzania and Japan, operating 
from a South African research vessel 
called Algoa, and on land. 

As part of the AceP expedition, 
scientists from the Aquama-
rine Fukushima Aquarium, 

Japan, took video footage of living  
Coelacanths using a remote operat-
ing vehicle (ROV), that dived over 
14 days mainly in 100-250m depth 
south of Tanga. 

Coelacanths were encountered 
on only six occasions. Though a to-
tal of 58 ROV dives were conducted 
over a large area from Yambe Island 
to South Head Reef, all Coelacanth 
sightings were made within a nar-
row stretch seawards of Karange 
Island that borders Mwambani Bay. 
As at least 35 Coelacanths were ac-
cidentally caught by fishermen in 
distant locations south of Tanga, it 
is likely that they move along a large 
area during night-time. 

Marine scientists comment 
that a full population survey of 
the Coelacanths around Tanga is 
now needed with the help of more 
sophisticated technology, as has 
been done in the Comoros for over 
20 years. Only a submarine vessel 

with researchers on board would 
be capable of tagging the living 
Coelacanths, in order to find the 
underwater caves where they gather 
in daytime, and count the fishes and 
trace their movements. This knowl-
edge is needed for protection of 
these sites from the shark nets that 
have so dangerously decimated the 
population.

Mr. Chikambi Rumisha, former 
Manager of Marine Parks and Re-
serves Unit (MPRU), and member 
of the Tanzanian National Manage-
ment Committee of the African 
Coelacanth Ecosystem Programme 
(ACEP), comments that the high 
rate of capture of this rare and 
endangered fish was alarming to 
national authorities and aroused 
international questions. 

He said that, given the example 
of the dramatic decline in Coela-
canth numbers in the Comoros in 
the 1990s as a result of acccidental 
catches, Tanzania took immediate 
steps to reduce Coelacanth catches. 
The next steps were to declare 
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formal protection under national 
legislation—the Marine Parks and 
Reserves Act No 29 of 1994--which 
calls for the involvement of com-
munities and other stakeholders in 
the planning and management of 
marine protected areas.

But these measures may prove 
inadequate as Coelacanths continue 
to be pulled up by fishers, especially 
around Mwambani. The destruction 
of coral reefs by rampant dynamite 
fishing has made traditional fishing 
grounds unproductive and this is 
the main cause of the sudden cap-
ture of the Coelacanths from 2003, 
as fishers have now to go further 
offshore and set deeper nets to catch 
anything. Trawlers in the area may 
also have also stirred up the deep 
habitats of the Coelacanths. 

Therefore, implementation of 
the MPA is urgently needed for sus-
tainable management of the marine 
resources, which would include law 
enforcement against destructive 
fishing, and also benefit the whole 
fisheries sector in the area. 

The formal MPA planning 
process is led by the MPRU, and 
supported by other national and 
international agencies with scientific 
studies and stakeholder workshops 
backing the process. 

Attended by a wide range of 
village representatives, local politi-
cians, the business community, 
NGOs and government officials 
from all relevant sectors, a Stake-
holder Workshop in February 2009 
was opened by the Minister for 
Livestock Development and Fisher-
ies, John Magufuli, who confirmed 
again the intention of his Ministry 
to establish the MPA in Tanga as 
planned. 

But these efforts could be 
scrapped or frustrated by the new 
TPA harbour project, which would 
inevitably lead to destruction of the 
land and marine environment of 
the area.

And the National Environment 
Management Council (NEMC) has 
reportedly been excluded from the 
planning process so far.

“Though an Environmental 
and Social Impact Assessment 
(ESIA) is required by law for such 
developments, NEMC has not been 
involved yet in the planning of the 
new harbour in Mwambani Bay,” 
says the NEMC Director General, 
Mr Bonaventure Baya.

“NEMC is definitely not aware 
of any application for an ESIA for 
the proposed harbour at Mwambani 
Bay,” he said.

The TPA Operations Manager, 
Captain (rtd) Gilbert Luke Mokiwa, 
admits that the proposed harbour 
project will be situated along 
Mwambani coast of Tanga Region, 
however, adding that whether or not 
the port project will pose a threat 
to the survival of the Coelacanth is 
a matter that technically will be ad-
dressed by both the feasibility study 
and the EIA reports. 

“But suffice it to say here that, 
while the fish is known to be dwell-
ing at greater depths of more than 
150 metres and in caves, our normal 
port and shipping operations will 
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hardly require water depths of more 
than 20 metres deep. But as already 
pointed out this is a matter to be 
technically addressed by EIA study,” 
says Capt. Mokiwa.

“Neither a feasibility study nor 
an environmental impact assessment 
study have been carried out to indi-
cate the actual costs of the project 
and hence start embarking on the 
search for funding,” he said.  “All 
other things being equal, it is antici-
pated...that the project may become 
operational in the year 2016.”

But  nautical and port experts 
point out that Mwambani Bay is 
very shallow, and that harbour con-
struction would require extensive 
dredging and landfills, which are not 
only extremely costly, but also bring 
an enormous load of sediments and 
marine pollution. 

In addition, massive blasting of 
large coral reefs areas of at least 5 
km length will also be necessary, to 
widen and deepen the narrow access 
channel to the proposed new har-
bour between Yambe and Karange 
Islands, hence destroying the natural 
habitat of the Coelacanth and the 
environment of the whole bay.

“It is therefore unavoidable that 
any harbour construction, and later 
port operations, would have a mas-
sive impact on the planned marine 
park,” says a government marine 
scientist. Another leading Tanzanian 
scientist also insists that “basically 
a properly conducted EIA should 
identify the issues and how to miti-
gate them. In the absence of EIA 
anything can happen including the 
destruction of the already very few 
endangered Coelacanth in the area.” 

The Port Master Plan of TPA 
lists soda ash as one of the main 
future cargos to be exported through 
Tanga, giving the port plan a further 
twist of controversy.

From 2007, local and interna-
tional conservation groups were 
outraged over a proposed soda ash 
factory at Lake Natron  because 
it threatened the survival of the 
entire East African population of 
Lesser flamingos, not to mention the 
livelihoods of the resident Maasai 
population.

Experts say that any change of 
the sensitive lake water composition 
is likely to lead to breeding failure 
and thus extinction of the species, 
as they cannot breed elsewhere, es-
pecially after Lake Magadi in Kenya 
was damaged by soda mining.

The Coordinator of Lake 
Natron Consultative Group, Ken 

Mwathe, believes that, after inter-
national outcry over the possible 
destruction of the RAMSAR site 
Lake Natron and the later with-
drawal of the main investor, Tata, 
from the soda plant, this scheme 
may be stillborn.

He adds that even proposals to 
move the Natron soda ash plant 32 
km away from Lake Natron, does 
not address our concerns since the 
soda will still be mined from Lake 
Natron  - causing disturbance to fla-
mingo breeding and depleting water 
resources that are so limited and are 
much needed by the pastoral Maasai 
community.

And on top of this, he points 
out that the economics of soda 
ash production does not seem to 
make sense anymore, even for Tata 
Chemicals. 

 “China sells its soda ash at 
$140 per tonne while Tata sells the 
same quantity at $180 .”

But the Port Master Plan of 
the TPA assumes a soda price of 
as much as $300 per tonne, and 
considers soda even at this price as a 
“low value product” that would not 
justify the investment. 

Mwathe acknowledges that, “to 
its credit the Government of Tanza-
nia has engaged in a more open and 
constructive dialogue with (Natron) 
stakeholders and is taking our con-
cerns seriously. I hope they will do 
the same in the Mwambani case.” 

He adds: “If the (Mwambani) 
plans to expand the port are based 
on the production of one million 
tonnes of soda ash from Lake Na-
tron, then the project might have to 
wait for a very long time.” 

He says African governments 
should mind how they put up ma-
jor development projects in critical 
ecosystems. “Development is criti-
cal for poor countries in Africa but 
must it be at the expense of the very 
resources that we will require in 
future? In other words, must soda 
ash be dug from Lake Natron? Must 
a port be built at Mwambani?”

Interestingly, even the local 
business community challenge the 
need for a new port at Mwambani 
altogether. Claiming that they were 
excluded from the port planning 
process, while suffering the high 
costs of delays caused by operational 
and management problems of the 
present Tanga port, experts of the 
shipping industry and local busi-
nesses have produced a technical 
brief titled “Does Tanga need a new 
harbour at Mwambani?” (http://
www.tnrf.org/node/7066). 

In this, they ask for urgent 
maintenance, regular dredging, 
better equipment and improved 
management of Tanga port in its 
present location. With these small 
investments, they claim, the Tanga 
port could already today multiply 
its present official capacity of 500 
tonnes a year to almost three mil-
lion tonnes, and thus meet even the 
most optimistic traffic forecasts. 
And this for a tiny fraction of the 
cost of a new port.

The question is, who really 
needs a new port in Mwambani 
Bay? 

– lucas liganga with Tanzania Natural 
resources Forum and sWArA.
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The Guardian, 20.5.09, p.4, 
By Lulu George, Tanga

 

Tanga residents have faulted city 
authorities for not clarifying 

their fate after they ordered them to 
vacate Ndumi area for construction 
of a new port. Ndumi area residents 
raised the concern to legislator Ba-
kari Mwapachu who was on a tour to 
inspect development activities. They 
said it had taken a long time since 

they were ordered to vacate the 
area, but they were yet to be com-
pensated for their properties.

“In principle, we are supposed to 
be compensated in six months time 
after the valuation of our houses 
and farms were completed,” said 
Ramadhan Jawa, a Tangasisi ward 
executive officer, in a speech he read 
to the MP. He said although the eval-
uation process had been completed, 
the city planning office was yet to 

effect compensation. “It has taken so 
long after valuation of our properties 
was done, and yet we have not been 
compensated. We have got to vacate 
the area for port construction, but 
to this moment no one has yet said 
anything about our fate,” he told 
Mwapachu. Asked to respond to the 
query, acting city planning officer 
Amurike Mahenge urged the resi-
dents to stay calm, promising that 
everything would be settled within 
the next three weeks. 

TANGA: RC 
WARNS lANd 
OFFICERS
The Guardian, 17.12.08

Tanga Regional Commis-
ioner Mohamed Abdulaziz has 
warned that he will sack mu-
nicipal land officers for failure 
to give adequate report on 
compensation to `wananchi` 
(‘citizens’, translation added) 
supposed to shift from Mwam-
bani to pave way for the new 
port, reports Shariff Athumani 
and Ramadhani Juma, MUM-
Tanga. The RC gave his phone 
numbers to `wananchi’ when 
called on them to report in 
case they are dissatisfied with 
the officers services. “I am not 
joking, I want wananchi to be 
paid accordingly,” said the RC.

The valuation exercise 
for properties of 500 people 
at Tangasisi has brought a lot 
of controversy for the past 
three months causing some 
villagers to lose faith with 
land officers. Speaking during 
a meeting with the regional 
authorities, the villagers said 
their reluctance came after 
land officers sold their prop-
erty without their consent. 
“Honourable RC we feel that 
there is no point to talk with 
municipal planners because 
they have been conning us 
by selling our plots of land to 
foreigners,” said Mbwana 
Paulo. 

TANGA RESIdENTS SEEk COMPENSATION


