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1. Indicate the level of achievement of the project’s original objectives and include 
any relevant comments on factors affecting this.  
 

Objective N
ot 

achieved 

Partially 
achieved 

Fully 
achieved 

Comments 

Published scientific article 
providing first-time knowledge 
on manta ray hotspots in South 
Africa 

   

X 

Published in January 2025; the manta ray 
aggregation in the iSimangaliso Wetland 
Park was a key finding in the study. The 
Rufford Foundation was credited as a 
primary supporter. 

Marine education 
presentations and guided 
snorkels on Aliwal Shoal (n=12) 

   

X 

By redirecting surplus fieldwork funds, we 
completed 15 guided educational 
snorkels, despite unexpected snorkel 
equipment rental costs. Unpredictable 
weather, including high winds, river 
flooding, and poor visibility, made 
scheduling challenging and required 
more time than initially planned. 

Piloting fieldwork in the Port 
Ngqura harbour in Port 
Elizabeth 

 

X 

  In December 2023, this site was added to 
the project following manta ray sightings 
in 2023; however, no sightings have been 
reported by our local researcher during 
the 2024 and 2025 summer seasons. 
Therefore, funds were redirected. 

 
 
Note the original objective to conduct baseline research on oceanic manta rays in 
Kwa-Zulu Natal, South Africa was updated during the project; the adjustment to 
include data collection on reef manta rays was proposed and approved by the 
trustees on 5 December 2023. Expanding the focus allowed us to more effectively 
utilise the available funds by gathering valuable data on reef manta rays (M. 
alfredi), which are also understudied in South Africa. This broader approach has 
enabled us to maximise the impact of the project and contribute further to regional 
manta ray research and conservation efforts. 

 
2.  Describe the three most important outcomes of your project. 
 

a) Education and Awareness: Reached over 120 children through guided snorkel 
trips, school talks, workshops, and book donations—developing ocean literacy 
and inspiring the next generation in the local community. 
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b) Scientific Contribution: Published a peer-reviewed paper on manta rays in 
KwaZulu-Natal, with findings contributing to conservation planning, including 
the designation of Important Shark and Ray Areas (ISRAs). 

 
c) Public Perception Shift: Helped reduce fear and misconceptions about the 

ocean through hands-on experiences and increased media attention on 
manta rays, promoting a more positive and informed public outlook.  

 
We assessed reductions in fear and misconceptions through direct engagement with 
the children before and after each snorkel trip. Prior to every trip, I gave a 30-minute 
talk on the Aliwal Shoal Marine Protected Area, followed by a detailed safety briefing. 
During these sessions, I took time to assess each child individually. I introduced them 
to one another and collected data on how many expressed fears beforehand. Most 
children reported being fearful. Several of these children come from local fishing 
families, beach users, or from underprivileged backgrounds. After the snorkel 
experiences, all of the children reported a loss of fear. While some were seasick or 
chose not to repeat the experience, the majority expressed enthusiasm to do it again, 
with many even showing interest in enrolling in a freedive or dive course. After each 
snorkel trip we held a workshop where we discussed the species seen on the reef and 
reinforced positive messaging about marine life. These outcomes reflect shifting 
perceptions toward the marine environment. If needed, we can provide our data as 
well as photos from all talks/workshops during the 15 snorkel trips.  
 
 
3.  Explain any unforeseen difficulties that arose during the project and how these were 
tackled. 
 
Working in Africa’s marine environment demands a high degree of adaptability. 
Unpredictable weather, limited infrastructure, and economic challenges frequently 
impact project logistics. As a self-funded, independent foreign researcher, financial 
constraints are continuously substantial. Due to work restrictions on foreigners in South 
Africa, I had to undertake overseas work to support myself financially, which delayed 
project activities. Additionally, the sale of my personal vehicle in 2024 meant more of 
the project budget in 2025 to cover essential transport costs, in order to reach field 
and education sites in KwaZulu-Natal (Annex I). 
 
Environmental unpredictability also required flexibility in research planning (Annex I). 
A revised budget was submitted and approved by the Rufford Foundation Trustees in 
December 2023, allowing for a strategic reallocation of funds. As a result, the project 
focus shifted from the more transient oceanic manta ray (Mobula birostris) to the more 
consistently encountered reef manta (Mobula alfredi), providing valuable 
conservation data. Fieldwork in the iSimangaliso Wetland Park (IWP) proved highly 
successful, with abundant data on Mobula alfredi (Annex II). This southern African 
population of this Vulnerable species is considered among the most threatened in the 
world.  
 
Manta ray sightings in Port Elizabeth (PE) in 2023 led to this site being included in the 
revised budget in December 2023. However, no sightings were reported by the local 
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researcher in 2024 or 2025 which led to the cancellation of fieldwork in PE in March 
2025. This enabled additional snorkel trips for local children despite unforeseen costs 
such as hiring snorkel equipment. Hiring snorkel equipment was an oversight previously 
referenced in the First Quarter Report. In 2024 each rental cost R150 per child, which 
originally reduced the number of affordable snorkel trips from 12 to 10. In 2025, 
standard prices increase resulted in boat hire to increase to from R3600 to R3900, and 
snorkel equipment to increase from R150 to R170 per unit. Nevertheless, surplus funds 
from cancelling work in PE and collaboration with other projects (e.g., acoustic 
tagging with the Oceanographic Research Institute) maximized efficiency and 
outcomes, allowing for a total of 15 snorkel trips, including all gear rental, to be 
completed by May 2025 (summary presented in Annex III).  
 
Organizing snorkel trips at Aliwal Shoal was particularly challenging due to highly 
dynamic and unpredictable marine and weather conditions. The area is known for 
strong currents, local eddies, large swells, variable visibility influenced by major river 
outflows, upwelling events, and frequent low-pressure systems. These factors make 
Aliwal Shoal one of the most difficult dive locations in the world. Additionally, 
launching boats through surf and sandbanks requires very specific safe conditions. 
Climate change has intensified these challenges, with increasing annual rainfall 
leading to more severe flooding and flash floods (Annex IV). As a result, snorkel trips 
required extensive time and were often scheduled at short notice to align with safe 
and favorable conditions. Further, limited funding and logistical challenges for schools 
in informal settlements required postponing the snorkel trips with Mbulula. These trips 
could only proceed once additional resources can be secured to cover transport, 
snorkel training, a Zulu-speaking guide, and other essential support needed to ensure 
the children’s safety and meaningful participation. 
 
These adaptations ensured that both research and education goals were not only 
met, despite the challenges. This flexible, responsive approach has laid a strong 
foundation for future initiatives and demonstrates the value of resilience and 
resourcefulness in conservation work. 
4. Describe the involvement of local communities and how they have benefitted from 
the project. 
 
This project meaningfully engaged local communities through a combination of 
marine education, ocean experiences, and access to the Aliwal Shoal Marine 
Protected Area (MPA) - many for the first time. A total of 120 local children 
participated in 15 snorkel trips, with 58% having never seen Aliwal Shoal before (Annex 
III). Prior to each trip, educational briefings were delivered using WildOceans’ session 
plans, including lessons on the Introduction to Oceans and the Importance of Marine 
Protected Areas. Marine species identification activities were conducted during each 
snorkel trip, helping children connect their classroom learning with real-life ocean 
encounters. After returning to shore, children used ID books to recall the species they 
had seen—such as sea turtles, whip rays, and reef fish. Children became enthusiastic, 
and 51% expressed interest in completing a dive course, while around 15% stated they 
would like to pursue a career in marine biology; many realizing for the first time that 
these opportunities exist right on their doorstep. Further, the donation of 150 Harry the 
Hammerhead Shark education books further reinforced marine literacy at home and 
in the classroom.  
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These experiences shifted local people’s perceptions of the ocean. They overcame 
fears of waves, sharks, and the unknown. Many shared their snorkeling stories with 
peers and families, creating a ripple effect of awareness in the community. Several 
families have fishing backgrounds and may not fully understand the value of MPAs. 
By emphasizing how MPAs function as "food banks" during educational talks, the 
project encouraged a shift in attitudes. After just six snorkel trips, community interest 
grew significantly. With strong local support from Olivia Symcox - longtime resident 
and marine conservationist - the initiative gained momentum.  
 
The project has sparked a deeper appreciation for the local marine environment, 
replacing fear with curiosity, confidence, and a sense of stewardship - thanks to the 
generous support of the Rufford Foundation and community partners like the 
Clansthal Conservancy. 
 
We did make progress in engaging local schools and raising awareness. We 
conducted workshops at schools including Widenham, WildEd, and Mbulula. We 
achieved the goal of integrating marine life into school through the lectures and 
workshops delivered when the children came to snorkel. These sessions, held in a 
classroom setting at the dive center, covered marine conservation themes in depth 
and were tailored to complement the snorkel experience. We also integrated marine 
conservation messaging through the Harry the Hammerhead Shark books, donating 
150 copies to schoolchildren and providing access to associated lesson plans. While 
we did not organise additional activities such as aquarium field trips, art projects, or 
essay competitions during this phase, the focus on hands-on ocean experiences 
proved to be highly impactful. 
 
5.  Are there any plans to continue this work? 
 
Yes. The research and educational outreach efforts initiated during this project will 
continue and expand in scope. 
 
On the research side, monitoring of reef manta rays within the IWP is ongoing. At the 
beginning of the Rufford-funded project, the database included 175 identified 
individuals; this has now increased to 204 (Annex II). New manta rays continue to be 
documented with each field visit, indicating the aggregation is dynamic and not yet 
fully accounted for. Several more years of data are needed to complete a robust 
population abundance estimate for South Africa’s reef manta ray population. 
 
On the education side, there are plans to deepen and broaden engagement with 
local communities; particularly underserved Zulu communities, orphanages, and 
informal settlements. This includes building a structured program to bring ocean 
experiences and conservation education to rural schools such as Mbulula, 
Naidooville, Danganya, Nganiwakhe, and others in areas like Ifafa and Umgababa. 
These plans will require greater financial and logistical support, including funding for 
transportation, hiring and training a Zulu-speaking guide, and providing basic 
swimming and snorkel instruction. 
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To improve the sustainability of these activities, future initiatives will aim to purchase 
snorkel equipment, which could significantly reduce operational costs. In addition, 
focusing snorkel activities within optimal weather windows (e.g., May–July) will help 
minimize cancellations due to adverse ocean conditions. 
 
Building on the positive response from students, there is also interest in developing 
more advanced opportunities such as a freediving and ocean literacy program, 
possibly in partnership with local experts and organizations like Russel Symcox and 
Mission Blue. This could include training local youth as freedivers or marine 
ambassadors, as well as creating a specialized course on Aliwal Shoal ecology. 
Collaboration and potential pooled funding with partners such as Mission Blue and 
existing school programs in Durban and the Clansthal area could help establish a 
more strategic, inclusive, and impactful long-term program which would ensure the 
growth of this important work. 
  
6.  How do you plan to share the results of your work with others? 
 
The final report will be shared with the Clansthal Conservancy and can be made 
available to the broader community. A peer-reviewed scientific paper presenting the 
research findings has been published (Annex V), which gained significant media 
attention. The study was featured in BBC Wildlife, local newspapers, and across 16 
online media platforms. 
 
Research updates and educational outreach were consistently shared via social 
media platforms including Instagram (@mobulidmich, @african_shark_diaries, 
@naturenakk, @marinemegafauna, @adventurerandy) and Facebook (Michelle 
Carpenter, Marine Megafauna Foundation). These channels collectively reached an 
audience of approximately 50,000 followers. 
 
Educational activities and snorkel trips were also promoted through social media 
accounts such as @mobulidmich, @wilded, @kulaacademy, and @oliviasymcox. 
Community involvement included student volunteers like 13-year-old Eden 
Westerdale, and intern Summer Lambrecht, who under my supervision created the 
Aliwal TV educational video series. This now includes 8 videos and contributes to the 
Living Blue YouTube channel, which has grown to 376 subscribers. 
 
The project proposal included the following commitment: “To foster knowledge 
sharing and collaboration, two conferences will be attended. These conferences will 
serve as invaluable platforms to exchange ideas, present preliminary findings, and 
engage with fellow researchers and experts in the field.” This will be fulfilled following 
my participation in the 2025 Shark and Ray Symposium. I have already shared key 
findings through a presentation at the Ocean Festival, where policy makers and the 
wider community were present, and the Rufford Foundation was acknowledged as a 
key funder. Findings have also been disseminated locally through newspapers, radio 
broadcasts, and news articles. Additionally, this research has contributed directly to 
Important Shark and Ray Areas (ISRAs), ensuring that outcomes inform conservation 
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management strategies. I will continue to share findings with local authorities, marine 
conservation organisations, and policy makers, including at the upcoming 
Symposium, to support evidence-based conservation planning. 
 

 
 
7.   Looking ahead, what do you feel are the important next steps? 
 
The next critical steps involve building deeper capacity for ocean education and 
creating more structured, long-term pathways for youth engagement. Many children 
expressed a strong desire to continue their learning and involvement in marine 
conservation, yet lacked access, resources, and guidance on how to do so. 
Developing a program that integrates in-water experiences with formal ocean 
education will be key. This would ideally be in collaboration with partners like Mission 
Blue and local schools. A potential addition could include offering freediving 
certification to selected students, providing both motivation and a tangible skill set 
that supports future careers in marine biology, conservation, or ocean tourism. 
 
A top priority moving forward is ensuring equitable inclusion of Zulu communities in 
these ocean experiences. While many Zulu children participated in this project, we 
were not yet able to bring an entire school group from an informal settlement. We 
initiated a relationship with Mbulula School through classroom visits and by donating 
educational books, and we received positive feedback from parents and teachers. 
However, severe flooding and logistical challenges prevented snorkel trips from taking 
place during this phase. These initial engagements should be viewed as foundational 
pilot efforts to build trust and understanding in communities with historically limited 
access to the ocean. Cultural sensitivity, respect, and patience are essential in these 
contexts, especially where fear of the ocean is deeply rooted due to historical 
exclusion and a lack of swimming opportunities. Long-term relationship-building, 
inclusive planning, and community consultation will be crucial for success. Another 
important future goal is to involve the local orphanage in Umkomaas, a process that 
will similarly require thoughtful planning, coordination, and support. With sufficient 
funding and local partnerships, these next steps can create meaningful, lasting 
impact. All of which will empower the next generation of ocean stewards from all 
backgrounds in KwaZulu-Natal. 
 
8.  Did you use The Rufford Foundation logo in any materials produced in relation to 
this project?  Did the Foundation receive any publicity during the course of your work?  
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The Rufford Foundation logo was used in presentations and educational materials. 
During each snorkel trip, it was communicated to students and accompanying adults 
that the activity was made possible through Rufford’s support. The Foundation 
received recognition across multiple platforms, including social media posts, talks, 
and a peer-reviewed publication on manta ray habitat use. Additionally, the Rufford 
Foundation was credited in every Aliwal TV educational video hosted on the Living 
Blue YouTube channel. The Rufford Foundation was acknowledged in media 
coverage that featured the project including local news articles, online platforms, 
and conservation-focused outlets. 
 
9. Provide a full list of all the members of your team and their role in the project.   
 
Mandi Dyall, Rod Crookes, and June Holtzhausen served as the administrative team 
for the Clansthal Conservancy. They provided essential logistical and organizational 
support. 
 
Olivia “OJ” Symcox played a pivotal role in the education and outreach component 
of the project. As a long-standing conservation advocate in the Aliwal Shoal area, 
she was instrumental in organizing and communicating with school groups, 
coordinating snorkel trips, and supporting the delivery of marine education sessions. 
Olivia also coordinated media outreach for the project, securing local coverage that 
significantly amplified public awareness and engagement. She also photographed 
many activities and provided these to be used for the project. 
 
Dr. Ryan Daly was the project’s primary scientific collaborator, contributing expert 
guidance and oversight to the manta ray research conducted within the iSimangaliso 
Wetland Park (IWP). His involvement was key in supporting long-term research goals 
and fieldwork in the IWP. Ryan also photographed many activities and provided these 
to be used for the project. 
 
ScubaXcursion Dive Centre provided critical in-water support and resources for the 
snorkel and research trips. Their local expertise, boat operations, and safety support 
made much of the fieldwork and education sessions possible. 
 
Dr. Tessa Hempson and Grant Brokensha (Mission Blue) assisted with fieldwork and 
outreach in the IWP. Their collaboration helped strengthen the project and opened 
opportunities for future strategic partnerships. 

 
Together, these individuals and organizations played crucial roles in the success of 
both the scientific and community engagement goals of the project. 
 
10. Any other comments? 
 
We are deeply grateful to The Rufford Foundation for the support that made this 
project possible, as well as the Clansthal Conservancy’s administrative support 
particularly Mandi Dyall. This project advanced critical manta ray research in South 
Africa and created transformative ocean experiences for local youth. The positive 
community response has laid the foundation for lasting conservation impact, and we 
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are excited to build on this momentum through continued research, education, and 
collaboration. 
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ANNEX I – Financial Report 

[Intentionally deleted] 
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ANNEX II – Increasing Rainfall in KwaZulu-Natal 
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ANNEX III – Coverage 
 
 
 
Link to publication 
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General media 
 
BBC Wildlife Magazine 
https://rovesa.co.za/news/south-africas-diverse-manta-ray-discoveries-could-boost-kzn-tourism/ 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism – Tourism News Africa 
ATTA :: South Africa’s Manta Ray Discoveries May Boost KZN’s Tourism Offering 
South Africa’s diverse manta ray discoveries could boost KZN Tourism | Rising Sun Newspapers 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism - MyPressportal - Free press releases South Africa, RSS 
Manta ray discoveries to boost South African Tourism 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism | Absolute Mama 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism – GreenEconomy.Media 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism - Rove SA 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism | Accidents.co.za | Discussion, Prevention, Investigation and 
Response 
Ground News - South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism | Accidents.co.za | Discussion, Prevention, 
Investigation and Response 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism 
South Africa’s Diverse Manta Ray Discoveries Could Boost KZN Tourism 
IOL - Exploring South Africa's Manta Rays presents a new frontier for KZN Tourism 
Exploring South Africa's Manta Rays presents a new frontier for KZN Tourism 
MyPressportal: "South Africa’s Diverse Manta R…" - Mastodon 
 
 
 
 

https://www.discoverwildlife.com/animal-facts/marine-animals/reef-manta-rays-isimangaliso-south-africa
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/lSb9C3lr5wipQyZBBUgfVTQySz2
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/LgYuC48v7LUB1DrooHxh9T4J27b
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/lZxVC58w5LUZGXAvvTyi2TkyXFC
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/E2EwC66x59trKpXDDF5swT5mWRU
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/V8y7C76y5XtAk8LqqUqtRToOSt6
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/yznzC8qz5ES6R29rrFwuDTyFQlx
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/PKOiC98A5gUkBl811C0CXTqNc3o
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/7XIMC0go6LfG37j88frFoT9qlF5
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/lSb9C3lr5wipQyZBBUgfVTQySz2/
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/7ut7Cg5Dg2SA2o8kkUyH1T4m502
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/7ut7Cg5Dg2SA2o8kkUyH1T4m502
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/lAPHCj2gl8inqBg99cYIBTmeMGm
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/lAPHCj2gl8inqBg99cYIBTmeMGm
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/sWV9Ck5jm7SOQKgNNHySyTGzluE
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/lsYTClOkn7I2ZVL77iDTVTz4iiM
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/d7xoCmw0oyUjngv22cEUJTRCQps
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/cdyGCnZmpOt7oPn55t1cPTJuwKX
https://url.za.m.mimecastprotect.com/s/FfwBCoYnqytrzgk44FrfoTpQ7ad
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