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ESTUARINE 
ENDEAVOURS 

Knysna Basin Project Newsletter 
April 2017 

 
MESSAGE FROM KBP 
 
The year started off with a bang and we are confident that 2017 is going to be the year of the Knysna 

Estuary! Prof Brian Allanson has retired as director of KBP, and we would like to thank him for 22 years of 

scientific excellence in our estuary. Prof Allanson is by no means finished with his research – and we look 

forward to starting the next Knysna Basin Project chapter with him. Louw Claassens was appointed as the 

new director of KBP, and she has quite some shoes to fill!  

 

We are passionate about Knysna and its environmental treasures and our goals are to Research, Educate 

and Conserve. We aim to achieve these goals by continuing with already established research projects as 

well as identifying and filling new research needs, through student projects and collaborations.  

 

Our education programmes are going from strength to strength and this year we hope to increase our 

educational reach, particularly with regards to our Local Schools Programme. The Knysna Basin Project is 

lastly founded on conservation. This goal is achieved by using the outcomes from our research to guide and 

inform management authorities. This is not an easy task, but we believe we have a role to play in this 

regard. As part of conservation, we monitor various aspects of the Knysna Estuary and our aim for 2017 is 

to expand our monitoring programme.  

 
GENERAL NEWS 
 

The Knysna Basin Project will once again host the Artful Waste Challenge at 

this year’s Knysna Oyster Festival. This event hopes to raise much needed 

awareness of the extent and impact of litter. The Artful Waste Challenge 

sees teams using litter collected during a lagoon clean-up to create pieces 

of art with a conservation message. Be sure to join us on the 12th of July! 

For more info please contact Louw Claassens at kyss.louw@gmail.com. 

 

 

mailto:kyss.louw@gmail.com


 

2 | P a g e  

 

The Knysna Basin Project has been preliminarily approved for the 

MySchool MyVillage MyPlanet programme (http://www.myschool.co.za). 

If you are a MySchool card holder, you will soon be able to add us as a beneficiary – which means that with 

every swipe you will send some much-needed funds our way! 

We are not there yet, though! We need the support of at least 50 people before we become a formal 

beneficiary. Please fill out the application form sent out with this newsletter and send it back to 

kyss.louw@gmail.com.  

RESEARCH NEWS 
 

Rhodes University Collaborations 
 
We welcome James Radloff to Knysna! He is a new Masters student from Rhodes University and for the 

next two years he will investigate the recruitment rate of the invasive Mediterranean mussel (Mytilus 

galoprovincialis) within our estuary. 

  

The recruitment of mussel spat will be investigated by the monthly deployment of ‘spat collectors’ at three 

locations within the estuary. The number of mussel spat on each collector will then be counted – quite a 

labour intensive job! This sampling technique will allow us to identify any temporal and spatial trends 

associated with the recruitment of the mussels e.g. seasonal variations. Our water quality data generated 

by KEMP will also be used to help explain identified recruitment patterns.  

 

In addition, James will investigate if the invasive 

mussel displaces any indigenous species. This 

will be done by clearing eighteen sample plots 

within a well-developed mussel bed. Six plots 

are kept completely clean, another six plots are 

kept cleared of mussels only and in the last six 

plots everything but mussels are removed. 

Keep an eye on our Facebook page to follow 

James’s progress!  

 

 

Figure 1. James deploying his mussel spat collectors. These collectors 
are deployed for seven days on a monthly basis. 

http://www.myschool.co.za/
mailto:kyss.louw@gmail.com


 

3 | P a g e  

 

We are also very excited to welcome three new 

Honours students from Rhodes University.  

Nina de Villiers is not a new face and has 

exchanged sea hares (studied last year as part 

of her third-year project) for sea horses. Nina 

will investigate the seahorse population 

abundance and structure within Codium tenue 

beds in Thesen Islands Marina. This project 

forms part of the Knysna Seahorse Status (KySS) 

project and plays an integral part in ongoing 

monitoring of our iconic seahorse.  

 

Carla Bint will continue with our seahorse behaviour work using GoPro cameras. Specifically, she will 

investigate behaviour during winter which we will compare with our summer data.  

 

Daniela Maia will investigate the Spiny starfish (Marthasterias glacialis) and will look at abundance, size 

and weight of sea stars found in Thesen Islands Marina and at the Knysna Heads.  

 

  

 

Figure 2. Nina looking for seahorses within a Codium tenue sample.  

 

Figure 3. Carla and Nina braving the cold water to deploy cameras for 
the seahorse behaviour project.  

 

Figure 4. Daniela and Nina hunting for spiny sea stars in the channels 
of Thesen Islands Marina.  
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Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU) Collaboration 
 

Dr Lucienne Human and his team visited Knysna in early February to continue with their study on the Ulva 

lactuca alga bloom and the water quality of the greater estuary. This field trip specifically focused on the 

benthic processes and water chemistry of the Knysna Estuary and its relationship with the primary 

producers such as the phytoplankton and seagrass. The latter plays a significant role in storing carbon and 

other greenhouse gases known to stimulate global warming. The loss of these primary producers from an 

estuary ultimately means that many fauna lose their homes and ultimately on the larger scale increases the 

rate at which climate change will occur.  

  

The aims of this next phase include the following: 

1. Determine if there has been a change in the water chemistry 

of the main channel and the Ashmead Channel since 2003.  

2. Determine the flux of nitrogen and phosphorus from the 

sediment and seagrass beds of the Knysna Estuary.  

3. The role of Zostera capensis (seagrass) in maintaining water 

quality and delivering ecosystem services such as water 

purification and carbon sequestration. 

 

At the end of March Dr Human presented the initial findings of this 

long-term project to SANParks. This is only one of the ways we use 

our research to inform and guide management.  

 

 

Figure 6. The benthic chambers used to measure the nutrient flux within sediment and eel grass beds. 

 

Figure 5. Dr Human and one of his students 
setting up the benthic chambers for a  
24-hour assessment.  
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Stellenbosch University and SANParks Collaboration 
 

Our bait worm work with Dr Carol Simon from Stellenbosch University continues. This year we are excited 

to introduce Hendre van Rensburg, a Msc student and Ceveshlin Naidoo, an honours student.  

 

Recent interviews with local fishermen and published data suggest that polychaete worms are increasingly 

being harvested and utilized as a baiting species in the Knysna Estuary. It is, however, not known whether 

harvesting of polychaetes is sustainable or how the apparent increase in utilization by recreational and 

subsistence fishermen may affect stocks. These problems are compounded by widespread confusion over 

proper identification of some species. The moonshine worm is a popular baiting species among shore 

anglers in the Western Cape Province. However, the Moonshine worm in the Knysna Estuary is a different 

species and genus than those found along the coast from False Bay up to Struisbaai. Hendre's research will 

look at the proper identification of the Moonshine worm (Diapatra sp.) in the Knysna Estuary. 

 

Bloodworm has for a long time been harvested as a popular bait species throughout the Cape provinces. 

According to DAFF, bloodworms are any species belonging to the genus Arenicola, but there is in fact only 

one species of Arenicola in South Africa, while two species of Abarenicola have been described for the 

region. Caveshlin will be investigating the identities of the bloodworm collected by fishermen to determine 

which of the three species are collected most frequently and widely. 

 

 

Figure 7: A section of the Knysna Moonshine worm collected during Hendre’s first fieldtrip in February. 
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Figure 8: Getting up close and personal – the ventral view of the 
anterior part of the animal. 

Figure 9: Beautiful spiralling branchae, a defining trait of the  
Diopatra species. 

 

KySS (Knysna Seahorse Status) 
 

The first phase of KySS has come to an end and at the moment Louw is in the process of publishing the 

results of her study in peer reviewed scientific journals and planning the next phase of her research.  

Her first paper entitled: “An artificial water body provides habitat for an endangered estuarine seahorse 

species” can be found at the following link:  

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272771416301913  

 

Louw plans to start with the next phase of her seahorse research in June 2017, which will include using 

Visible Implant Fluorescent Elastomer tags to investigate the home-range and site fidelity of the Knysna 

seahorse. Look out for project updates on our Facebook page! 

In May, Louw will be attending Syngbio2017 in Tampa, Florida, an international conference for syngnathid 

researchers (www.syngbio.squarespace.com). She will present her work as both an oral presentation (An 

unexpected Atlantis: using artificial structures in the conservation of an endangered seahorse species) and 

as a poster (Big brother is watching: gaining insights into seahorse behaviour using GoPro cameras). A huge 

thank you to Rhodes University and Syngbio2017 for providing the funds to attend this conference. 

 
Knysna Estuary Monitoring Platform (KEMP) 
 
Ongoing, long-term monitoring is an essential part of successful conservation and the role of our KEMP 

project is to provide long-term data to track and assess trends and changes within the estuary.  

 

Water quality monitoring will continue in 2017 and the next step is to expand the data collection reach of 

our monitoring stations, to include all three hydrographical regimes of the estuary.  

 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272771416301913
http://www.syngbio.squarespace.com/
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Together with water quality monitoring, we hope to include a long-term invertebrate monitoring 

programme within the Ashmead channel. Antonella Tillard, a third-year conservation student from UNISA, 

will kick off this project in the next few months, where she will establish baseline information of the 

current invertebrate populations within the Ashmead channel.  

 

ShoreSearch 
 
We thought it time to take a look at what we have found during our ShoreSearch walkabout and transect 

assessments. In this issue of the Newsletter we will focus on the rock pools at the Heads. 

 

Nature is dynamic and we have observed vast changes over time with our ShoreSearch monitoring. For 

example, algal and seaweed cover of low tide pools at the Knysna Heads have changed considerably over a 

five-year period. During our 2012 assessment of the low-tide pools, encrusting seaweed and algal turf was 

dominant (Fig 10), while our 2014 assessment found the same low-tide pools covered with Sargassum and 

Laurencia alga. 

 

        
 

Figure 10. In 2012 the low-tide pools were covered by  
encrusting seaweed only.  

Figure 11. In 2014, the same pools were covered by  
sargassum and laurencia alga. 

However, a year later when we did our assessment in February 2015 the low tide pools were no longer 

covered in long skeins of sargassum. The only evidence of the once verdant sargassum was the bare stems 

and small rosettes of growth at the bases. By 2017 even the stems had gone and we had to look hard to 

find the reduced sargassum rosettes.  
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When we compared the 2015 low tide pools with 2017 we found marked changes in the numbers of 

creatures present. The later year showed that all types of algal browsers (black top shells, true limpets, 

chitons and spiny sea urchins) had increased dramatically by a factor of nearly 4! 

 

Other changes we noted include:  

 The absence of the predatory spiny sea star Marthasterias glacialis in the small low tide pools in 

2017. 

 A new arrival in 2017 were many tiny green striped anemones fringing the rocks in the low tide 

pool. 

 
Join us in early November when we continue our ShoreSearch programme! For more information please 

contact Peter and Frances Smith at petervillagestore@gmail.com  

 

Instilling Estuarine Inspiration 
 

We are very happy to announce that our Local Schools Programme now include Knysna Primary’s Eco Club. 

During our first outing, the kids got stuck in and did an estuarine clean-up along Laguna Grove. Afterwards, 

we looked at the different types of waste and noticed that most of what was collected was plastic! We 

hope to continue working with this amazing group of kids. 

 

  

Figure 12. A very excited Knysna Primary Eco Club – ready to pick  
up some litter and make a difference. 

Figure 13. After the clean-up, the kids sorted through the waste and 
it soon became clear that plastic was the major contributor to 
Knysna’s litter problems.  

 

Our programme with Knysna Secondary’s Eco Club also continues and we have a lot of activities planned 

for 2017. Our first outing will be to Gerickes’s point in April, where we will spend some time on the rocky 

shore! 

mailto:petervillagestore@gmail.com
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To achieve our goal of taking action, we have combined forces with SANParks’ Honorary Rangers to assist 

in the Knysna municipality’s River Health Programme. Every Thursday we join the ladies of Thembaletu in 

cleaning river sections that flow through their community. We hope to work with these ladies and the 

community at large to educate them and identify and implement sustainable waste solutions. If you are 

interested in playing a part in this initiative (we are specifically looking for building material and bin 

sponsorships), please contact Louw at kyss.louw@gmail.com. 

 

  

Figure 14. Sabine Woodward, a SANParks Honorary Ranger, with the ladies 
from Thembaletu.  

Figure 15. Louw Claassens and Sydney Bostander  
installing a bin in the Bongani community.  

 

We were privileged to be part of Rotary Knysna’s Know your Town initiative again this year. This time we 

met the kids at the Knysna Heads, where we gave them a crash course on our rocky shore animals, 

followed by a very exciting animal treasure hunt! Knysna is inherently linked to the environment, and it is 

great to share our passion for the estuary with the leaders of tomorrow! 

mailto:kyss.louw@gmail.com
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Figure 16. Frances Smith introduces the Rotarians of tomorrow 
to our rocky shore inhabitants. 

Figure 17. A student collects some sea urchins as part of their 
animal treasure hunt.   

 

Talking about passion, a very enthusiastic WESSA Eden group joined us on a rather wet and windy day at 

Buffels Bay. We created an impromptu classroom on the beach and introduced the group to life on a rocky 

shore. The group soon found out that those with the keenest eyes can find a thousand things or maybe 

more!  

 

SPREADING THE WORD 
 

We are very proud to present our very own promo video for our KySS project - 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckKDLKY7NtY&t=11s. This video is also featured on Mango flights to 

George, so make sure to look for it during your next flight! 

 

Our KySS project was featured in Knysna Magazine and in the Keurbooms Town Crier during December 

2016 and we are grateful for the growing support from our local community! 

 

Our aim is to increase our reach in 2017 – through talks, outings and events! You can stay abreast with our 

latest developments by visiting our website (www.knysnabasinproject.co.za) or by liking us on Facebook 

(www.facebook.com/knysna.basin.project). We are almost at a 1000 likes - let’s aim to double it in 2017! 

 
Become part of the Knysna Basin Project team 

The funds generated from our loyal members’ annual contributions have played an unmissable part in 

funding the work we do. Unfortunately, we have decided to suspend our membership subscriptions, owing 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckKDLKY7NtY&t=11s
http://www.knysnabasinproject.co.za/
http://www.facebook.com/knysna.basin.project
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to administrative difficulties. Those of you who have so generously contributed over the years will remain 

on our contact list, still receive our newsletters and be made aware of any outings that are planned. 

Instead, we would like to invite everyone to join the Knysna Basin Project movement! As an NGO we 

definitely do depend on donations from the public. But just as important, is the support we receive from 

the public. We are only a small organization, with big plans! –and we need the backing from our 

community to achieve these plans!  

You can make a difference through monetary donations (it does not matter how small – every bit helps!), 

spreading the word, being a part of our various initiatives, sponsoring materials/tools/bins, joining us for 

our educational outings. The list goes on and on! Knysna Basin Project is a registered NGO and can provide 

a tax certificate for donations made. 

So, we urge you to become more than a member of the Knysna Basin Project. Become a Knysna Basin 

Project activist and help us make a difference!  

If you would like to find out how you can make a difference, please contact Louw Claassens at 

kyss.louw@gmail.com.  

Donations can be made to: 
 

Bank account details for direct payment: 

Bank: First National Bank 

Account holder: Knysna Basin Project 

Bank code: 210214 

Account number: 6216 1671 443 

Reference number: email address (so that we can get in touch!) 

 

Get in touch 
 
If you would like us to give a talk to a group or organization – please get in touch! We aim to present a 

programme tailor made for each group’s needs – although we are limited by the tides and weather! Let us 

introduce you to the wonderful world of the Knysna Estuary! 

Louw Claassens: kyss.louw@gmail.com 

Website: www.knysnabasinproject.co.za 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/knysna.basin.project  

mailto:kyss.louw@gmail.com
mailto:kyss.louw@gmail.com
http://www.knysnabasinproject.co.za/
https://www.facebook.com/knysna.basin.project

