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Ithough it falls partly within 1
pics. the west coas! of sout
ca is washed by seas which
coldest in all Africa. These cool walers
swepl northwards from the icy sub-Antarc-
tic by the Benguela Current, are rich in nu-
trienis which halp to create an ideal environ-
ment for the growth of giant manne algae,
otherwise known as sea bamboo or Kelp
Forming underwater forests, these large
algal plants occupy vast areas some-
times extending as far as three kilomeaires
offshore — between Cape Agulhas in the
weslern Cape and Rocky Point on the
northern Skeketon Coast of Namibia, Three
major kelp species are encountered within
these forests: Eckionia maxima and Lami
naria pallida which dominate the kelp beds
in the south and Laminaria schinzei, which
is most evident along the Namibian coast
Although viewed by many as unsightly
these kelp beds play a vital role in maintain
ing a food chain which sustains a variety of
offshore marine creatures. These include
the commercially viable and heavily ex-
ploited crayfish whose favourile prey, the
hlack mussel, thrives in the nutrient rich
shaltered environment of the kelp foresis
When kelp is uprooted, washed up and left
stranded on a rocky shora, the desiccating
action of the sun and wind soon leave hard,
shrivelled refics of the original plants. How
aver, clumps of kelp that are cast ashore on
sandy beaches are soon covered by wind-
blown sand and play a vital role in ennching
these otherwise impoverished and seem
ingly barren ecosystems
Sandy beaches are characterised by an
almast total lack of in situ plant life. As a re
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scopic sand-awelling bacteria, but are also
filtered from the water by a variety ol larger
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wards hegh-tida sand
becomes drer, risk of des
and pernodic sirand
provide an unreliable source of
rasyll, sandy be: 5 are gener
ally sparsely populated with most of their in
habitants concentrated low down on the
shore in the permanently saluraled sand
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larvan which consuma the kelp at a rapkd
rate ol 1.8 times their mass per day. Ap-
proximataly 12 days later the satiated lar
vaa pupale and over the next two weeks
morphose into adult fies, shorly ba-
he next spring lide deposils a frash
batech of kelp onto the upper shore. There
fore, while the larvae are feeding, the tides
are in lhe neap stage of thair cycle and thakr
chances of being washed oul lo sea are
minimal

Furthermaore, Fucella pupae are able fo
liat. and in this way survive occasional
swamping by waves as the tides approach
spring conditions. Other terrestrial insects
which have bean recorded on west Capea
beaches in close association with strandod
kelp include no less than 22 different
species of beatle — nine of which have
Deen ancountered on the Namibian coast
Represented by both predatory and harbi-
varous lorms, they colonise fresh clumps of
stranded kelp in relatively low numbers,
reach a peak within a lew days, and there-
aller remain associated with the keip debris
untbil it is almost dry, OF these bestles, the
Féip consuming tenebrionid, Pachyohalora
capensis, and 1he larga, predatory carabid,
Acanthascelis ruficormis, ara the mast con-
Splouous

On many beaches the marine sand hop-
per, Talorgt 1 Guadrispinesa, is the pre-
dominent consumer of kelp dabris, In ardar
o avoild desiccation these highly mobile
semi-larmesinal amphipods ramain buried in
he sand during the day. Emerging in vast
hordes al night, they scour the beach in
search of freshly stranded kelp and other
cead and decaying organic matter. Wost
coash beaches suscentibla 10 kelp strand-
ings are also populated by Tyvios aranula
anathea animal .
adopled a semi-terrastnial mode ol life, Dur
ng the day these glant isopods (soma adull
spacimens reach fivis centimetras in enath)
remain en the high beach in deep burraws
“'l"_.' amarnge |'|.:-':'_|.,|r'1:|ll-5. only at low tide:
aunng which time the juvenilas seek oyt de
Gaying animal matter and the adults feast
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off the swarms of flies, whi +
and Cape wagtalls have been observed
grubbing beneath the Kelp in search of in
saclt larvae, sand hoppers an
high tide when the waves wash ov
upgper shore, many ot the kelp cons
arganisms fall pray 1o feading fish —
steenbras, in particular, are known 10
suma considarable numbers of the n
sand hoppar.

Thus, on wesl coast beaches,
presance of strandad kelp atiracts lite to the
otherwise barmen upper shore, while the nu-
inent.nch waters which wash over them
hava resuiled in an enrichment of their over
all intertidal fauna. The predominant consy-
mers of these intertidal organisms are un-
doubtedly the large flocks of wading shore
birds that frequent the west coast during the
summaer months. Escaping the harsh Pa
lagarctic winter, these birds spand more
than hall the year on our shores, recover ]
from their strenuous migration and building
up adequate fat reserves for the return jour
ney 1o-thair breeding grounds in the north
ern hemisphere

Studies conductad in the sauth-westen
Cape and along the Namib and Skeleton
coasts of S WA MNamibia, have show
mast wadars favour mixed shores of sand
and rock as feeding areas. These mixed
shores constitule sandy beaches extending
dawn 1o a rocky platform. Kelp, which GQrows
along the infratidal fringe (zone which
never exposed even by the lowest tide) of
the rocky substratum, is stranded akong the
driftling of tha baach and al low tide. when
both the beach and part of the racky plat
|"-?'”T' are exposed, a large variety of prey or
fanisms are mada potentially available 1o
shoreleeding birds, On the Skelaton Coas:
Asurvey of atypical mixed shore of this type
fevealad that 71 per cent of the entire sandy
beach launa were dependant on decom
posing kelp and that the four most abundant
S101e-birds observed there (whitefronted
|J|{I'a.rl:"l'F.': .ﬂrelﬁ" plovers, lumstones and =an-
eerings) spend at least a third of their leed
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he Basis of a lucrative industry. Bal ging
10 the group of brown algae or “Bryophyia”
il kelp is rich in aiginic acid, a non-ioxic
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y lorms

African Wiidiife, Valume 42

Mo, 3




The sami-lemesina : 'rrl.'J" pod. Talorchesiia quadr
O MEny prada

stranaed Kedp ana fails WS AL

;—.1,”. ant isopod. Tylos granuialus, (s commaonly encouniered on west coast beaches susceptible fo
kelp strandings

SENNGEA, IS FESDon
g fish

g vas! quian
org-lurs

gals and 15 widely us J 1
Falg r'"l.":!':j.;f_l. 1ons of

emulsion siab
crushed planis arg exponed o ouer
factones mainly N Japan, Scotiandg
Calilomia wherg he alginic acy
racted and eventually used in the e
ol a surprsing vanety of com
ducts — from IckS
maceulicals and pant to pr :
marshmallows, ice créam and proce
cheese, Furthermore, kelp i
riculiurally as. highly efec fertiliza
plant growth simulanis a 15 Sunal
maenis 1o pig feed and cattle fodder
GControlled harvesting of kelp fron
spa is unlikely to be ecologically detr
tal. as the removal of large plants
to. stimulate rapid regrowth in i
areas. However, the harvesting of st
kelp should be limited to rocky
pebble beaches — those areas where
plays a minor ecological role. There is
doubt that the presence of strandes e
sandy beaches vastly influences | i
position, abundance and distribution of the
animal species, Denuding these areas
beachad plants is clearly uw-.-n-.: Ironica
the gver-axploitation of craylish (an ir
anl predator amongst the kelp fores
resull in a population explosion of sea
chins, ane of their major prey specias. i ur
controlled, the sea urchins can eas
siroy vasl beds of kelp. Thus, c:
agement is essential if man is o co
utilise and conserve kelp as a valual
natural resource. |
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