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Case Study 3: South Africa 

The St. Lucia System 

By Geoffrey I.Cowan, Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, 
South Africa 

Location and Description 

The St. Lucia System is found at the southern end of the Mozambique Floodplain and has 
a subtropical climate, warmed by the Agulhas current. Biogeographically, it lies at the 
interface between tropical and temperate biota, providing the northern distribution limits 
to a number of temperate species and the southern distribution limits to a number of 
tropical species. It has a high species diversity partly as a result of this position but also 
because of variability in both physical characteristics and soil conditions.  

Extending over 155,000ha the St. Lucia System is the largest estuarine system on the 
African continent, and the wetlands form critical habitats for a large number of species 
and several communities. It contains, for example, the largest populations in South Africa 
of the Common Hippopotamus Hippopotamus amphibius, Nile Crocodile Crocodylus 
niloticus, Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus and Pinkbacked Pelican Pelicanus 
rufescens, as well as extensive Cyperus papyrus swamps, and Barringtonia racemosa 
swamp forest. The wetlands have an extremely high productivity, and are regarded as an 
outstanding area for wildlife. 

The Fauna and Flora of the St Lucia System 

Consistent with its environmental diversity, the St. Lucia System encompasses a huge 
diversity of wetland habitat types. No other place in southern Africa within an equivalent 
area has such a diversity (Box 5).  

Box 5: The Major Wetland Communities and their Characteristic 
Species in the St. Lucia Wetlands  

Freshwater reed and papyrus swamps (Phragmites australis and Cyperus 
papyrus); 

Saline reed swamps (Phragmites mauritianus); 

Sedge Swamp (Eleocharis limosa); 

Saltmarshes (Sporobolus virginicus, Paspalum vaginatum, Juncus 
krausii, Salicornia spp. and Ruppia maritima); 



Submerged macrophyte beds (Potamogeton pectinatus, Ruppia 
cirrhosa and Zostera capensis); 

Echinochloa floodplain grassland (Echinochloa pyramidalis, 
Eriochloa spp., Sorghum spp. and Cyperus spp.); 

Low-lying grasslands on clay substrates (Themeda triandra, Sehima 
alpinii and Cynodon dactylon); 

Hygrophilous grasslands on sandy substrates (Acroceras macrum 
and Ishmaemum arcuatum); 

Riverine woodlands (Ficus sycomorus, Acacia xanthophloea, 
Rauvolfia caffra, A. schweinfurthii, and Azima tetracantha); 

Mangroves (Bruguiera gymnorrhiza and Avicennia marina);  

Swamp forest (Ficus trichopoda, Voacanga thouarsii, Syzigium 
cordatum, Barringtonia acemosa, Phoenix reclinata, Macaranga 
capensis, Bridelia micrantha, Psychotoria capensis, Tarenna 
pavettoides, Psilotum nudum, Stenoclaena tenuifolia, and Nephrolepis 
biserrata). 

The range of wetland types (13 according to the Ramsar classification of 1990) is 
remarkable, both in terms of the diversity within each type of wetland, as well as the 
considerable variability in diversity between types; the result is a highly variable 
community structure and composition. This is even more remarkable if one considers that 
the complex of interlinked wetlands extends across the complete salinity gradient from 
freshwater to marine to hypersalinity conditions. 

In terms of its animal life, St Lucia is not only known for its large populations of 
crocodile, hippopotamus and pelicans but also its particularly rich diversity of other 
animal groups. Within the wetlands some 52 dragonfly species have been recorded, 38 
freshwater fish species, 182 estuarine fish species and 50 amphibians. Over 350 species 
of bird have been recorded within the site, 90 of which are wetland birds, including at 
least 20 species of ducks and geese, 2 species of flamingo, and some 15 species of herons 
and egrets. 

Utilization and Main Threats 

Man's primary usage of the wetland system is through a substantive recreational fishing 
industry, supported by a commercial prawn fishery and mullet fishery (for bait) in the 
estuary itself. In the estuary strictly controlled harvesting of Ncema Juncus krausii and 
reeds for traditional weaving also takes place. The St. Lucia System is recognized as one 
of the most popular bird-watching sites in South Africa. 



The controversial dune mining proposal is considered as the main threat to the site. A 
Ramsar Monitoring Mission visited the site in 1991. The fact that the St. Lucia System is 
a Ramsar site (designated in 1986) has contributed to ensuring a proper planning 
procedure is being followed and a decision regarding this proposal is pending. 
Degradation of the catchment areas of the Mfolozi and Mkuze rivers, although outside 
the site, is also some cause for concern. 
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