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Key research into
Algoa Bay dolphins
NMMU team focuses on endangered humpback species

SPLASHING ABOUT: A pod of common dolphins frolic in Algoa Bay Picture: STEPHANIE PLÖN BEADY EYE: A bottlenose dolphin appears to strike a pose for the photographer Picture: THIBAUT BOUVEROUX

Heather Dugmore

F
INDING out why Algoa Bay
has unusually large pods of
common and bottlenose dol-
phins is at the heart of Dr
Stephanie Plön’s research.

Plön is from the Department of
Oceanography in the School of Envi-
ronmental Sciences at NMMU.

She and her research team often
have four or five sightings a day of
groups ranging from 10 to 15 Indian
Ocean bottlenose dolphins to several
hundred long-beaked common dol-
phins.

The sightings are often associated
with bait balls or large schools of sar-
dines or red eyes (part of the herring
family).

“It is amazing and overwhelming;
it’s like a mini sardine run,” Plön said.

“The water is literally boiling with
dolphins and gannets and, among all
this, you’re trying to observe and
photograph the dolphins, because we
need to identify individuals for our re-
search, from notches or marks on
their dorsal fins.”

Her research team includes four
PhD students, three MSc students and
one postdoctoral fellow.

Three or four of them go out to sea
at a time, spending up to 10 hours in a
6m semi-rigid inflatable, taking field
notes and photographs.

While Algoa Bay’s bottlenose and
common dolphin populations appear
to be healthy, the Indian Ocean hump-
back dolphin is in serious trouble.

It is now classified as e n d a n g e re d ,
according to the 2015 Red Data Book
of Mammals of South Africa.

The estimate is that the population
has dropped to under 1 000 in South
African waters.

Updated population research on

these dolphins is therefore of critical
importance and in June last year post-
doctoral researcher Dr Thibaut Bou-
v e ro u x started his research on the
humpback dolphins in Algoa Bay
under the guidance of Plön.

The
population
d e c re a s e
could be
related to
a decrease
in food
availability
and/or a
range of human impacts – from ship-
ping and fishing to pollution and paddle
skis.

Plön said the humpback dolphin
was an extremely shy animal that was
easily disturbed.

“These animals live within 500m of
the shore where there is a lot of hu-
man activity. This might have a neg-
ative impact on their reproductive
rate or food abundance,” she said.

“Even paddle-skiers surprise them
when they get within a few metres of
them, which is why I always advise
paddle-skiers to be on the lookout for
them and keep their distance.”

Plön said Algoa Bay was ideal for
re s e a rc h
on dol-
phins and
also
whales for
a number
of rea-
sons.

These
included the presence of several
cetacean species, and the marine
mammal collection at the Port Eliza-
beth Museum, which is the largest in
the southern hemisphere and third
largest in the world.

Established in the 1960s, the collec-
tion has been put together from dol-
phin and whale strandings, and ani-
mals incidentally caught in shark nets
along South Africa’s coastline.

“Our dolphin and whale species are
not only important in their own right,
they are also a key indicator species
for overall ocean health because they
are at the top of the marine food
chain,” Plön said.

“Research on them informs the de-
cisions and actions required to sus-
tainably conserve our oceans and
marine species.”

Originally from Göttingen, Germany,
Plön completed her undergraduate de-
gree in marine biology at Swansea Uni-
versity in the United Kingdom.

She moved to South Africa in 1994
as a result of her interest in dolphins
and whales and completed her mas-
ter’s and PhD at Rhodes University,
followed by postdoctoral research in
New Zealand.

She settled in Port Elizabeth in 2005
to pursue research on dolphins and
whales along the Eastern Cape coast.

One of her team’s most recent re-
search areas is to determine how far
dolphins travel from Algoa Bay during
the annual sardine run.

They are comparing this to where
and how far they travel outside of the
sardine run, which starts off East Lon-
don in late May or early June and
moves up the coast to Durban.

“There is some scientific debate as
to whether the sardine run actually
starts in Algoa Bay, but it has not been
c o n f i rm e d , ” Plön said.

Over the past seven years, Plön and
her team have also been researching
the pathology of stranded Indian
Ocean dolphins.

Since 2009, parasite lesions have
been detected in all the dolphin
species. The specific parasite has yet
to be identified, but marine parasites
are increasingly being linked with
ocean pollution.

SPECTARCULAR SHOW: Bottlenose dolphins have fun in the surf in front of
the dune fields at Alexandria Picture: STEPHANIE PLÖN

It is overwhelming. It’s like a
mini sardine run; the water
is literally boiling with
dolphins and gannets
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‘Take your soul for a stroll’ on SA pilgrim trail

Experts find three lonely planets

David Macgregor

A BACKROADS “pilgrim trail” of
1 150km from Grahamstown to Nel-
son Mandela’s Robben Island prison
cell is pulling in hikers – even though
only half the route has been plotted
so far.

After hiking similar pilgrim trails
around the world, Rhodes University
professor George Euvrard spent years
planning a South Africa route.

Although a health crisis during his
first scouting walk several years ago
to find suitable routes scuttled plans
to finish in Mandela’s cell, the first
575km of the trail was established.

Now plans are afoot to open up the
rest of the Indlela yoBuntu Pilgrimage
next year.

“I only got as far as Uniondale on
my solo pilgrimage,” Euvrard said.

“So there was no triumphant end-
ing. But in a very real sense the end
becomes irrelevant.”

Euvrard said Mandela’s cell re-
mained the ultimate destination, and
walks for sections or combinations of
the trail were pulling nature lovers.

“They come from all over South
Africa, by word of mouth – mainly
strong, independent women in their
60s,” he said.

Last year three women, including a
72-year-old, did the first two stages of
the pilgrimage walk back to back.

The final two legs to Robben Island
from Knysna will be open soon.

Since he started plotting the “take
your soul for a stroll” route and find-
ing places for footsore and hungry
hikers to stay, Euvrard has clocked up
more than 2 000km getting it going.

Each leg is completed within two

weeks and hikers walk every day ir-
respective of the weather.

Accommodation and food are pre-
arranged and a support vehicle car-
ries personal belongings and food.

Daily distances walked vary be-
tween 18km and 32km depending on
the terrain covered.

Euvrard said anyone with a reason-
able level of walking fitness who had
trained beforehand should be able to
manage relatively comfortably.

Areas covered during the first two
legs include the Cockscomb Moun-
tains, Gamtoos Valley, Baviaanskloof,
Prince Alfred Pass and Knysna forest.

Euvrard says the pilgrim trail “is a
time and space for us all to contem-
plate the bigger questions of life, in
humility and appreciation”.

Supporter Archbishop Desmond
Tutu said: “Our country and people

desperately need dedicated and dis-
ciplined time and space to contem-
plate what it means to be fully human
in the spirit of ubuntu, and the Indlela
yoBuntu Pilgrimage will provide such
a national resource.”

TRAIL’S END: A pilgrimage route will
finish in Nelson Mandela’s cell

SCIENTISTS said yesterday they
had discovered a trio of
Earth-like planets that are the
best bet so far for finding life
outside our solar system.

The three orbit an ultracool
dwarf star a mere 39 light years
away, and are likely comparable
in size and temperature to Earth
and Venus, they reported in a
study, published in Nature.

“This is the first opportunity
to find chemical traces of life
outside our solar system,” lead
author and Belgium’s University
of Liege astrophysicist Michael
Gillon said.

All three planets had the “win-
ning combination” of being sim-
ilar in size to Earth, “potentially
habitable” and close enough for
their atmospheres to be ana-
lysed with current technology.

The find opens up a whole
new “hunting ground” for hab-
itable planets, he said.

Gillon and his colleagues cal-
ibrated a 60cm telescope in
Chile, known as Trappist, to
track several dozen dwarf stars
neither big nor hot enough to be
visible with optical telescopes.

frared signal faded slightly at
regular intervals, evidence of
objects in orbit.

Further analysis confirmed
they were exoplanets – planets
revolving around stars outside
our solar system.

The innermost two circle their
dwarf star every 1.5 and 2.4 days,
though they are hit with only
four and two times the amount of
heat-generating radiation that
Earth receives from the sun.

The more distant orbit of the
third planet takes between four
and 73 days, the study said.

“So far, the existence of such
‘red worlds’ orbiting ultra-cool
dwarf stars was purely theoret-
ical, but now we have not just one
lonely planet but three,” co-au -
thor Emmanuel Jehin, also from
the University of Liege, said.

The discovery was a “paradigm
shift” in the search for life else-
where in the universe. – AFP

They zeroed in on a particu-
larly promising one – now
known as Trappist-1 – about
one eighth the size of the sun,
and significantly cooler.

Observing it for months, the
astronomers noticed that its in-

LIFE SEARCH: Scientists have
found a trio of Earth-like planets

GROCERIES
MESSARIS BUBBLES  150g  R 7.99

SIMBA CHIPS 150g  R 8.99

SPOOKIES  12 x 50g R 20.99 R 1.75

ECONO MARIE BISCUIT 12 x 150g R 33.49 R 2.79

PRIZE MARIE BISCUIT 12 x 150g R 33.99 R 2.83

BAKERS CHOICE ASSORTED BISCUITS 12 x 200g R 193.99 R 16.17

AQUELLE STILL WATER  6 x 500ml R 17.99 R 2.99

TSITSIKAMMA SPARKLING 

FLAVOURED WATER  6 x 500ml R 23.99 R 3.99

RED BULL ENERGY DRINK  4 x 250ml R 44.99 R 11.24

ENERGADE 6 x 500ml R 41.99 R 6.99

PEPSI RANGE 2lt    R 9.99

RICOFFY TIN 750g   R 69.99

KOFFIEHUIS PRONTO BAGS  6 x 250g R 157.99 R 26.33
TEASPOON TIPS TEABAGS 6 x 100’s R 59.99 R 9.99
GLEN TEABAGS    6 x 100’s R 99.99 R 16.66
CREMORA CREAMER 1kg    R 32.99

ELLIS BROWN CREAMER 1kg    R 31.99

KELLOGGS CORN FLAKES 1.2kg   R 41.99

BOKOMO MORNING OATS  1kg    R 17.99

LUCKY STAR PILCHARDS  12 x 400g R 174.99 R 14.58
KOO BAKED BEANS IN TOMATO SAUCE 12 x 410g R 89.99 R 7.49
EVERYDAY TOMATO & ONION MIX 12 x 410g R 72.99 R 6.08
KOO GARDEN PEAS 12 x 410g R 131.99 R 10.99
SILVERSTREAM MUSHROOM 

PIECES & STEMS 285g   R 13.49
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KNORR SOUP 10’s  R 34.99 R 3.49
IMANA SOYA MINCE  10 x 200g R 82.99 R 8.30
RAJAH CURRY POWDER ENVELOPES 40 x 7g R 49.99 R 1.24
ROBERSTONS BROWN SPICE ENVELOPES  40 x 7g R 49.99 R 1.24
ALL GOLD TOMATO SAUCE  6 x 700ml R 107.99 R 17.99
ECONO MACARONI + SPAGHETTI 500g   R 8.69

ROBERTSONS BICARB OF SODA 50 x 14g R 39.99 79c
ROBERTSONS EPSOM SALT  50 x 14g R 39.99 79c
FIVE STAR SALT 40 x 500g R 63.99 R 1.59
EVERYDAY BAKED BEANS 
IN TOMATO SAUCE  3kg   R 37.99

KOO CHAKALAKA  3kg   R 66.99

SAUCY SECRETS CHUTNEY  5lt   R 64.99

R101.99 
BOKOMO 
WEET-BIX
6 x 450g
R 16.99

R95.99
ANCHOR 
YEAST 
48 x 10g
R 1.99

R29.99
ROYCO 
SOUP
10’s

R 2.99

R51.99
BAKERS TOPPER 

BISCUITS
12 x 125g

R 4.33

R17.99
FRISCO ORIGINAL/

GRANULES GUSSET 
PACK
200g

R86.99
*NEW* CRISPY’S 
POTATO CHIPS

32 x 30g
R 2.72

R38.99
SCORE ENERGY 

DRINK
6 x 440ml

R 6.49

R77.99
TOP ONE CORNED 

MEAT/CHICKEN LOAF 
6 x 300g
R 12.99

R72.99
RHODES BAKED 

BEANS IN TOMATO 
SAUCE 

12 x 410g
R 6.08

R62.99
FUSION 

DAIRY BLEND
12 x 1lt
R 5.25


