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Most fish enthusiasts will be well aware that Lake Malawi supports more fish species than any other lake in the world.  This includes an estimated 700-1000 species of cichlid fish, almost all of them unique to the lake.  Many may also have visited the lake on travels through Malawi.  Not so many will be aware that over 200 kilometres of the shoreline is in Mozambique.  

Mozambique’s stretch of the Lake is in Niassa Province in the North West, the most remote and least populated part of the country.  This area is home to some of Africa’s most impoverished communities where the people survive largely on fishing and farming.  Many of them have returned to the area after 30 years of war.  There is little road or communications infrastructure and only very limited shops, education and medical facilities.  As in Malawi, although to a lesser extent, the shoreline is scattered with fishing settlements.  The fishermen spend their days and nights in dugout canoes on the lake, pulling in nets of fish, primarily utaka (small, shoaling cichlids) and usipa (Engraulicypris sardella).
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Tucked away in a very unspoilt and beautiful section of this shoreline is a luxury tourist destination called Nkwichi Lodge.  The Lodge was set up two years ago as part of a community development and conservation project called Manda Wilderness Project (MWP).  This project aims to improve the quality of life of local people while conserving one of Mozambique’s most remote wilderness areas.  It runs development projects initiated by the communities themselves, including assistance with schools construction and agricultural diversification.
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MWP’s latest initiative focuses on the shoreline.  Fish abound in the area around Nkwichi Lodge, however unfortunately much of Lake Niassa (as Lake Malawi is known in Mozambique) is suffering from declining fish populations.  This is a particular problem in the southern part of Malawi where unrestrained fishing has led to disastrous economic consequences and local loss of biodiversity.  MWP is taking action to conserve the lake’s fish resources for future generations and is doing research into setting up an aquatic reserve of approximately two square kilometres near the lodge.  The aim is to conserve fish and other wildlife, to encourage improved management of the lake resources by, and for the benefit of, local communities, and to provide a destination for tourism and research.  The reserve will be managed by MWP in partnership with the local communities, with visitor fees contributing to the costs of patrol staff.  

Recent research conducted by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) identified the shoreline by Nkwichi as a priority area for conservation and this backs up the plan further.   It is an exciting project as this would be the first reserve on the Mozambique side of the lake.

At present, MWP is conducting a feasibility study to research the details, practicalities and effects of setting up the reserve.  One of the most important components of this work is to discuss the project with the stakeholders, primarily the neighbouring communities, other local fishermen and the provincial government departments of Fisheries and Forestry & Wildlife.  Several meetings have been held to discuss how the reserve would function.  These include explanations of the need to stop fishing activity in the reserve and the benefits that will be delivered in terms of conserving fish for the future, increased tourism, employment and fundraising opportunities.  The meetings are invaluable to understand the views of the people affected by the reserve, and all feedback is incorporated into the workplan.  An awareness programme will form part of the reserve project to maintain this dialogue and to continue teaching local people the importance of our natural resources.  Happily, the project has received a very positive response so far.  
Baseline data is being gathered from which the effects of the reserve can be monitored.  This work includes fish identification which to date has barely been looked in this locality.  Fish identified over the last couple of months (with many thanks to George Turner and Ad Konings for their assistance with this) include:

1. Alticorpus mentale

2. Astatotilapia calliptera

3. Buccochromis sp.
4. Copadichromis sp., possibly borleyi
5. Dimidiochromis kiwinge, and probably strigatus
6. Fossochromis rostratus
7. Genyochromis mento
8. Labeotropheus fuelleborni

9. Labidochromis sp., possibly vellicans 

10. Melanochromis sp., probably melanopterus and another species
11. Mylochromis, probably incola and another unusual looking species

12. Nimbochromis linni
13. Oreochromis karongae 

14. Oreochromis shiranus
15. Petrotilapia sp., probably ‘yellow ventral’ and another species
16. Protomelas  ornatus
17. Protomelas fenestratus
18. Protomelas kirkii
19. Protomelas taeniolatus
20. Pseudotropheus socolofi
21. Pseudotropheus tropheops, possibly 'mauve' and ‘olive’
22. Pseudotropheus tropheops 'black'

23. Pseudotropheus tropheops 'yellow'

24. Pseudotropheus tropheops ‘weed’

25. Pseudotropheus zebra 

26. Stigmatochromis modestus (probably)
27. Tyrannochromis sp.
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Non cichlid fish species include:

1. Bagrus meridionalis – catfish, a popular food fish locally called kampango 

2. Barbus johnstonii 
3. Bathclarias sp. 

4. Engraulicypris sardella – small, sardine-like fishes, locally called usipa 

5. Mormyrops anguilloides – the bottlenose, a nocturnal predator

6. Petrocephalus catostoma – nocturnal, bottom feeder with underslung mouth
7. Synodontis njassae - brown and black spotted ‘squeaker’ catfish, aptly named because of the way it squeaks when taken out of the water
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This is just the start of identification for this area and most of these species have been identified in an area less than 100 metres from the lodge.  There are likely to be many more here, approximately 50 more according to a list of species by Ad Konings for a nearby locality.  

Other wildlife found at Nkwichi includes two species of otter, wild dog, genet, water mongoose, zebra, several species of antelope, leopard, a rich diversity of birds and beautiful miombo (Brachystegia) woodland with flowers scattered through the carpet of greenery.
Nkwichi Lodge is in a private concession that includes four kilometres of shoreline with white sandy beaches, crystal clear water and no inhabitants other than the lodge.  As a result it is as near to pristine as it gets, and a wonderful place to explore the fascinating cichlid fauna.  If you are interested in visiting the Lodge, or are interested in the research and conservation work that Manda Wilderness Project is doing, please see our website, www.mandawilderness.org.   

With very many thanks to Ireland Aid who have provided funding for the lakeshore reserve feasibility study.  

