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Abstract. In South Africa, small enterprise development is an important strategy for the 

economic growth, transformation and eradication of poverty and inequality. The government 

also promotes the development of the aquaculture sector to provide food security, contribute to 

wealth and job creation, provide livelihood opportunities, and contribute to transformation. South 

African businesses unfortunately have a low rate of business sustainability. This study 

investigated the critical success factors enabling aquaculture enterprises in South Africa to 

become self-sustainable, and the potential reasons for failure including those enterprises that 

received public funding. The study was conducted on the West Coast of the Western Cape, South 

Africa. A multiple-case study approach was followed, focusing on the marine mussel farming 

sub-sector in Saldanha Bay. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the owners or 

managers of ten mussel farming enterprises, and with nine representatives of role players with 

responsibility or experience in aquaculture, agriculture, or enterprise development. The results 

of the study indicated that aquaculture farmers and role players have a similar understanding of 

the concept of self-sustainability in aquaculture agribusinesses, especially the need for 

profitability and independence. The most critical success factors for self-sustainable aquaculture 

enterprises include environmentally responsible and sustainable farming practices, efficiently 

addressing economic challenges and opportunities, cultivating good business leadership and 

management, and a supportive business and enabling environment. The main reasons for failing 

to become self-sustainable include environmentally unsustainable farming practices, economic 

challenges, weak business leadership and management, and challenges related to the business 

and enabling environment. The paper argues that commercially focused aquaculture ventures 

could achieve social benefits, however, socially-focused ventures are unlikely to achieve 

commercial benefits. The study recommends interventions that could assist aquaculture 

enterprises in addressing the critical factors described in this paper, to achieve self-sustainability 

in the long term.  

Keywords. Aquaculture, enterprise, success factors, self-sustainable 

1. Introduction 

In South Africa, the development of the small, medium, and micro-sized enterprises (SMMEs) 

is an important strategy for the development and growth of the economy, transformation, and 
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eradication of poverty and inequality. Supporting initiatives include the implementation of a 

National Small Business Act (No. 102 of 1996), as amended, setting up of the national 

Department of Small Business Development, the establishment of the Small Enterprise 

Development Agency (SEDA), and establishment of the Small Enterprise Finance Agency 

(SEFA).  The development and growth of the aquaculture sector are seen as a way to provide a 

stable source of food, contribute to wealth and job creation, provide livelihood opportunities 

and contribute to transformation (DAFF, 2012, 2013). Therefore, the government supports the 

creation and development of SMMEs in this sector, through financial and non-financial support 

measures. The implementation of an initiative called Operation Phakisa: Ocean’s Economy 

(Aquaculture workstream) in 2014 led to an investment of more than R1.2 billion private and 

public funding into 35 aquaculture projects by 2017. Of these, 28 projects were SMMEs (DAFF, 

2018).  

Enterprises need to be successful or sustainable in the long term to contribute to sector 

growth expectations and targets. However, data collected by the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor (GEM) points to a 5-fold loss of South African businesses from start-up to established 

business ownership, a high business discontinuation rate, and thus a problem in maintaining 

business sustainability (Herrington and Kew, 2018). Start-ups, therefore, struggle to reach a 

point where they are self-sustainable (able to sustain their operations from income derived from 

the sales of their goods and services, without external financial support). To increase 

participation of historically disadvantaged or marginalised individuals and communities, 

aquaculture development projects include enterprises with a commercial focus, social focus or 

a mix of the two (such as community-based aquaculture). Commercial aquaculture differs from 

rural or subsistence aquaculture in that it entails the rearing of aquatic organisms with a profit 

motive, is done mainly by the private sector and does not need direct assistance from donor or 

government sources. It also has a business orientation and uses labour instead of relying on 

family members. However, it is understood that operations that began for subsistence, could 

develop into small-scale commercial ventures under the right conditions (Percy and 

Hishamunda, 2001).  

The sustainable growth and development of the aquaculture sector depend on an 

enabling environment, and the success of individual enterprises. However, even with financial 

and non-financial support, many small enterprises still struggle to become self-sustainable. The 

main purpose of this paper was to investigate critical success factors for aquaculture enterprises 

in South Africa and to understand the potential reasons for the failure of especially public-

funded aquaculture agribusiness enterprises. 

 

2. Material and Methods 

The concept of sustainability is broadly derived from the United Nations definition of 

sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission 

on Environment and Development, 1987). It is not grounded in a rigorous theoretical foundation 

and is context-specific (Purvis, 2019). Although the concept of sustainability in aquaculture is 

not clearly defined (Boyd et al., 2020), for this study sustainable aquaculture is understood to 

integrate environmental protection with social responsibility and economic gain.  

Similarly, there are many interpretations for the concept of a viable, sustainable or 

successful business or enterprise. A financially viable business is deemed to be profitable, 

meaning it brings in more revenue than it is spending on the costs of running the business. The 

term self-sustaining refers to the ability to maintain oneself by independent effort. Therefore, 
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taking into account the complexities and context of enterprise development in South Africa, this 

study assumes that enterprises should aim to become financially self-sustainable in the long 

term. A self-sustainable enterprise is defined as one that can sustain its operations from income 

derived from the sales of goods and services, without external financial support. 

Success factors are those things that affect the chances of an enterprise being successful. 

The concept of critical success factors was originally developed as a method for managers to 

determine what information they need to fulfil their roles and responsibilities. A detailed 

definition is ‘the limited number of areas in which satisfactory results will ensure successful 

competitive performance for the individual, department or organization’ (Bullen and Rockart, 

1981). The concept evolved over time and for this study, is understood as the key areas that a 

business should focus on and try to get right, to achieve its goals. It is also understood that 

critical success factors are subjective and different for each organization. 

This study, therefore, aimed to understand the critical success factors that would enable 

aquaculture enterprises to achieve their sustainability goals. The study was mainly based on 

semi-structured interviews with marine mussel producers and role players in the sector. The 

mussel farming industry provided a good case study of these impacts, as it is the largest 

contributor to aquaculture production in South Africa (DAFF, 2017). 

2.1.Study area 

The study focused on the marine mussel aquaculture industry in South Africa. The study area 

was Saldanha Bay, on the West Coast of South Africa, and included three bivalve shellfish 

(mussel and oyster) farming areas totalling 460 ha. The survey population included 27 bivalve 

shellfish farming enterprises in the study area that were approached through the Bivalve 

Shellfish Farmers Association of South Africa and the Western Cape Provincial Department of 

Agriculture. The sample size included nine of the existing enterprises listing mussel cultivation 

as a primary or secondary activity and one that had ceased operations. The selection was mainly 

based on willingness to be involved in the study. The mix of enterprises included commercially 

focused, empowerment and community-based/collective-type initiatives.  

The survey population also included role players in South Africa with responsibility or 

experience in aquaculture, agriculture or enterprise development. The selection was based on 

willingness to be involved in the study, and availability. The role player categories included 

two national and provincial government departments with responsibility for aquaculture, three 

aquaculture associations, two universities and two individuals with experience or expertise in 

aquaculture farming and enterprise development. These role players were, therefore, able to 

provide insights on aquaculture and enterprise development from Southern African, 

government, industry, research, education, and practitioner perspectives.  
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Table 1: Role player categories with their associated spheres of influence 

 

Role Player Category Sphere of influence or 

representation 

Number of persons 

interviewed 

National and provincial 

government departments 

with responsibility for 

aquaculture or agriculture 

1. National aquaculture sector 

(freshwater and marine) 

2. Western Cape provincial 

aquaculture sector (freshwater and 

marine) 

2 

Aquaculture associations 

1. Aquaculture stakeholders in 

Southern Africa; 

2. Seven freshwater and marine 

aquaculture producer associations in 

South Africa 

3. All bivalve shellfish producers in 

South Africa 

3 

Universities 

1. Agricultural Sciences including 

Aquaculture research, training and 

development; Commercial 

aquaculture development expertise 

2. Social dimensions of the fishing, 

aquaculture and coastal sectors 

2 

Individual - Experienced 

aquaculture farmer and 

mentor 

South African commercial 

aquaculture and development expert 

with practical experience in 

mentoring emerging aquaculture 

farmers 

1 

Individual - Enterprise 

development expert 

Expert in enterprise development, 

technology transfer, business 

incubation and strategy/programme 

design and implementation in South 

Africa 

1 

Total 9 

2.2.Data collection 

An empirical, phenomenological approach was followed, as described in the literature 

(Remenyi et al., 2010). A case study approach was selected as a suitable method, as it is a 

scientific research method in its own right and can generate context-dependent knowledge as 

described by several researchers (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2009; Remenyi et al., 2010). Semi-

structured interviews were conducted with the owners or managers of bivalve shellfish farming 

enterprises selected as case studies, and with the representatives of role, players selected. A 

qualitative approach was followed to conduct the research. Due to the implementation of 

COVID-19 restrictions on movement during the time the study was conducted, interviews 

mostly took place via video-conferencing or cellular phone platforms. Interview questions were 

structured around the themes of informants’ definition of self-sustainability, critical success 

factors for aquaculture enterprises and the potential reasons for the failure of public-funded 
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agribusiness and aquaculture enterprises. This information was communicated before 

interviews as part of the Participant Consent forms. 

2.3.Sampling procedure 

The sample size included nine of the enterprises in existence and one that had ceased operations. 

The selection was mainly based on willingness to be involved in the study. The mix of 

enterprises included commercially focused, empowerment and community-based/collective-

type initiatives. The role player sample included two representatives from national and 

provincial government departments with responsibility for aquaculture, three aquaculture 

associations, two universities and two individuals with experience or expertise in aquaculture 

farming and enterprise development. The selection was based on willingness to be involved in 

the study, and availability. Nine role player interviews were conducted. 

2.4.Data analysis 

Multiple-case study analysis consisted of two stages. Firstly, a within-case analysis was 

conducted, where the qualitative data were analysed by identifying and copying responses from 

each transcription that were relevant to each of the questions asked during the interview. These 

responses were further analysed to create themes and sub-themes (or codes). MS Excel was 

used for the second stage of analysis (cross-case analysis) where a grouping of themes and sub-

themes as well as summarising of codes was completed.  

 

3. Results and Discussion 

Respondents were asked for their opinions and insights regarding the definition of self-

sustainability, the critical success factors for aquaculture enterprises and potential reasons for 

the failure of aquaculture ventures, including those that were publicly funded. The responses of 

enterprise case study respondents reflect the experiences of owners or managers at the producer 

level, whereas role player responses reflect a broader, industry-wide perspective. This must be 

kept in mind when analysing the results, as the two groups had different perspectives on the 

same subjects. 

3.1.Definition of self-sustainability 

The emphasis on profitability and independence in self-sustainable aquaculture enterprises 

points to a commercial or profit motive. Enterprise informants, as well as role players, 

understood self-sustainable aquaculture enterprises as those that could sustain their operations 

from income derived from sales of its goods and services without external financial support and 

make enough profit to realise shareholder objectives. A case study of aquaculture farmers in the 

Pacific adopted the concept of economic viability, described as “’ profitability without taking 

shortcuts’ which is being socially responsible” as the measure of farm or firm success (Bueno 

and Pongthanapanich, 2014). 

South African marine mussel farming is a commercial sector with well-established links 

into the food processing, wholesale, and retail nodes. Mussels have a short shelf-life, are aimed 

at the high-end/premium market segment and are sold in fresh and frozen form (WCADI, 2012). 

Mussel farming is therefore not suitable for subsistence or small-scale farming with social 

(subsistence or food security) motives. The importance of a commercial rather than a social 

motive in the success of emerging or community-based ventures in different aquaculture value 

chains in South Africa is supported in the literature. (Brierly, 2003) described the difficulties of 
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turning a small-scale mussel farming project in Saldanha Bay (with social and commercial 

motives) into a sustainable business.  

The poorer performance of aquaculture projects with ‘food security’ motives, in comparison 

to those with commercial motives, were described in a baseline study in 2004 (Rouhani and 

Britz, 2004). The challenges around building a profitable business and having a developmental 

agenda are described in a case study of an emerging trout-farming cooperative (Salie, 2011). 

Similarly, a study on the involvement of communities in commercial aquaculture projects 

(community-based aquaculture) points to the importance of developing investment-based 

businesses, rather than social programmes (Hara, Njokweni and Semoli, 2017). Given that 

public funding is a limited resource, investment of public funding must focus on commercially 

motivated ventures that have a chance of becoming self-sustainable, rather than socially 

motivated ventures that may need unlimited funding support to stay in operation. 

The researcher solicited the opinions and insights of informants about their definition of 

self-sustainability. Most agreed with the researcher’s definition of a self-sustainable enterprise 

as “An enterprise that can sustain its operations from income derived from the sales of its goods 

and services without external financial support”. External financial support was understood to 

mean public or private funding needed to continue normal day-to-day operations. It, therefore, 

does not include public or private funding obtained for purposes of company growth or 

expansion. Informants also proposed several additions to the definition. These are listed in 

Table 2. The responses indicated a common understanding of what it means to be a self-

sustainable enterprise, with an emphasis on profitability and independence. One informant 

described the model for a sustainable mussel farming enterprise as being one unit with a 30-ha 

water lease, 1000 tonnes harvest 16-18 workers and one boat. Their opinion was that sustainable 

expansion should take place one whole unit at a time. 

 

Table 2: Informants’ proposed additions to definition of self-sustainable enterprise 

Enterprise informant additions  Role player informant additions 

“There must be money left over once 

everything has been paid” 

“Must manage all its costs and be profitable” 

“Self-fund through sales of your products” “Able to sell its product at a price that gives 

it enough margin to cover all costs and grow 

the organisation” 

“Makes profit over a long period” “Having the capabilities to take advantage of 

the opportunities” 

“Not being dependent on outside companies” “It needs to be able to deliver a return on the 

equivalent invested capital” 

“Being able to service your farm, at the same 

time the farm being profitable” 

“Can run on its own without government 

support, can source its capital and produce a 

product at profit” 

3.2.Critical success factors 

Respondents were asked to describe the critical success factors for aquaculture enterprises. 

Enterprise case study responses are listed in Figure 1. Saldanha Bay provides an ideal 

environment for farming filter-feeding bivalve shellfish, due to the upwelling of cold, nutrient-

rich water from the Benguela Current that stimulates plankton growth. This contributes to 
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premium quality products and rapid organism growth and makes the natural environment a great 

asset for the bivalve shellfish farmer (Olivier, Heinecken and Jackson, 2013).  

The mussel farmers understand this and believe it gives them a competitive edge in 

terms of product quality and production. Within the sites approved for mussel farming, there 

are also differences between areas in terms of depth of water, circulation, exposure and other 

characteristics. Therefore, each farmer needs to understand the unique characteristics of their 

allocated water space, to maximise efficiencies of seeding, grow-out, harvest and re-seeding. 

Farmers need to acquire practical experience and keep good records to build this understanding. 

Market demand for its products should be the main reason for developing an aquaculture 

venture. The importance of having a market-oriented instead of a production-driven approach 

to aquaculture development is reflected in a Western Cape aquaculture market analysis 

(WCADI, 2012). Various government marketing efforts such as completing a globally 

recognised monitoring and certification framework were aimed at stimulating market demand 

for aquaculture products (DEFF, no date). In a comparative study of key players in African 

aquaculture (Egypt, Nigeria, and Uganda), market demand (high per capita consumption of fish) 

was also found to be one of the critical success factors (Adeleke et al., 2020).  

The rapid expansion of mussel production between 2015 and 2020, from six farms with 

a total annual production of 1758 t (DAFF, 2016), to 23 farms with an estimated production of 

6000t (F. Endemann, personal communication 2021), introduced the risk of over-supply in the 

small local market. This requires the development of alternative and export markets, which 

could be addressed through a structure that could stimulate and increase market demand for 

South African mussels/bivalves, or aquaculture products in general. It would also require 

cooperation amongst industry players, who currently compete for the same markets. An analysis 

of the Mediterranean mussel farming industry indicated that the organization of local production 

and marketing activities into larger schemes could decrease production costs and add value to 

the final product (Theodorou and Tzovenis, 2017). Both formal and informal forms of 

cooperation have been found to contribute significantly to the survival of small-scale mussel 

farming in Ireland (Cush and Varley, 2013).  

Funding sources for aquaculture infrastructure is readily available, however, some 

producers mentioned that it is difficult to obtain funding for operational support. Having a 

financial partner or access to funding is especially critical during the start-up years and in times 

of crisis such as during the COVID-19 pandemic. A study into the potential of mussel and oyster 

culture in Saldanha Bay pointed to the importance of access to private and public funding to 

increase production and economies of scale, and assist the sector in difficult times (Olivier, 

Heinecken and Jackson, 2013). Those mussel farms integrated with holding companies that own 

processing facilities, have an advantage over other farms in terms of access to markets, 

mentoring, funding, and support during difficult times. This is supported in the literature. 

Vertically integrated catfish farms in Vietnam were shown to have higher yields and revenue 

per hectare than non-integrated farms (Trifković, 2016). Vertical integration in the Zambian 

aquaculture sector has been identified as a defining commercial trend benefiting larger 

commercial companies more than the small-scale subsistence sector (Kaminski et al., 2018).  

The minimum viable size of water space for mussel farming is difficult to pinpoint, as 

it depends on the production system and several ropes, production efficiencies and 

environmental limitations. Studies to estimate the carrying capacity for bivalve shellfish 

cultivation in Saldanha Bay put total potential annual production over a 1000 ha area at 45 000-

60 000 t y-1 fresh weight (Probyn, Atkins and Pitcher, 2015), and indicated that production in 

2015-2016 was below the carrying capacity of cultivation areas (Santa Marta et al., 2020). 
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Based on a final Basic Assessment Report for the Saldanha Bay Aquaculture Development 

Zone, the area for aquaculture development was restricted to 884 ha and shellfish production 

increase limited to 10 000 tonnes per annum for the first two years. Subsequent increases were 

limited to 5000 t y-1 to a maximum of 27 600 t y-1 (DAFF, 2017b).  

These limitations meant that farmers were not able to maximise the production potential 

of their farms in the expected time frames, with potentially negative impacts on the viability of 

especially new and smaller farms. An alternative view of a viable mussel farm is the production 

scale (t y-1) needed to be financially viable. This has been estimated at 500 t y-1 (DAFF, 2017a), 

and would require about 20 ha for raft cultivation and 15 ha for longline cultivation (F. 

Endemann, personal communication, 2021). This indicates that mussel farms of less than 15 ha 

may not be financially viable on their own. Good business leadership and management is the 

most important success factor, as a sustainable enterprise should be driven by entrepreneurs or 

managers with the business and technical skills required. Most of the producers exhibited a 

strong entrepreneurial spirit. They understood the value of good management practices, passion 

and commitment to their business, and industry knowledge in building sustainable enterprises.  

The importance of partnering with established farms or mentorships is supported by the 

literature. One of the common themes amongst emerging agribusinesses these businesses was 

the requirement for connections with partners in the existing agriculture sector and agribusiness 

supply chains (Mabaya et al., 2011). A different study of community-based aquaculture projects 

found that partnerships could be used for skills transfer and training (Hara, Njokweni and 

Semoli, 2017). The findings on critical success factors are supported by the findings of a 

comparative study of selected African countries that listed market demand, optimal 

environment, infrastructure, technology, commercialization, provision of an enabling 

environment and skills development as critical success factors driving aquaculture development 

and production output (Adeleke et al., 2020). 

A study of four aquaculture enterprises in the Pacific indicated four measures or 

strategies that enabled them to remain economically viable. These measures are comparable to 

the findings of this study and include the management of production risks and improvement of 

efficiency, management of marketing risks and better market access, environmental 

responsibility and social responsibility (Bueno and Pongthanapanich, 2014). Responses about 

the key success factors were categorised into environmental (mentioned by 80%), economic 

(90%) and business leadership factors (100%). The most important environmental factors were 

the ideal farming site (60%), constant monitoring of water (40%) and producing a good quality 

product (30%). In terms of the ideal farming site, respondents specifically mentioned the 

availability of nutrients, distance from harbours and shelter from rough waters or wind as 

important.  

As indicated in Figure 1, the most important economic factors were the market (70%), 

having a financial partner or funding (70%), the minimum viable farm size (40%) and investing 

sweat equity (40%). One of the respondents felt that having their processing plant was critical. 

Market-related issues included the need to develop a business around a market, to diversify 

markets as the local mussel market is oversubscribed, and to do sufficient market research 

before starting an enterprise. Many of the respondents had a mix of private and public loans and 

grant funding. Funding sources included the Comprehensive Agricultural Support Programme 

(CASP), Aquaculture Development and Enhancement Programme (ADEP), Industrial 

Development Corporation (IDC), National Empowerment Fund (NEF) and Land Bank. One 

farmer specifically mentioned the importance of vertical integration in terms of access to 

funding and expertise to help the enterprise grow. Another mentioned that their financial partner 

445

Technium Social Sciences Journal
Vol. 29, 438-457, March, 2022

ISSN: 2668-7798
www.techniumscience.com

https://techniumscience.com/index.php/socialsciences/index
https://techniumscience.com/index.php/socialsciences/index


 

 

 

 

 

 

was more than just a partner, who provided them with a moratorium on loan repayments during 

unforeseen events and disasters. Investment of sweat equity was seen as critical by some, as it 

made them more credible to other potential investors. Respondents did not have the same idea 

of the minimum viable farm size required for a sustainable mussel farming enterprise. One 

informant felt that 30 ha is the minimum size for a sustainable enterprise.  

Another felt that 10 ha is not viable, however, one farmer’s personal experience 

indicated that 10 ha was the ‘tipping point’ (after which they started making a profit). However, 

this was before the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) for the Saldanha Bay Aquaculture 

Development Zone (ADZ) that resulted in a temporary limitation on the maximum production 

allowed per hectare. All of the respondents emphasised good business leadership as a critical 

success factor. The most important aspects include good management (60%), passion and 

commitment (60%) and industry knowledge (60%). Other important business leadership traits 

include having entrepreneurial/ business skills, a hands-on approach, strong leadership, and a 

long-term vision for the business.  

 

 

Figure 1: Enterprise case study responses on critical success factors and their associated 

percentages  

 

The responses of role player informants about the critical success factors in aquaculture 

enterprises are summarised in Figure 2. The key success factors they identified, were 

categorised into environmentally responsible and sustainable farming (78%), efficiently 

addressing economic opportunities and challenges (89%), good business leadership and 

management (100%) and a supportive business and enabling environment (11%). The 
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environmental factors included environmental sustainability (56%), a conducive environment 

(22%) and good quality products. Although climate change and droughts were highlighted as 

environmental risks, aquaculture was regarded as environmentally sustainable if the correct 

species were selected for a particular environment.  

The green classification of all aquaculture products by the Southern African Sustainable 

Seafood Initiative (SASSI) was proof that the sector is sustainable, well-managed and does not 

harm the environment. Cultivating a species in an altered environment also costs money, whilst 

competing with people producing that same species in a conducive environment.  

There was also a feeling that the environmental situation will force farmers to farm 

smarter and more efficiently. Having a sustainable market (67%) was identified as the most 

important economic factor. Specific issues included the need for market diversification and 

increased export (which would involve product standards and certification), and sector-level 

promotion and awareness (which would require firms to work together). Market support would 

require price support, promotions and protection against imports. One role player mentioned 

that enterprises should make sure that the markets for their product are sustainable and in the 

long-term, there is an opportunity to grow that market.  

Having a financial partner or funding was the second most important economic factor 

(44%). This was critical especially for historically disadvantaged entrants into the sector, and 

during the start-up phase. Two respondents thought that a commercial or profit motive was 

critical to ensure that a sustainable, profitable enterprise is set up from the start. In terms of 

business leadership, the most critical success factors included good management (67%), 

partnering with established farmers/processors or mentorships (56%), entrepreneurial or 

business skills (44%), industry knowledge (33%) and good, strong leadership (33%). Good 

management practices were critical in making the aquaculture sector a good employer, with 

many long-term benefits for workers including wages that are double the minimum agricultural 

wage. It also required good technical and managerial skills, ensured economies of scale, and 

international competitiveness. 

Partnering with established farmers was regarded as important to small farmers who 

would benefit from the expertise of the established farmers, especially in terms of technical and 

business development know-how, managing product quality and improving each business’ 

efficiencies. One respondent mentioned that the only developmental way forward is once a 

value chain is established by pioneer farmers, and to use those existing commercial players as 

development agents. Farmers were lacking entrepreneurial or business skills, especially in terms 

of inability to draw up good business plans and having the right skills and tools to develop 

successful ventures. It was mentioned that the Department of Small Business Development 

would do a needs analysis to determine project needs in this regard.  

Industry knowledge was being built based on trial periods of research and development, 

growing the industry incrementally from a small scale, testing technologies and markets and 

getting to a proof of concept. The abalone industry was mentioned specifically as an example 

of an industry that started small (10 t) in the 1990s and grew to more than 1600 t. The mussel 

industry was also mentioned as a successful industry where pioneer farmers started farming, 

processing, developing markets, developing health systems and training people. This 

developmental path combined public money, partnerships with existing industry and value 

chains and mentorships to a point where diversification is possible and niche enterprises can be 

established. One role player mentioned that good support systems should include funding, 

information and extension services that feed the enterprise with the intelligence needed. This 

was categorized as a critical business and enabling environment factor. 
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Figure 2: Role player responses about critical success factors and their associated 

percentages.  

 

As illustrated in Figure 3, both enterprise case study and role player informant groups placed 

similar importance on environmental, economic, and business leadership factors as the most 

critical for success. However, enterprise case study respondents identified environmental 

factors directly impacting mussel farming whereas role players referred to the environmental 

sustainability of aquaculture in general. Both groups identified the market and having a financial 

partner or funding as the most important economic factors, however only the enterprise case 

study respondents referred to the minimum viable size of a farm as a critical success factor. 

Both informant groups listed good management, industry knowledge, 

entrepreneurial/business skills, and passion and commitment as critical business leadership 

qualities required. However, role-player respondents placed more importance on partnering or 

mentorships with established farms than enterprise case study respondents. 
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Figure 3: Comparison of responses about most critical success factors 

3.3.Reasons for failing to become self-sustainable 

The emphasis on the absence of good business leadership and management as one of the main 

reasons for failure to become self-sustainable supports the finding that this is a critical success 

factor. The importance of having the right attitude is reflected in the findings of a study on 

emerging farmers, that found one of the common themes is serendipity (farming or agribusiness 

presented lower risk than existing sources of income), which may point to a questionable 

commitment to farming and agribusiness (Mabaya et al., 2011). The finding that lack of relevant 

skills and knowledge (especially financial and business skills) is one of the most important 

reasons why enterprises fail, is consistent with the findings in a study of aquaculture 

entrepreneurs in Ghana, where low technical, business and entrepreneurial skills and knowledge 

contributed to business failure (Adobor, 2020). The importance of technical and management 

skills was also identified as critical in the success or failure of three commercial community-

based aquaculture projects (Hara, Njokweni and Semoli, 2017). 

Respondents were asked for their insights into the potential reasons why some 

enterprises, including public-funded enterprises, fail to become self-sustainable. Figure 4 shows 

that the main reasons cited by enterprise case study informants could be categorized into weak 

business leadership and management (100%) and challenges related to the business and 

enabling environment (80%). Key issues related to business leadership and management factors 

were the wrong motivation (60%), lack of strong leadership (60%), lack of accountability 
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(50%), lack of business and technical skills (50%), reckless spending (40%) and in-fighting 

(20%).  

Wrong motivation included misconceptions about how much money could be made in 

the industry, wanting to get rich quick, taking things for granted or using the money for different 

reasons than those provided. Lack of strong leadership referred to lack of purpose or 

determination, insufficient management, lack of a good person in charge (‘jockey’), lack of 

discipline and commitment and lack of passion. It was specifically mentioned that community-

based projects need to have management contracts with existing successful aquaculture 

companies to succeed. Respondents also felt that there is a lack of accountability on the side of 

stakeholders who invest public funding, as well as beneficiaries who do not have a complete 

understanding of the mussel business. There was also a feeling that there is less accountability 

for the money that is obtained for free, and that it is easier to give up if money does not have to 

be paid back. In addition to this, it was felt that beneficiaries of some publicly funded projects 

spent money recklessly. 

 

 

Figure 4: Enterprise case study responses and their associated percentages - reasons for  

failing to become self-sustainable 

 

Respondents provided detailed descriptions of the essential skills and knowledge 

lacking in failed enterprises. The lack of financial, business administration, market-related and 

technical skills was most critical (50%). This is related especially to poor business plans and 

poor business skills, for example by not providing customers with a product on schedule. Most 

of these skills can be acquired through training. The most critical aspect of the business and the 

enabling environment was that there was not enough guidance or mentoring (50%). Some of 
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the explanations provided were that aquaculture is a non-mature industry with not many support 

structures and no long-term mentors.  

Some felt that government lack the resources and funding required to help the industry 

grow or to assist with costs such as tests. Some felt that the process of accessing grants or 

support was problematic, while others felt that grants were not sufficiently monitored. 

Uncontrollable events refer to events such as storms, changes in markets and the COVID-19 

pandemic.  

Role player responses about the reasons why enterprises fail to become self-sustainable 

are summarised in Figure 5. The main reasons were categorized into environmentally 

unsustainable farming (44%), economic challenges (56%), weak business leadership and 

management (100%), and challenges related to the business and enabling environment (33%). 

Environmental challenges referred to issues such as farming with species that were not suited 

to the environment (leading to high production costs and lack of competitiveness), and exposure 

to natural risks such as red tide, diseases, and changes in oceanic conditions. Economic 

challenges included funding access (especially lack of working capital) and conditions tied to 

funding that led to projects being set up for social rather than commercial reasons, or people 

forced into partnerships where their interests may not be aligned. In some instances, markets 

were unstable or not receptive to the species being farmed. One respondent mentioned that some 

ventures failed because they could not reach the economies of scale needed for economic 

viability. One of the key issues related to business leadership and management was a lack of 

business (including finance and marketing) and technical skills. This was apparent from poor 

business plans, and lack of client orientation resulting in issues such as unreliable scheduling 

of product deliveries. The wrong attitude included lack of desire from emerging farmers to start 

working on their projects, the desire to create something where it is not naturally existing, lack 

of determination and the perception that funding from the government is considered ‘free’. 

In addition, lack of strong leadership pointed to farmers not keeping up with the latest 

technology, farmers not taking advantage of opportunities, the disempowerment of project 

participants and financial abuse. One respondent mentioned that the strong and entrepreneurial 

eventually buys up the weak. Lack of awareness of the realities referred to some farmers relying 

on others to run their farms without knowing what is happening, not having the right inputs at 

the right time, and lack of patience. One respondent specifically mentioned that commercial 

aquaculture (for example abalone) takes decades to become profitable. Regarding the business 

and enabling environment, there were conflicting opinions about how long government should 

support enterprises. One respondent felt that the duration of funding support was too short (two 

to three years), which prevented enterprises from becoming sustainable.  

This reflected a short-term view by the government, resulting in many small enterprises 

being supported from one year to the next instead of them benefiting from long-term 

commitments of support. This respondent’s opinion was that enterprises needed an incubation 

period of seven to ten years. In contrast, another respondent felt that in some cases, especially 

where projects were set up as social enterprises and not as profit entities, there was no time limit 

on government support. This contributed to the projects failing to become self-sustainable. 

Inadequate extension and support services referred to inadequate monitoring and evaluation of 

projects by extension staff, and service providers who manage projects on behalf of beneficiary 

groups, not possessing the specialised aquaculture skills required. 
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Figure 5: Role player responses and associated percentages on reasons for failing to  

become self-sustainable  

 

As illustrated in Figure 6, both enterprise and role player informant groups placed the 

greatest emphasis on weak business leadership and management as the most important reason 

why enterprises, including those receiving public funding, fail to become self-sustainable. 

Enterprise informants placed greater emphasis on challenges related to the business and 

enabling environment and did not comment on environmental or economic challenges. Role 

player informants identified environmentally unsustainable farming and economic challenges 

as additional reasons for potential failure.  

56%

33%

22% 67%

56%

33%11%

100%

67%

44%

33%

33%

33%

22%

22%

1. Environmentally

unsustainable farming (5)
1.1 Wrong species for

environment (3)

1.2 Unstable environment

(2)

2. Economic challenges (6)

2.1 Inadequate markets (5)

2.2 Funding conditions and

limitations (3)

2.3 Unviable scale (1)
3. Weak business

leadership and

management (9)

3.1 Lack of business and

technical skills (6)

3.2 Lack of strong

leadership (4)

3.2 Wrong attitude (3)

3.4 Unaware of the realities

(3)

4. Challenges related to

business and enabling

environment (3)

4.1 Inappropriate duration

of support (2)

4.2 Inadequate extension

and support services (2)

% of Role player responses (n=9)

452

Technium Social Sciences Journal
Vol. 29, 438-457, March, 2022

ISSN: 2668-7798
www.techniumscience.com

https://techniumscience.com/index.php/socialsciences/index
https://techniumscience.com/index.php/socialsciences/index


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Comparison of main reasons for not becoming self-sustainable 

 

3.4.Summary of critical success factors and reasons for failure 

The summaries of critical success factors (Figure 7) and potential reasons for failure (Figure 8) 

indicate four main areas of intervention that should be addressed to assist aquaculture 

enterprises in becoming self-sustainable: 

a) Ensuring environmentally responsible and sustainable farming practices 

b) Efficiently addressing economic opportunities and challenges 

c) Cultivating good business leadership and management 

d) A supportive business and enabling environment. 

The results from the study indicate that mussel farmers and role-players understand and 

agree with the importance of having a commercial motivation and making a profit to become 

self-sustainable. This requires the selection of species with market demand, development of 

products meeting market expectations and standards, and development of sustainable markets 

for those products. This requires a market development mechanism that could centralise product 

development, marketing, and networking, develop common branding and stimulate market 

demand. 

There is also a need for a focused aquaculture development programme such as an incubator 

programme that could build a culture of business leadership, impart the technical and business 

skills needed by farmers and staff, assist new entrepreneurs with developing industry 

knowledge, and provide liaison and networking between farmers and other stakeholders. There 

is also a need for an integrated research and development programme, steered by the 

aquaculture industry needs, that could support the market development mechanism and 
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development programme. Such a programme could address trends such as climate change 

effects on aquaculture and fast-track the development of value chains from research to pilot and 

commercial stages. 

  

 

Figure 7: Summary of critical success factors to become self-sustainable 
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Figure 8: Summary of potential reasons for failing to become self-sustainable 

 

4. Conclusion 

Commercially focused aquaculture ventures, if correctly driven, could achieve social benefits 

such as job creation and transformation. However, socially-focused aquaculture ventures are 

unlikely to achieve commercial benefits. Commercial ventures that only focus on financial gain 

and do not address the environmental, social, and other aspects of sustainability, are also not 

likely to achieve social benefits. The most important critical success factor is good business 

leadership and management. A focused aquaculture development programme such as an 

incubator could address these issues in the development of new and emerging aquaculture 
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The second most important critical success factor is the ability to efficiently address 

economic opportunities and challenges. The development of sustainable markets is critical for 

the development of self-sustainable enterprises. A market development mechanism such as a 

co-operative or association could address this need. Setting up an integrated aquaculture 

research and development programme could provide a competitive edge to the aquaculture 

sector. This study identified the most important critical success factors for the development of 

self-sustainable aquaculture enterprises in South Africa. Addressing these factors through the 

proposed mechanisms could assist new and emerging aquaculture entrepreneurs and farmers in 

becoming financially self-sustainable in the long term. 
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