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RUFIJI DELTA ISRA 

Western Indian Ocean Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Rufiji Delta is located in the northern part of the Rufiji River mouth on the central Tanzania 
coast. The Rufiji River is one of the 10 largest rivers in Africa and its delta hosts one of the 
largest mangrove stands in East Africa. The area is characterised by muddy substrates, 
mangrove forests, and many small tidal channels. Rufiji Delta overlaps with an Ecologically or 
Biologically Significant Marine Area, a Key Biodiversity Area, a Ramsar site, and multiple 
Mangrove Forest Reserves. Within the area there are: threatened species and reproductive 
areas (Largetooth Sawfish Pristis pristis). 
 
 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas 
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Rufiji Delta is located in the Pwani Region on the Tanzanian mainland, west of Mafia Island. The area 
includes the northern part of the large Rufiji River estuary. The Rufiji River is the largest and longest 
river (~600 km) in the country and flows into the Mafia Channel with a peak discharge in April (Monga 
et al. 2018). The area is characterised by muddy substrates and by the largest mangrove coverage in 
East Africa with the area bisected by numerous small and large tidal channels (Wang et al. 2003). 
The area which is on the north part of the delta has a higher freshwater input compared to the 
southern part of the Rufiji River mouth which has higher salinity (Monga et al. 2018).  

This area includes the Rufiji-Mafia-Kilwa Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area (CBD 
2023), the Rufiji Delta Key Biodiversity Area (KBA 2023), and the Rufiji-Mafia-Kilwa Marine Ramsar 
Site (Ramsar 2023). It also includes multiple Mangrove Forest Reserves. 

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthopelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface 
waters (0 m) to 30 m based on the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

The one Qualifying Species within the area is considered threatened with extinction according to 
the IUCN Red List of Threatened SpeciesTM. The Largetooth Sawfish is assessed as Critically 
Endangered (Espinoza et al. 2022). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS  
Rufiji Delta is an important reproductive area for one ray species. 

Fisher interviews conducted in 2014 along the coast of Tanzania revealed a higher number of reports 
of Largetooth Sawfish captured in the Rufiji Delta compared to other sites in the country (Braulik et 
al. 2020). In this area, records of this species are as recent as 2013, with 15 reports of Largetooth 
Sawfish catches between 1990–2013, including reports of individuals caught months before the date 
of the interviews. Importantly, this area was the only site where neonates were recorded. Two 
catches were reported in the past 10 years in Nyamisati and Kiomboni, one measuring ~50 cm total 
length (TL) and one rostrum (22.5 cm) which was estimated to be from an individual measuring 93 cm 
TL (based on Whitty et al. 2013). Based on the reported size-at-birth for the species (72–90 cm TL; 
Last et al. 2016), these individuals were neonates. There were three independent reports from fishers 
that small sawfish (<1oo cm TL) were caught regularly in the shallow waters of smaller channels in the 
delta (Braulik et al. 2020). Brackish and freshwater mangrove environments are amongst the 
preferred habitat for neonates, while adults live in marine waters (Kyne et al. 2021), highlighting the 
Rufiji Delta as suitable nursery habitat for the species. 

Despite the relatively low number of verified reports, the fact that this area sustains adult animals 
and neonates is particularly significant considering the local extinction of Largetooth Sawfish from 
much of the Western Indian Ocean (Espinoza et al. 2022). More recent reports of sawfishes are not 
available due to the lack of monitoring in the area after 2014. 
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QUALIFYING SPECIES  
 

 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

Global 
Depth 

Range (m) 

ISRA Criteria/Sub-criteria Met 

A B C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 D1 D2 

RAYS 

Pristis pristis Largetooth Sawfish CR 0–60   X   X       
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