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WATAMU ISRA 

Western Indian Ocean Region 

 

SUMMARY 

Watamu is located on the north coast of Kenya. It is characterised by the presence of 
seagrasses, mangroves, fringing reefs, and muddy sand flats. The area overlaps with two 
Marine Protected Areas, one Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area, and one 
Key Biodiversity Area. Whitin the area there are: threatened species (e.g., Whitetip Reef 
Shark Triaenodon obesus); reproductive areas (Blacktip Reef Shark Carcharhinus 
melanopterus); and resting areas (Whitetip Reef Shark). 
 
 

CRITERIA 
Criterion A – Vulnerability; Sub-criterion C1 – Reproductive Areas;  
Sub-criterion C3 – Resting Areas 
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Blue lines indicate the area meeting the ISRA Criteria; dashed lines indicate the suggested buffer for 
use in the development of appropriate place-based conservation measures 
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DESCRIPTION OF HABITAT 
 
Watamu is located on the north coast of Kenya, in Kilifi County. It is characterised by the presence 
of seagrass beds, mangroves, and fringing reefs forming several lagoons and stretching along the 
entire coastline (Cowburn et al. 2013). The northern part is a muddy high-nutrient bay with a sudden 
drop-off. The area contains a creek, Mida Creek, an expanse of tidal water covering an area of 32 
km2 and opening to the sea through a channel 500 m wide. The creek is composed of muddy sand 
flats and deep-water channels fringed with mangroves (Cowburn et al. 2018).  

Watamu overlaps with Watamu Area Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Area (EBSA) 
(CBD 2023) and with Mida Creek, Whale Island and the Malindi-Watamu coast Key Biodiversity Area 
(KBA) (KBA 2023). In addition, the area includes the Watamu/Malindi Marine Parks and Reserve 
which is divided into two marine parks: Malindi in the north, and Watamu in the south.   

This Important Shark and Ray Area is benthopelagic and is delineated from inshore and surface 
waters (0 m) to 20 m based on the bathymetry of the area. 

 

ISRA CRITERIA 

CRITERION A – VULNERABILITY 

Two Qualifying Species considered threatened with extinction according to the IUCN Red List of 
Threatened SpeciesTM regularly occur in the area. These are the Vulnerable Blacktip Reef Shark 
(Simpfendorfer et al. 2020a) and Whitetip Reef Shark (Simpfendorfer et al. 2020b). 

 

SUB-CRITERION C1 – REPRODUCTIVE AREAS  
Watamu is an important reproductive area for one shark species.  

Blacktip Reef Sharks are one of the most abundant shark species in the area (Cowburn et al. 2018; 
Hindle et al. 2022). Neonates, young-of-the-year, and juvenile Blacktip Reef Sharks are regularly 
observed year-round in shallow sandy habitats, mangroves, and seagrass areas. Underwater visual 
census (UVC) surveys conducted from 2016 to 2023, several times a month, recorded 3–15 individuals 
per survey, of estimated sizes ranging 30–200 cm total length (TL), particularly from August to 
November and February through April (A Rocha Kenya unpubl. data 2023). Animals measuring less 
than 70 cm TL (n = 123) were often reported as swimming in the tide line or very shallow waters. 
Reported size-at-birth for this species is 30–52 cm TL (Ebert et al. 2021), confirming that some of 
these individuals were neonates/young-of-the-year. 

Based on shore surveys from 2020–August 2023, 257 Blacktip Sharks were observed in shallow 
waters (A Rocha Kenya unpubl. data 2023). Estimated sizes for 20 of these individuals were <40 cm 
TL and <67 cm TL for 50 of individuals, confirming the regular presence of these early life stages in 
the area. Larger females were seen from August–November in rock pools, seagrass beds, and sandy 
patches in the southern part of the area during low tides (Hindle et a. 2022). In addition, footage of 
a female that appears to have recently given birth was recorded in early November. 

Neonate and young-of-the-year Blacktip Reef Sharks commonly use sandflats areas and mangrove 
areas as nurseries (Oh et al. 2017) with Watamu providing suitable habitats for these life-stages. 
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SUB-CRITERION C3 – RESTING AREAS 
Watamu is an important resting area for one shark species. 

Based on UVC surveys conducted between 2020–2023, groups of 2–5 Whitetip Reef Sharks are 
regularly seen in the area resting between rockpools, coral reefs, seagrass, and sandy patches in the 
entrance of the lagoons and in outer reefs at depths of 10 m. Whitetip Reef Sharks are commonly 
observed between August–December (A Rocha Kenya unpubl. data. 2023).  
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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 

SHARKS 

Carcharhinus melanopterus Blacktip Reef Shark VU 0–75 X  X       

Triaenodon obesus  Whitetip Reef Shark VU 0–330 X    X    
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SUPPORTING SPECIES 
 

Scientific Name Common Name IUCN Red List 
Category 

SHARKS 

Carcharhinus amblyrhynchos Grey Reef Shark EN 

Carcharhinus amboinensis Pigeye Shark VU 

Carcharhinus macloti Hardnose Shark NT 

Galeocerdo cuvier Tiger Shark NT 

Rhincodon typus Whale Shark EN 

Sphyrna lewini Scalloped Hammerhead CR 

RAYS 

Aetobatus ocellatus  Spotted Eagle Ray  EN 

Glaucostegus halavi Halavi Guitarfish CR 

Himantura gerrardi   Sharpnose Stingray EN 

Himantura leoparda Leopard Whipray  VU 

Himantura uarnak  Coach Whipray EN 

Maculabatis ambigua Baraka's Whipray NT 

Neotrygon caeruleopunctata Bluespotted Maskray LC 

Taeniura lymma Bluespotted Lagoon Ray  LC 

Torpedo sinuspersici  Gulf Torpedo EN 

 

IUCN Red List of Threatened Species Categories are available by searching species names at 
www.iucnredlist.org  Abbreviations refer to: CR, Critically Endangered; EN, Endangered; VU, 
Vulnerable; NT, Near Threatened; LC, Least Concern; DD, Data Deficient. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/
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SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
 

There are additional indications that Watamu is important for reproductive purposes for three ray 
species. 

In 2018 and 2020, 120 Bluespotted Lagoon Ray, 10 Halavi Guitarfish, and 79 Bluespotted Maskray 
were recorded from diving surveys, Baited Remote Underwater Video Surveys (BRUVS), and beach 
surveys (Cowburn et al. 2018; Hindle et al. 2022). None of the individuals were directly measured, 
but estimated sizes indicate the presence of neonates/young-of-the-year. More information is 
needed to confirm the regular presence of these life-stages and to confirm the reproductive 
importance of the area for these species.  
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