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	 Summary

This document presents the rationale, background, and implementation considerations for the revitalisation of the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs), as a strategic coordination mechanism to address the increasing threat of HABs across the African continent. Building on earlier efforts under IOCAFRICA and regional experiences such as the North African HANA network, the Group will provide technical guidance, promote capacity development, and facilitate cross-border collaboration on HAB monitoring, research, and policy integration. The revitalised Group of Experts will also play a central role in Africa’s contribution to the IOC Global HAB Status Report, the Ocean Decade Africa Roadmap, and national marine health monitoring systems.
Financial implications: The revitalisation of the Group will have financial implications for coordination activities, meetings, technical support, and capacity-building. Member States, development partners, and collaborating institutions are encouraged to support the initiative through voluntary contributions and targeted partnerships.
Decision proposed: The Sub-Commission is invited to consider the draft decision referenced as Dec. IOCAFRICA-VIII/4.7 in the Provisional Action Paper IOCAFRICA-VIII/AP Prov.




[bookmark: _Toc135566126][bookmark: _Toc136185728]Introduction
1. Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) are among the most serious and intensifying threats to ocean and coastal systems in Africa, with far-reaching consequences for public health, marine biodiversity, fisheries and aquaculture industries, and sustainable coastal tourism. These events, driven by toxin-producing or ecologically disruptive microalgae, not only compromise seafood safety—leading to incidences of paralytic, diarrhetic, and amnesic shellfish poisoning—but also result in massive fish kills, widespread anoxia, and degradation of critical ecosystems such as coral reefs and seagrass beds.

2. Several IOCAFRICA Member States have reported HAB-related impacts with increasing frequency and severity, including Egypt, Tunisia, Morocco, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Namibia, and Madagascar. These events are often linked to accelerating anthropogenic stressors such as nutrient loading from agricultural runoff and sewage discharge, coastal urbanization, and warming sea surface temperatures driven by climate change. The cumulative effect of these stressors is the expansion of HAB hotspots and the emergence of previously unrecorded harmful species in African waters.

3. In recognition of these growing challenges, IOCAFRICA previously established a Group of Experts on HABs in 2015, which convened its first meeting in 2016 to identify regional priorities. Despite its initial promise, the Group has since lapsed into inactivity due to limited coordination, absence of dedicated resources, and institutional discontinuity.

4. Meanwhile, the IOC’s Intergovernmental Panel on Harmful Algal Blooms (IPHAB), a joint initiative of the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) and the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), launched the HANA (Harmful Algal Blooms in North Africa) network—predating IOCAFRICA—to foster sub-regional cooperation among North African countries. HANA has demonstrated the value of regional collaboration through the harmonization of monitoring protocols, taxonomic exchange, and training activities. However, no equivalent mechanism currently exists for Sub-Saharan Africa.

5. The most recent session of IPHAB, held from 18 to 20 March 2025, reiterated the need for enhanced regional structures to support global HAB data flows and foster intergovernmental cooperation. The revitalisation of the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on HABs was highlighted as an urgent priority to align Africa’s contributions with global assessments and early warning systems.

6. This document proposes the revitalisation of the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on HABs to fill this gap, expand collaboration across the continent, and build a unified framework to improve HAB preparedness, response, and scientific understanding. The proposed revitalisation aims to embed the Group more firmly within IOCAFRICA’s structure and strategic programmes, positioning it to support African Member States in meeting their obligations under the IOC Medium-Term Strategy (2022–2029), the Ocean Decade Africa Roadmap, and continental policy instruments such as Africa’s Agenda 2063 and the African Union Blue Economy Strategy. This revitalisation will also enable IOCAFRICA to contribute more effectively to the work of the IOC-FAO Intergovernmental Panel on Harmful Algal Blooms (IPHAB), by facilitating coordinated African input to global HAB policy frameworks and scientific assessments, including those reviewed during the IPHAB meeting held from 18 to 20 March 2025.


Strategic rationale
7. The proposed revitalisation is driven by several converging and increasingly urgent factors that reflect both longstanding gaps and emerging opportunities in the region:
· Fragmented Regional Capacity: Despite growing recognition of the HAB threat, there is currently no continent-wide mechanism to coordinate national responses or harmonize technical standards. Many African coastal and island states still lack structured national HAB monitoring programmes, validated laboratory techniques for toxin identification, or national guidelines for incident reporting. Where such systems exist, they are often underfunded, isolated, or lacking inter-agency coordination. Revitalising the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts provides a formal vehicle to address these limitations and consolidate capacity-building efforts.
· Data and Reporting Gaps: Africa remains underrepresented in global HAB data initiatives. The continent's contributions to the Harmful Algal Event Database (HAEDAT), the Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS), and IOC’s Global HAB Status Report are limited, sporadic, and unstandardized. These data gaps hinder the region’s ability to detect emerging patterns, share critical early warnings, or contribute meaningfully to international HAB science and response coordination.
· Scientific and Policy Disconnect: A lack of sustained collaboration between scientists, policymakers, and health/environmental regulators has hampered the integration of HAB science into national marine management systems. There is an urgent need to bridge the divide between technical expertise and governance processes. Revitalising the Group will help deliver actionable scientific knowledge to fisheries departments, environmental protection agencies, and public health authorities.
· Alignment with Global and Continental Strategies: The revitalisation directly supports implementation of the IOC-IPOHAB global strategy on HABs and the priorities outlined under Ocean Decade Challenge 4 on Sustainable Ocean Economy. It also reinforces African continental frameworks such as the African Union’s Blue Economy Strategy, the African Union Climate Change and Resilient Development Strategy and Action Plan (2022–2032), and Agenda 2063. These frameworks emphasize ecosystem-based management, hazard resilience, and regional scientific cooperation—core outcomes that the revitalised Group can actively deliver.
Proposed Objectives and Functions
8. The revitalised IOCAFRICA HAB Group of Experts will serve as the principal technical and coordination body supporting the region’s efforts to mitigate and manage the impacts of Harmful Algal Blooms through a holistic, science-policy approach. Its primary roles and responsibilities will include:
· Regional Coordination: Act as the continental mechanism for harmonizing HAB-related scientific activities, coordinating efforts between countries, and fostering collaboration among institutions engaged in monitoring, research, and response. This includes facilitating the establishment or strengthening of national HAB task forces and focal point networks.
· Scientific and Technical Advisory Services: Provide evidence-based technical advice to Member States, intergovernmental bodies, and sectoral agencies on issues related to HAB detection, taxonomy, toxin analysis, ecological drivers, and mitigation strategies. The Group will act as a regional think tank for shaping HAB management and policy approaches.
· Global Contributions: Ensure Africa's active participation in international HAB initiatives, including submission of event data to the Harmful Algal Event Database (HAEDAT), contribution of biodiversity records to the Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS), and input to the IOC Global HAB Status Report and other flagship assessments.
· Policy Mainstreaming: Work with governments and intersectoral stakeholders to integrate HAB considerations into national and regional policy frameworks on marine spatial planning, fisheries management, food safety, public health, and disaster risk reduction.
· Partnership Development: Foster collaboration with existing initiatives such as the IOC Intergovernmental Panel on Harmful Algal Blooms (IPHAB), the North African HANA network, regional seas conventions, Large Marine Ecosystems (LMEs), and relevant African Union programs. The Group will also engage universities, private sector actors, and community-based organizations to support cross-sector innovation.
· Capacity Building and Training: Develop and implement training programmes to build technical and institutional capacity in HAB taxonomy, microscopy, toxin detection (e.g. ELISA, HPLC), molecular methods, and forecasting tools. It will also facilitate knowledge transfer through regional workshops, inter-laboratory testing schemes, and mentorship initiatives.
· Strategic Guidance and Investment Planning: Identify emerging risks, research gaps, and priority investment needs related to HAB monitoring and forecasting systems. The Group will advise IOCAFRICA on resource mobilization strategies and the co-design of funding proposals to strengthen regional resilience to HABs through nature-based solutions, innovation, and community engagement.
 Expected outputs and outcomes
9. The revitalised IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on HABs is expected to generate a series of tangible deliverables and long-term benefits that will significantly enhance regional capacity to monitor, manage, and respond to harmful algal blooms. These outputs will include a comprehensive two-year regional work plan, which will provide a clear roadmap for coordinated HAB monitoring and research across IOCAFRICA Member States. This work plan will be supported by the development of regional guidelines and protocols for HAB detection, response, and data reporting, ensuring harmonization of practices across diverse national contexts.

10. To strengthen communication and collaboration, a centralized directory of national HAB focal points and institutional partners will be established. This directory will serve as a key tool for facilitating rapid information exchange and peer-to-peer learning. In parallel, the Group will produce tailored training resources—including manuals, online modules, and workshops—designed to build technical capacity in HAB taxonomy, toxin testing, and ecosystem monitoring. These resources will underpin a series of regional and national training events focused on building human and institutional capacity.

11. The Group will also support Member States in submitting consistent, quality-assured data to global platforms such as HAEDAT and OBIS, thereby increasing Africa’s visibility in global HAB monitoring efforts. Informed by this data and regional case studies, the Group will prepare policy briefs and technical advisories targeting government ministries, regional bodies, and stakeholders involved in marine health, food safety, and disaster risk management.

12. The expected outcomes of these efforts are multifaceted. National and regional preparedness for HAB events will be significantly enhanced through the establishment of coordinated response frameworks and early warning systems. Member States will see marked improvements in their technical capabilities for identifying and forecasting HABs, allowing for faster and more effective mitigation.

13. By contributing regularly to global databases and reporting mechanisms, African countries will gain greater visibility and influence in international scientific assessments and policy dialogues. The initiative will foster stronger integration between science and policy, ensuring that HAB knowledge informs decision-making processes related to coastal and marine governance, fisheries management, and public health. Finally, the Group will catalyze the development of strategic partnerships with key international actors including IOC-IPHAB, the HANA network, IAEA, regional seas conventions, and LMEs, thus embedding African expertise and priorities within broader global frameworks.
· Strengthened national and regional preparedness to manage HAB events;
· Improved technical capacity for HAB detection, response, and forecasting;
· Greater visibility and influence of African data and expertise in global HAB dialogues;
· Enhanced science-policy coordination for ocean health and food safety;
· Integration of HAB monitoring into national marine governance systems;
· Expanded partnerships with IPHAB, HANA, LMEs, IAEA, and development partners.

Draft Decision IOCAFRICA-VIII/Dec.4.7
The Member States,
Recalling the persistent and increasing threat of Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) to coastal and marine ecosystems, public health, seafood safety, fisheries, aquaculture, and tourism across the African continent;
Recognizing the previous establishment of the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on HABs in 2015 and its foundational meeting in 2016, as well as the valuable experience gained through the North African regional HAB network (HANA) initiated under the IOC-FAO Intergovernmental Panel on Harmful Algal Blooms (IPHAB);
Acknowledging the outcomes of the 2025 session of IPHAB (18–20 March 2025), which reinforced the need for stronger regional structures and data contributions to global HAB monitoring and response mechanisms;
Affirming the alignment of the revitalised Group with the IOC Medium-Term Strategy (2022–2029), the Ocean Decade Africa Roadmap, the African Union Blue Economy Strategy, Agenda 2063, and the global priorities articulated under the UN Decade of Ocean Science for Sustainable Development (2021–2030);
Recognizing further the urgent need for a coordinated regional mechanism to enhance scientific knowledge, improve institutional capacity, and facilitate policy-relevant HAB risk management in IOCAFRICA Member States;
Decides to:
1. Re-establish the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs) as a regional science-policy coordination platform to support the monitoring, forecasting, and management of HABs in Africa;
2. Adopt the Terms of Reference for the Group as presented in document IOCAFRICA-VIII/4.7.Doc(1), including its mandate, governance structure, thematic priorities, and reporting responsibilities;
3. Request the IOCAFRICA Secretariat to launch an open and transparent call for nominations and to facilitate the selection of Group members, ensuring balanced representation of technical expertise, geographical diversity, gender, and generational inclusion;
4. Encourage Member States to designate national HAB focal points and to support the Group through provision of data, institutional collaboration, and integration of HAB monitoring into national marine governance systems;
5. Invite partners and donors to provide technical and financial support to the Group, including for the implementation of the two-year work plan, capacity development activities, and regional research initiatives;
6. Request the revitalised Group of Experts to submit an annual update to the IOCAFRICA Officers and a biennial progress report to the Sub-Commission, highlighting achievements, data contributions to HAEDAT and OBIS, strategic partnerships, and recommendations for future action.

Draft Terms of Reference for the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on Harmful Algal Blooms (HABs)
Historical Reference: At its first meeting in 2016, the IOCAFRICA Group of Experts on HABs adopted an initial set of Terms of Reference focused on capacity mapping, data and literature review, and developing a foundation for a regional HAB programme. These included: (i) Preparing an inventory of regional HAB-related capacity (expertise, equipment, facilities); (ii) Compiling a bibliography of HAB-related publications in and about Africa; (iii) Compiling HAB event records (2010–2015) and contributing to HAEDAT and the Global HAB Status Report; (iv) Identifying key environmental and anthropogenic drivers of HABs; (v) Preparing a regional review on fish-killing algal events; (vi) Drafting a proposal for an IOCAFRICA HAB programme, including capacity development and monitoring; and (vii) Formulating an engagement and communication strategy with scientists, managers, and partners.
Building on this foundation, the revised Terms of Reference below expand and update the mandate to reflect contemporary challenges and strategic frameworks including the Ocean Decade and the African Union Blue Economy Strategy.
1. Mandate:
The Group shall serve as a regional technical and advisory mechanism under IOCAFRICA, tasked with coordinating efforts to monitor, mitigate, and manage harmful algal blooms in Africa. It will support scientific exchange, policy guidance, training, and integration of HAB monitoring into national marine governance systems.
2. Objectives:
· To facilitate harmonized HAB monitoring, data collection, and reporting across Member States;
· To support capacity development in HAB detection, toxin analysis, and ecological forecasting;
· To promote integration of HAB risk assessment into marine spatial planning, fisheries, aquaculture, and public health frameworks;
· To enhance Africa’s participation in global HAB-related networks and assessments.
3. Functions:
· Develop and oversee the implementation of a biennial regional work plan;
· Serve as a platform for knowledge sharing and collaborative research;
· Produce technical guidance, policy briefs, and regional advisories on HAB response and management;
· Coordinate training and capacity development programmes with support from partners such as IPHAB, IAEA, and regional academic institutions;
· Ensure timely submission of data to IOC’s HAEDAT and OBIS platforms;
· Support the development of national HAB focal points and technical working groups.
4. Composition: The Group shall comprise up to 15 members nominated by Member States and selected based on expertise in marine ecology, toxicology, monitoring technologies, climate-ocean interactions, public health, or ocean governance. Geographic, gender, and generational balance will be ensured. Members will serve in their personal capacity for a renewable term of two years.
5. Governance and Reporting: The Group will elect a Chair and Vice-Chair for two-year terms. It will meet at least once per year and provide:
· An annual progress report to IOCAFRICA Officers;
· A biennial report to the IOCAFRICA Sub-Commission;
· Contributions to IPHAB and IOC Global HAB assessments.
6. Secretariat Support: Administrative and technical support will be provided by the IOCAFRICA Secretariat, in close collaboration with the IOC Secretariat and IPHAB.
7. Collaboration: The Group will work in coordination with relevant IOC programmes (IPHAB, IODE, GOOS), the Ocean Decade, regional fisheries bodies, LMEs, academic networks, and civil society.
8. Resource Mobilization: The Group will assist IOCAFRICA in identifying and developing funding proposals, partnerships, and in-kind contributions to support implementation of its work plan and long-term sustainability.
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