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Introduction 
This research is a collaborative project between the University of Cape Town (UCT) and the 
South African Boatbuilders Export Council (SABBEX). The point of departure for the research 
was an attempt to understand the size and scale of ocean-based economic activity in the 
Western Cape as a means to gain a deeper understanding of the opportunities of developing 
the region’s Ocean Economy. As the Ocean Economy is such a broad and vast economy 
involving countless industries, it was decided to focus on understanding a small sect of this 
economy and use that understanding as a platform to build broader research into ocean-based 
economic activity. As such, the research attempts to gain an insight into the economic 
contributions made by ocean-based boardsports in the Greater Cape Town region. 
Two sports were identified as the focus of this initial study; surfing and kitesurfing. Two case 
studies were conducted for the respective sports, identifying two distinct sporting clusters, 
namely: Muizenberg (surfing) and Milnerton/Blouberg (kitesurfing). Through an analysis of 
these clusters, the study was able to identify various opportunities and challenges that exist 
to the respective industries as well as some tentative figures relating to the economic 
contribution of these sports to the local economy. This brief report will provide an abbreviated 
background to the research before splitting the findings and recommendations of the 
respective sports; surfing and kitesurfing. 

Background to Research 
With a coastline spanning approximately 900 kilometres, year-round winds, and consistent 
swells, the Western Cape Province is one of the leading destinations in the world for ocean-
based boardsports activities. Thousands of residents and tourists engage in a variety of ocean 
sports such as sailing, kiting, surfing to scuba diving on a daily basis. Thus, the Western Cape 
and Cape Town is placed in a fortunate position to be able to leverage its unique natural and 
geographical attributes to develop emergent opportunities in the ocean-based sports 
industry. Identifying opportunities to remain competitive on a global and domestic front has 
become a vital and important challenge for government agencies across South Africa. In light 
of this context, Cape Town’s ocean sports industry stands as an area poised for development 
of inward growth to foster a more resilient local economy. 
Despite this, very few studies have attempted to understand the structure and dynamics of 
ocean-based sports in Cape Town. Having a greater understanding of these industries will 
assist policy makers and businesses to develop various ocean-related industries and increase 
their contribution to local and regional economic growth. Thus, the research aims to combine 
the knowledge and interests of key stakeholders in Cape Town’s ocean boardsports clusters 
to develop a foundational and detailed understanding of the industry’s current state, its current 
modes of operation and explore opportunities for improvement. 
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The Wave
• Surfing’s nursery
• Various skill levels
Accessibility
• 30 min from anywhere in CT
• Train access
Heritage and Culture
• Birthplace of surfing in SA
• Unintimidating surf culture
• Muizenberg as a destination

The Wind
• The Cape Doctor 
• Appeals to various skill 

levels
Cape Town as a destination
• Beautiful nature

CITY 
BOWL



 

 

Surfing 
Globally, surfing is one of the most popular water-based leisure activities and is backed by a 
multi-billion-dollar industry. The surfing industry is generally comprised of various overlapping 
sectors including, but not limited to tourism, manufacturing, retail, events, training and 
accreditation, logistics and distribution, and sports governing bodies. 
Whilst Cape Town’s local surfing industry benefits from being in a world-class tourist 
destination with an extensive stretch of coastline offering consistent surf-breaks for various 
skill levels, the industry is experiencing a series of challenges that inhibit the development of 
a more profitable industry with greater presence and competitiveness in the market. Below 
are some key findings from the research: 
 
Findings 
State of the Industry 
The surfing industry in Cape Town (and across the World) has seen significant growth since 
the early 2000’s and the sport has continued on that upward trajectory driven, in part, by the 
broadening of the sport to women and families. Despite this, the market in Cape Town remains 
relatively small as the sport is reliant primarily on middleclass ocean lovers. There has been 
a resurgence of ‘old school’ disciplines such as logging and handcrafted, bespoke boards as 
well as environmentally friendly boards. Ecoboards is an emergent and growing aspect of the 
local surf economy. 
The sector itself is mature and diversified, with a mix of both new and old enterprises bringing 
different products to the market. Surf-related businesses tend to be small, owner-managed 
enterprises and most businesses have diverse revenue streams and rarely focus on a one 
surf-related economic activity. 
 
Key Challenges 
The surfing industry has struggled to stay lucrative in a context of increased political and 
economic uncertainty which has decreased consumer confidence. The industry is also quite 
reliant on tourism which means that fluctuations in tourism can have significant impacts on the 
surf industry. However, it is important to view this relative to Cape Town’s broader economy 
which is also quite tourism-dependent. 
The size of the surfing sector has been identified as a key challenge as it makes it difficult for 
businesses to expand or innovate. It also makes it difficult to manufacture at an affordable 
price locally. As a result, the market is flooded with Chinese products that offer little margins 
and push down prices, which creates a vicious cycle as retailers are forced to sell more at 
decreasing margins. 
The industry is also relatively unregulated, creating a climate of individualism and mistrust 
among some businesses in the sector. Further, there is little promotion of the local industry as 
it appears that a lot of energy is devoted to competing with one another rather than developing 
the industry as a whole, and the lack of educated consumers is a resultant challenge that 
stems from this. 
 
Issues relating specifically to surfboard shapers revolve primarily around the perceived value 
of a surfboard, which has been driven down (among other factors) by recently established 
shapers trying to break into the market. The result is that the price of a surfboard in Cape 
Town is significantly lower than it should be, given the skill, time, and the cost of the materials 
required to produce a surfboard. Consequently, surfboard manufacturers cannot attract the 
right skills (as their margins are too small to pay for them) and the quality of the final product 
is compromised meaning they cannot command a better price. A less educated consumer is 
also much more likely to spend less money on a cheaply made board than a quality board 
made by a highly respected surfboard shaper. 
 



 

 

Key Opportunities 
Despite the challenges, there are also a lot of opportunities that the Cape Town surfing 
industry can exploit. Most notably, this involves developing local manufacturing capacity, both 
for clothing, and surfboards and apparel. This has already been demonstrated by 
organisations such as Mami Wata and by shapers combining efforts to scale their production. 
The above have also started to exploit another opportunity which is to tap into the export 
market. This is particularly relevant to surfboard manufacturers who have the skills (and a 
well-stablished industry) and are able to produce boards at very low cost. This will also help 
raise the profile of the local surfing sector both domestically, and abroad. 
 
Another area of opportunity comes in the resurgence of old wave riding disciplines such as 
‘logging’ and windsurfing, as well as the development of new ones, such as Hydrofoiling. Local 
retailers and manufacturers are already beginning to establish themselves within these new 
niches. Similarly, Ecoboards is another new niche that is growing in popularity in Cape Town. 
Consumers are willing to pay a premium for a product that is more environmentally friendly 
which creates an opportunity for shapers to improve their margins. 
 
Finally, and most importantly, is the numerous social and economic benefits from bringing 
surfing to previously disadvantaged people. This area has massive potential for growth. 
Outreach programmes have already laid the groundwork for the surfing industry to fully exploit 
this opportunity, both for the development of the industry but more broadly for surfing as a 
sport.  
 
Recommendations 
Many of the opportunities that have been identified above have been taken on to some degree 
by various organisations in Cape Town’s surfing sector. However, these opportunities are 
exploited in isolation and there is a lack of coordination across the sector which is limiting the 
impact of these opportunities. Thus, the formation of an industry forum is put forward as a 
means of bringing key stakeholders together and advancing the industry as a whole. 
Examples of this have been implemented successfully in Europe, America and Australia. 
These forums/associations play an integral role in the advancement of the surf economy in 
these regions. 
 
It is also recommended that the industry find ways to partner with public economic 
development or investment organisations such as WesGro to help stimulate investment and 
capabilities relating to local manufacturing of surf-related products. Further, approaching these 
organisations to fund additional research is another recommendation. 
 
In terms of what local stakeholders can do at a company or individual level to support the 
surfing industry, it is recommended that organisations educate consumers as to which 
products best support the local industry, and likewise encourage retailers and shapers to 
prioritise quality (and a reflective margin) rather than quantity. 
 
Lastly, it is recommended that organisations could leverage the qualities that Cape Town has 
to further promote it as a surf destination. 
 
Cape Town’s Surfing Sector by Numbers 

– >150 surf-related organisations 
– R200 million, approximate size of surf retail sector 
– >50 000, surf lessons taking place in a year 
– 4 000, number of surfboards shaped annually 
– >200 Ecoboards shaped annually 

  



 

 

Kitesurfing 
Kitesurfing is a very young sport which has grown rapidly since its beginnings less than 30 
years ago. The sport was made popular by famous surfers Laird Hamilton and Manu Bertin in 
the early nineties. The sport has since evolved to include a number of different disciplines and 
has received increasing global popularity over the past 15 years. Like surfing, kitesurfing is 
comprised of various overlapping sectors. Since the mid 2000’s Cape Town has become one 
of the world’s top destinations for kitesurfing as the city is an idyllic kitesurfing and kiteboarding 
destination for beginners and pros alike. 
 
Key Findings 
State of the Kitesurfing Sector 
Whilst the kitesurfing sector in Cape Town only started about 15 years ago, due to the unique 
weather and surf conditions, it has already become an established sector with a number of 
organisations offering a variety of different products and services. The kiting season has a 
distinct four-month season (November–March) and attracts a significant number of kitesurfing 
tourists and professionals from overseas. Primarily, the sector caters to these tourists and the 
sector consists mainly of tourist services; schools, camps, accommodation and retail. 
Additionally, the sector is largely centred around one or two big events that take place in 
Blouberg, making it more of a spectacle to locals than a past time like surfing, though this is 
starting to change. 
 
Key Challenges 
Many of the challenges experienced in Cape Town’s surfing cluster are mirrored in its 
Kitesurfing cluster on the other side of the peninsula. These include, the size of the market, 
the lack of consumer confidence and the unregulated nature of the sector. 
A key way of promoting kitesurfing in Cape Town is through events and competitions, however 
there is a lack of consistent events as they do not receive the necessary support from the 
various local authorities, creating legal issues around the hosting of events. Additionally, there 
are issues with regulatory bodies as the sport currently falls under Sailing South Africa which 
does not provide enough assistance to the South African Kitesurfing Association (SAKA). As 
a result, there is a dearth of local sponsorship and cohesive support for kitesurfing in Cape 
Town which is limiting its development. 
The costs associated with kitesurfing are quite prohibitive meaning that there is also quite a 
small local market, as a result it is not currently feasible to locally manufacturing kitesurfing 
equipment. However, there are a few kites and boards being produced in Cape Town. 
 
Key Opportunities 
The upward trajectory of kitesurfing’s popularity, both locally and globally, offers many 
opportunities for Cape Town’s kitesurfing sector. Firstly, Cape Town is very well-positioned to 
further tap into the kitesurf tourist market by creating greater visibility for 
kitesurfing/windsurfing tourism overseas. 
Secondly, there is a great opportunity to raise the profile of the sport through high-profile 
events which have international exposure. The Global Kitesports Association (GKA) has a 
world tour consisting of 13 events, currently none of these are held in Cape Town. Such events 
attract significant amounts of interest, not just from ocean goers but members of the public 
wanting to be a part of the spectacle. This also has a large impact in raising the profile of the 
sport locally.  
Thirdly, with the increased popularity of kitesurfing comes opportunities to develop local 
manufacturing of kitesurfing equipment and products. There are very few local manufacturers 
of kites and boards in Cape Town. Developing local manufacturing capacity has been 
identified as a key area for future growth as most of the World’s top kitesurfing brands test 
their equipment in the Cape, thus highlighting significant potential to partner with international 
brands or export to the rest of the World. 



 

 

Recommendations 
With regards to exploiting the opportunity of creating more higher-profile events, it is 
recommended that the sector develops broader channels of communication and engagement 
with the City and other authorities and organisations involved with ocean-related events, this 
would include Sailing South Africa. Further, it is suggested that a sub-section of Sailing South 
Africa could be formed to more directly respond to the needs of sports such as windsurfing 
and kitesurfing. This would require greater collaboration between the various stakeholders in 
kitesurfing and windsurfing sectors which are closely linked. 
Additionally, it is recommended that the economic impact of the sport is demonstrated to the 
City and other government institutions to highlight how developing the sport offers the potential 
to grow various aspects of the local and regional economy. This has already been done to 
some extent by key stakeholders involved in kitesurfing. Quantifying these impacts and 
presenting them to public investment institutions could help raise funding for events or 
catalyse investment in local manufacturers. This has taken place to some degree but without 
the oversight to ensure its success. Whilst local manufacturing has been identified as an 
opportunity, developing this capacity requires skills development, investment and 
stewardship. Given the limited funding and small market that exists in Cape Town, it is 
suggested that seed funding should be acquired from government investment organisations 
or venture capitalists. 
Tourism companies and schools should work to increase their exposure to overseas tourists 
by partnering with foreign tour operators or marketing their services in overseas websites or 
media publications. 
 
Cape Town’s Kitesurfing Sector by Numbers 

– > R480 million kitesurfing and windsurfing sector in Cape Town 
– >15 000 tourists visit Cape Town annually to kitesurf 
– R60 000 – R140 000 average spend of kitesurfing tourists 
– +/- 80 000 lessons in Cape Town and Langebaan annually 
– 70% of lessons given to tourists 
– +/- 1 500 local kitesurfers in the Cape Town area 

 

Conclusion 
This research forms the initial steps in gaining an understanding of the scope and scale of 
ocean-based sports activities in Cape Town. Specifically, this is a preliminary project that 
aimed to build a foundational understanding first and foremost, in terms of how the industry 
operates, who are the players, what type of businesses exist, where the businesses cluster, 
and what the current challenges and missed opportunities are. The above is intended to form 
the bases from which meaningful interventions can be devised to develop and support the 
aforementioned industries in Cape Town. To this end, the report highlights key 
recommendations for consideration in terms of supporting more efficient and productive local 
economic sectors around ocean-based boardsports. However, in order to devise effective 
strategies to promote this sector further research needs to be done. Such research should 
aim to gain a better understanding of the underlying dynamics that underpin the 
implementation of the recommendations, and a deeper, more comprehensive understanding 
of the key stakeholders, including the end-user (i.e. surfer or windsurfer). 
 
 


