Marine Protected Areas:
Securing Benefits for Sustainable Development

Declining health for oceans: growing demand
for their benefits

Our oceans have been under too much stress, from too
many human activities, for too many years. Today, they face
a complex mixture of environmental, social and economic
impacts. Overfishing and other extractive activities, coastal
development, pollution and tourism are damaging essential
natural habitats and reducing populations of marine species
at an incredible rate. This well-documented degradation

is deteriorating further due to climate change, through

the effects of warmer temperatures and the acidification
that results when oceans absorb carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere.
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Since 1985, we have lost half of the world’s coral reefs." In
2016 alone, a 400-mile stretch of the Great Barrier Reef was
severely damaged by coral bleaching.? Of the 600 fish stocks,
or subpopulations, monitored by international research
bodies, 31 per cent are currently fished at unsustainable levels,
largely due toillegal, unreported or unregulated activities,
and 58 per cent are fully exploited.? After a 49 per cent drop in
fish stock populations between 1970 and 2012, a brief period
of stability followed. Now, they are falling again.* In short, we
are using the ocean’s resources faster than ocean ecosystems
can replenish them. It is a familiar destructive pattern: once
we extract too many resources, weakened ecosystems recover
more slowly. When we return for more, less of the resource is
available and it is more difficult to extract. So, we put in more
effort and cause more damage. Eventually, the resource is
exhausted—or extinct.




This is a pattern of societal self-harm. Human life depends
on the benefits oceans provide for health, well-being and
economic growth. Ocean processes sustain the fish that
provide the major source of protein for nearly three billion
people.? A study shows that our oceans are worth at least
US$24 trillion." If oceans were a country, they would be
equivalent to the seventh largest economy in the world.

Marine protected areas offer one of the best options for
maintaining or returning ocean and coastal ecosystems to
healthy conditions, particularly when developed as part of

Ocean and coastal values at stake
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a wider management system.>'° Ecological benefits come
from protecting species, habitats and ecosystem functions.
Social benefits come from engaging stakeholders in the
planning and the fair sharing of benefits. Economic benefits
come from ensuring the long-term sustainable use of natural
resources and tourism incomes. The combined impact could
support many of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals of
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, including
reducing poverty, improving food security and tackling
impacts of climate change.
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The rise of marine protected areas

Most countries now agree that we need to protect at least
10 per cent of coastal and marine areas by 2020." This is one
of the Aichi Biodiversity Targets and is echoed in the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development.''2

Already, there has been a 25 per cent increase in the last

15 years.”® By July 2017, 15 292 marine protected areas

were designated, covering 5.7 per cent of the global ocean.
Estimated 14.4 per cent of coastal and marine areas under
national jurisdictions are designated as protected areas.”* The
latter number suggests that the 2020 target has been achieved
for national seas, but the reality is a little more complex. It is
complex because the physical area covered is just one part of
the commitment. There are growing concerns that designation
is not enough and the focus needs to shift to effectiveness.''®
There is some evidence that current governance capacity may
not be sufficient to support effectiveness and delivery towards
social and economic targets, as well those for biodiversity
conservation.'s Today, 45 of the 15 292 designated zones
account for more than 72 per cent of the total protected
marine area."* These large areas are important for maintaining
secluded and pristine marine ecosystems. However, their size
and remoteness also raises questions about the effectiveness
of their governance strategies and the limited opportunity

to share the benefits."* Marine protected areas must provide
effective biodiversity conservation and the equitable sharing
of related costs and benefits. The emphasis should be on both
quality and quantity.

The questions on effectiveness are not limited to very large
marine protected areas. A new UN Environment study,
“Enabling Effective and Equitable Marine Protected Areas:
Guidance on combining governance approaches’, has analysed
the governance of 34 protected areas in national seas.' Just
over half were given a medium effectiveness rating, indicating
that some human impacts are completely addressed and others
partially. The remainder were given a low effectiveness rating,
indicating that some impacts are addressed either inadequately
or not at all. Additional studies show that about 40 per cent

of marine protected areas have major deficiencies, leading to
weak and ineffective governance."”

Recent trend in global coverage of marine protected areas
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Better governance makes marine protected
areas more effective

For marine protected areas to be truly effective they need
strong governance to influence human behaviour and reduce
the impacts on the ecosystem. The approach should be
inclusive, promoting a sense of stewardship that demonstrates
the social, economic and environmental benefits for user
communities.

Because our seas are intricate ecological systems that support
complex social and economic systems, maximising the
effectiveness of protected areas can be resource intensive.
Often challenges include lack of knowledge, political will,
community support and financial investment. Too often,
marine protected areas are seen as a short-term up-front cost,
rather than being embraced as long-term investments with
substantial social, economic and environmental benefits. Each
MPA has different challenges, but marine resource users are
less likely to flout rules and regulations if they are involved in
discussions and decision making.

Marine protection debates ask about the best or correct

way to improve governance, focusing on three approaches.
Each of them has drawbacks: Top-down governance

focuses on regulations imposed by governments. This

can lack the inclusion of local communities, causing less
collaboration. Bottom-up governance focuses on locally
agreed restrictions with which people cooperate. This can
lack the legal enforcement to restrict incoming users. Market-
based governance focuses on economic initiatives producing
financial gains, such as giving local communities alternative
livelihoods and property rights. This approach can impede
conservation objectives by disrupting local cooperation and
creating additional environmental damage.

Research on the effectiveness of marine protected areas

shows that focusing on a single governance approach creates
weaknesses that can compromise conservation intentions.
Instead, there should be an integrated approach that combines
the roles of national governments, local communities, and
market schemes.'®'® The relative importance of each role will
depend on the behaviour to be addressed and the wider
environmental, social, economic and political context.

<

Aichi Biodiversity Target 11
By 2020, at least 10 per cent of coastal
and marine areas, especially areas of
particular importance for biodiversity
and ecosystem services, are conserved
through effectively and equitably
managed, ecologically representative
and well-connected systems of
protected areas and other effective
area-based conservation measures and
integrated into the wilder seascape

@ Target 14.2

SUSTAINABLE By 2020, sustainably manage and
DEVELOPMENT  protect marine and coastal ecosystems

G@Z@ALS to avoid significant adverse impacts,
including by strengthening their
resilience, and take action for their
restoration
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Target 14.5

By 2020, conserve at least 10 per cent
of coastal and marine areas, consistent
with national and international law and
based on best available scientific
information

o Video: How to choose marine reserves

Video Link: https://www.openchannels.org/videos/how-choose-marine-reserves
© Hugh Possingham/Jennifer McGowan, University of Queensland
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Combining governance approaches in practice

Chumbe Island, Tanzania

Bluefields Bay, Jamaica

Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, Australia
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Every protected area is unique, but there are common driving
forces that can increase governance challenges. These forces
include expanding demands from global fish markets that
drive up the levels of commercial fishing; local poverty that
drives people to fish for subsistence and basic livelihoods;
growing tourism that increases pressure on infrastructure
development and recreational access; and economic
migration from poorer inland areas to coastal areas seeking
opportunities for work or a better standard of living.'®'®
These forces could undermine conservation objectives.
Clearly, defining the objectives during the marine protected
area designation process makes it possible to understand the
specific requirements for addressing conflicts and supporting
the effectiveness of the protected area. A governance
framework can support the development and implementation
of measures to mitigate specific human behaviours and
should include enforcement and financial strategies to

support the overall objectives of the protected area. At the
same time, it should allow benefits and costs to be equitably
shared, while still protecting biodiversity.

Case studies of marine protected areas demonstrate how
combinations of governance approaches can be effective.
Australia’s Great Barrier Reef Marine Park is an example of a
top-down effort, while collaboration with local indigenous
communities ensures their livelihoods, cultures and traditions;
Tanzania’s Chumbe Island Coral Park is a private, ecotourism-
focused protected area, while there is strong collaboration
with the government to enforce penalties, supported by local
wardens, fishermen and police; and Jamaica’s Bluefields Bay
is a community-led conservation area, but the government
funds patrols to enforce regulations supported by state laws.
Each of these efforts has adopted techniques from various
approaches to adapt to local needs and conditions.'®®



Governance of marine protected areas
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communities in decisions,
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The future: using protected areas for
sustainable development

The opportunities created by marine protection are as vast
as the ocean. However, a perception shift is required to
focus on the quality as well as quantity of protected areas,
and to recognise the benefits as well as the costs. Economic
and social benefits can comfortably co-exist with marine
protection, if governed with a full understanding of the
surrounding environment.

An economic scenario estimates that a network of protected
areas covering 10-30 per cent of our oceans could cost
US$45-228 billion per year, but could deliver astonishing
social and economic gains through the provision of ecosystem
service benefits (for coastal protection, fisheries, tourism,
recreation and carbon storage) of US$622-1145 billion over
the period 2015-2050." Such benefits could be between

3 and 20 times greater than the costs. That could also mean
more productive and sustainable fisheries and a reduction

in the decline in global fish stocks. There would be a growth

in tourism and other economic opportunities. For example,
studies suggest that increased biodiversity from a protected
area can attract up to 36 times more revenue from tourism
than from fishing.?" In addition, cost-benefit analysis suggests
there are economies of scale to be achieved from increasing
the size of marine protected areas in relation to establishment
and operational costs."

However, as with broader marine governance, there is no
single solution. Each scenario must be individually considered.
As noted earlier, there are indications that larger marine
protected areas can have lower levels of management and
effectiveness.’>'”'® Diminishing returns have also been
suggested as scale increases, but this depends on the

volume of biodiversity in each area.” Each site would require

Co-benefits of achieving targets for Sustainable Development Goal 14: Life below water
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a cost-benefit analysis to understand the social, economic
and environmental implications. They would all have to
demonstrate their effectiveness at reducing impact on marine
resources and ecosystems, while increasing the equitable
sharing of benefits.

In 2016, the Rome Call to Action and the related Scientists’
Consensus Statement set out a road map to promote effective
and equitable marine protected area with clear targets and
actions.”>?* The United Nations Oceans Conference, June 2017,
built on this, recognising the need to combine biodiversity
conservation and sustainable use, with a clear role for people
and the equitable sharing of costs and benefits.?®

Efforts to ensure healthy oceans and coasts may present

a good return on investment in terms of delivering wider
sustainable development. A recent study highlights many co-
benefits from achieving the different targets under Sustainable
Development Goal 14 on oceans towards the attainment of the
overall 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.?

This is the important opportunity to strengthen our efforts to
safeguard the health of our oceans and thereby continue to
benefit from them. It is more vital than ever for countries to
look beyond achieving maximum coverage targets for marine
protected areas, to be able to use them to achieve sustainable
development.
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Video: Fisheries Economics & Policy:
Marine protected areas
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Video Lnk: www.youtube.com/watch?v=n6_JLZnQe6Y
Photo credit: pjhpix / Shutterstock.com
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