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WCPA – Marine

WCPA – Marine is the world’s premier network of Marine Protected Area (MPA) expertise. 

Our role is to inspire, inform and enable people to protect Planet Ocean by promoting the establish-
ment of a global, representative system of effectively managed and lasting networks of MPAs. 

Our goals are to:

•	 Accelerate	progress	in	achieving	the	global	MPA	agenda	through	tracking	progress,	quality	assuring	
information, celebrating achievements, identifying priorities and spurring action

•	 Encourage,	develop	and	share	solutions	on	MPAs	through	setting	of	data	and	information	standards,	
criteria, tools, best practice guidelines, and management effectiveness

•	 Increase	visibility,	understanding	and	awareness	of	MPAs	through	the	application	of	innovative	ideas,	
partnerships, approaches and the application of new technologies

We achieve this by:

•	 Convening,	coordinating	and	networking,	in	order	to	help	governments,	agencies,	organisations	and	
individuals to plan, develop and implement MPAs, MPA networks, and the global system, and inte-
grate them with all other sea and coastal uses and maritime sectors;

•	 Ensuring	better	application	of	the	best	science,	technical	and	policy	advice	on	MPAs,	MPA	networks,	
and the global system;

•	 Generating,	synthesising	and	disseminating	knowledge	on	MPAs,	often	in	the	form	of	best	practice	
advice, to a diverse range of players;

•	 Developing	enhanced	capacity	at	different	levels	to	address	the	variety	of	challenges	that	funding	and	
implementing effectively managed MPAs can present; and

•	 Fostering	innovation	to	come	up	with	exciting	new	solutions	and	ideas	to	tackle	current	and	futures	
challenges.

As	part	of	the	World	Commission	on	Protected	Areas	we	work	in	partnership	with	IUCN’s	Global	
Programme	on	Protected	Areas	and	IUCN’s	Global	Marine	programme,	and	have	members	in	many	of	
the countries of the world that border an ocean or sea.



This Plan of Action has been developed by WCPA – Marine and our partners around the world as a 
result	of	an	extensive	consultation	process.	In	this	process	we	have	been	supported	by	a	massive	net-
work of agencies, organisations and individuals that have helped make this happen.  We are grateful 

to everyone and particularly the following for their significant assistance so far, and their ongoing support:

•	 Curtis	and	Edith	Munsen	Foundation
•	 David	and	Lucile	Packard	Foundation
•	 Conservation	International
•	 Google
•	 IUCN	and	IUCN’s	Innovation	Fund
•	 National	Geographic
•	 Natural	England
•	 The	National	Oceanic	and	Atmospheric	Administration
•	 The	Nature	Conservancy
•	 Worldwide	Fund	for	Nature

This	Plan	of	Action	set	out	in	the	following	pages	describes	the	added	value	that	WCPA	–	Marine	
brings to the global community working on MPAs. We identify the renewed need for urgent action to 
protect our oceans and seas, the main themes we work under and the global priorities that we believe 
are	needed	to	achieve	this.	This	is	to	help	bridge	the	gap	between	existing	work	on	MPAs,	and	what	is	
needed in order to put in place effective and lasting networks of MPAs throughout the world. Alongside 
this Plan of Action is a Business Plan that sets out more about the approach and management struc-
tures we will use to take our work forward.

We will use this Plan of Action to help us more consistently identify projects and programmes under-
taken	by	others	to	endorse	and	include	as	part	of	our	global	MPA	mission.	Following	publication	we	
will ensure that the Plan of Action is periodically updated to contain the latest developments and deci-
sions. We recognise though that this Plan of Action can only ever be a short summary at a strategic level 
of much more information available through other global sources, our partners, and regional initiatives. 

Welcome to the WCPA - Marine 
Plan of Action



We are working with partners to focus on a small number of critical practical projects that we believe 
will	make	a	significant	impact	on	moving	our	shared	agenda	forward.	The	scale	of	what	we	can	achieve	
depends on the capacity and funding that becomes available, and the enthusiasm of members, partners 
and	regions	to	engage	in	this	process.	The	greater	the	interest	and	commitments,	the	more	we	are	able	to	
achieve both directly and through others.  

As part of this process we have developed and are now strengthening a global Regional Coordinator 
framework supported by country leads, and a communications structure to support our actions across 
the	world.	We	have	also	undertaken	an	exhaustive	one-year	process	with	funding	from	the	David	and	
Lucile	Packard	Foundation	to	conduct	an	Organisational	Review	of	WCPA	–	Marine.	We	have	learnt	
much from this process, the results of which have been built into this global Plan of Action and form 
our	underlying	Business	Plan.		I	hope	that	these	activities	and	what	stems	from	them	will	promote	
increased action on MPAs and achieve greater coherence between ourselves and our many partners. 

An added sense of urgency is essential if we are to make more effective and rapid progress on imple-
menting	MPAs	and	MPA	networks.		This	will	help	achieve	the	formal	goal	of	the	World	Summit	on	
Sustainable	Development	and	the	Convention	on	Biological	Diversity,	endorsed	by	IUCN	and	other	
bodies, of establishing a global, representative system of MPAs by 2012, and will take us beyond this 
towards the 2020s. 

The	oceans	of	the	world	are	the	place	where	the	biggest	conservation	gains	have	yet	to	be	made	and	I	
look forward to working with you to make this happen.

Professor	Dan	Laffoley
Vice Chair - Marine
October 2008
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Introduction

It would be more accurate to say that we all live 
on	Planet	Ocean,	rather	than	Planet	Earth.	
Oceans make up nearly 70% of our world 

by surface area, over 95% of habitable space by 
volume, and yet less than 1% has been reserved for 
ecosystems and their wildlife within Marine Pro-
tected Areas, and with only a tiny fraction of that 
effectively	protected.	This	means	today	that	some	
of the largest ecosystems on the planet, such as the 
High	Seas,	remain	largely	unprotected	and	open	to	
exploitation, where impacts from our activities are 
largely unregulated. 

The	World	Commission	on	Protected	Areas	
(WCPA)	is	one	of	six	Commissions	of	IUCN	(The	
International	Union	for	Conservation	of	Nature)	
and is the world’s leading global network of pro-
tected areas specialists. Over the past decades, and 
supported by WCPA, there has been significant 
progress on identifying and implementing pro-
tected	areas	on	land.	The	success	in	numbers	and	
area covered by terrestrial protected areas is not 
matched in marine environments where significant 
actions are now needed to accelerate progress. 

The	marine	environment	is	a	priority	area	for	
IUCN	and	WCPA.	It	represents	Earth’s	last	
frontier and, as a result, the most significant gap 
in	global	protected	area	action.		It	is	now	under	
significant	and	increasing	pressure	and	stress.	This	
stems for example from the impact of extractive 
industries, localised pollution, and changes to its 
chemistry (ocean acidification) resulting from 
elevated carbon dioxide levels due to our emis-
sions, thereby curtailing the efficiency of the ocean’s 
role as climate moderator and provider of essential 
ecosystem services. 

Photo:  NASA
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Significant	progress	is	now	needed	in	order	to	
conserve marine biological diversity and produc-
tivity.	This	is	to	maintain	but	increasingly	recover	
ecosystem structure, function and processes in  

order to support the necessary economic and 
social values and uses of nations and regions, and 
deliver	sustainable	development.	This	Plan	of	 
Action is a key part of that process.

Some basic ocean protection facts

■	 We live on a crowded planet – there is just 0.05km2 of ocean for every man, 
woman and child alive today. 

■		 Current global marine protection targets aim to protect 10 - 30% of marine habitats 
within the next 2 – 4 years.  So far, in the region of 5000 MPAs worldwide have 
been created.

■		 Approximately 2.58 million km2, 0.65% of the world’s oceans and 1.6% of the total 
marine area within Exclusive Economic Zones, are within Marine Protected Areas 
– a much lower proportion are effectively managed.

■		 Only 0.08% of the world’s oceans and 0.2% of the total marine area under national 
jurisdiction is ‘no-take’, where extractive uses are prohibited.

■		 The three largest Marine Protected Areas, in decreasing order of size, are the 
Phoenix Islands Protected Area (at 410,500km2), The Great Barrier Reef Marine 
Park (344,400km2) and the North-western Hawaiian Islands (at 341,400 km2)

■		 The global distribution of protected areas is both uneven and unrepresentative at 
multiple scales, and only half of the world’s Marine Protected Areas are part of a 
coherent network. 

■		 Since 1984 the spatial extent of marine area protected globally has grown at an 
annual rate of 4.6%, at which even the most modest target is unlikely to be met for 
at least several decades rather than within the coming decade.

■		 An immediate global concern is the need for a rapid increase in effective ma-
rine protected area coverage alongside scaling up of ocean management. The 
increase required to meet the targets is equivalent to another 35 countries 
creating an MPA the size of the Phoenix Islands Protected Area (at 410,500km2) 
before 2012

Sources:  Author’s own, and Louisa J Wood, Lucy Fish, Josh Laughren and Daniel Pauly. 2007. Assessing 
progress towards global marine protection targets: shortfalls in information and action. Oryx, 42(3), 1–12.
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Populations of larger individuals of species have plummeted in all 
our oceans as we have become more and more effective at fishing 

and at targetting particular groups. An increasing number of species 
and entire species goups are now under threat. The Nassau Grou-

per is recognised as endangered in IUCN’s Red List of Species. 
Photo:  © Bahamas National Trust

Committing to MPAs
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In recent decades, stimulated by a growing 
awareness of the continual decline in the 
quality	of	our	oceans	and	seas,	and	in	rec-

ognition of challenges that face us in providing 
effective stewardship, nations of the world have 
agreed a number of targets that relate fully or 
in part to effective implementation of MPAs.  
Globally	these	include:

•	 halting	the	decline	of	biodiversity	by	2010;

•	 encouraging	the	application	of	an	Ecosystem	
Approach in marine management by 2010; 

•	 establishing	representative	marine	protection	
networks by 2012; and 

•	 restoring	depleted	fish	stocks	to	maximum	
sustainable yields by 2015, where possible.

A range of regional and local commitments also 
contributes	to	these	global	ambitions.		The	mis-

sion of this Plan of Action is, therefore, to sup-
port nations in meeting these commitments 

to put in place effective and lasting MPA 
networks.  WCPA – Marine, through 

this Plan of Action, will work to give 
significant added value to the global 
MPA community by enabling greater 
coherence, greater visibility to efforts, 
and greater celebration of successes.  
This	is	by	providing	global	leader-
ship, and by prioritizing our work to 

complement the significant actions on 
MPAs that are already underway. 

The global MPA agenda  
for WCPA - Marine

• Meet existing MPA commitments 
on time

• Address major gaps in conserva-
tion action such as the High Seas

• Better recognize and engage the 
broad constituency of players that 
can contribute to MPAs

• Provide an accurate map of MPAs 
and year-on-year updates on 
progress with associated critical 
analysis of next steps

• Provide the wider public with 
greater opportunities to engage 
directly with MPAs 

• Ensure all MPAs are well man-
aged and integrated into broader 
ocean and coastal management.

• Build a wide constituency with 
financial support for MPAs
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A Focus on MPAs
Fo

c
u

s

Local communities often have a close association with the 
sea and the resources it can provide. By careful manage-
ment Marine Protected Areas are a way of sustaining such 
values into the future. Two Thonga women harvest brown 
mussels, Perna perna, and the tunicate Pyura stolonifera 
on the Maputaland Rocky Shore in South Africa.
Photo:  © Kathleen Reaugh
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The focus of this Plan of Action is on MPAs. As 
defined	by	the	IUCN,	a	marine	protected	area	is:

“A clearly defined geographical space, recognised, 
dedicated and managed, through legal or other ef-
fective means, to achieve the long-term conserva-
tion of nature with associated ecosystem services 
and cultural values”

Protection for MPAs can range from areas man-
aged strictly for science or wilderness values, where 
extractive activities such as mining and fishing are 
excluded, to areas managed more broadly for the 
quantified	sustainable	use	of	natural	resources	and	
ecosystems.	IUCN	has	provided	a	category	system	
to differentiate the differing levels of management 
that such areas can be afforded (Table 1).

This	Plan	of	Action	recognises	that	MPAs	are	a	
tool,	not	an	end	in	themselves.	They	are	essential	
in order to protect marine biodiversity and achieve 
sustainable	fisheries.	They	provide	insurance	
against the common global problem of failure of 
conventional fisheries management based on con-
trol	of	fishing	effort	and/or	take.	The	contrasting	
combination of the physical connectivity of seawa-
ter combined with the increasingly known genetic 
isolation of marine species means that networks of 
MPAs are vital tools to support marine ecosystem 
health.	Networks	of	MPAs,	within	single	ecosys-
tems but spanning entire seas and ocean realms 
(such	as	the	High	Seas),	are	necessary	to	ensure	
that biological connections are maintained be-
tween interdependent MPAs. A common example 

is where larvae from one MPA support popula-
tions of one or more species within other MPAs. 

A	comprehensive,	adequate	and	representative	sys-
tem of MPA networks can provide protection for 
all major ecosystem components in conjunction 
with their characteristic habitats and species at an 
appropriate scale within and across each bioregion. 
It	should	have	the	required	level	of	management	
to ensure ecological viability and integrity, address 
the full range of human activities, and be suf-
ficiently duplicative so that a single event, such as 
an oil spill, would not eradicate that diversity. 

Given	the	increasingly	degraded	state	of	the	
marine environment, high levels of protection are 
needed	for	marine	ecosystems.	This	is	to	promote	
the necessary levels of recovery to re-establish the 
ecological values that sustain social and economic 
interests and regional and global ecological pro-
cesses, both now and for the long term. 

In	many	regions	of	the	world,	one	of	the	main	
challenges to establishing new MPAs is to demon-
strate the benefits that they can provide to main-
taining	and	replenishing	fisheries	stocks.	This	is	
to better engage the fishery sector in MPA devel-
opment	and	implementation.	Implementing	the	
2012	target	requires	us	to	work	together	with	the	
fishing communities on finding innovative solu-
tions	for	sustainable	use.		Involving	fishermen	and	
other key stakeholders in MPA design and man-
agement, particularly at the community level, has 
proven very productive in several regions already. 

Table 1. IUCN Protected Area Management Categories

IUCN Category Main objective  
or purpose

IA Strict Nature Reserve Managed mainly for science
IB Wilderness Area Managed mainly to protect wilderness qualities
II National Park Managed mainly for ecosystem protection and recreation
III Natural Monument Managed mainly for conservation of specific natural features
IV Habitat/Species  

Management Area
Managed mainly for conservation through management interventions

V Protected  
Landscape/ Seascape

Managed mainly for landscape/seascape conservation and recreation

VI Managed Resource  
Protected Area

Managed mainly for the sustainable use of natural ecosystems and 
resources



MPAs - A Partnership with People

Marine Protected Areas don’t just provide opportunities for marine habitats 
and species to recover but they also provide economic, recreational and 
educational opportunities for local communities and visitor alike. Children 
enjoying a glass-bottom boat trip in Mombasa Marine Park, Kenya. 
Photo:  © Gabriel Grimsditch/ IUCN
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Establishing MPAs and building MPA networks 
is	as	much	about	people	as	it	is	about	nature.	For	
millennia	people	have	lived	at	the	coast.	They	

established their major settlements alongside sheltered 
bays and estuaries where conditions provide opportuni-
ties to forage for food and for safe haven for their ships 
and	boats	as	early	trade	routes	developed.	In	many	parts	
of the world communities are still strongly linked to the 
sea and traditionally depend on it for food and their live-
lihood.	In	developed	countries	this	type	of	dependency	
has radically altered to focus on large-scale commercial 
extractive operations, and an extensive diversity of leisure 
pursuits ranging from sailing to recreational fishing.

Any and all of these dependencies mean that any efforts 
to establish MPAs and MPA networks should, from the 
outset, involve communities and interested parties in 
a meaningful way. A major thrust of the development 
of WCPA – Marine and the Plan of Action is to bring 
a more even regional representation to the fore across 
the world, and a more even recognition that MPAs 
established through a full range of governance types 
that	conform	to	the	IUCN	definition	of	a	protected	
area - recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal 
or other effective means (such as by local communities) 
-	are	all	equally	important	in	making	global	progress	to	
protect our oceans and seas. 

An important result of this Plan of Action will be to 
open-up how we are protecting our seas to the public, so 
they can see what who is doing what, where, and why, in 
a free and easy-to-access manner.

Table 2. Different Governance styles 
that can apply to Protected Areas

Governance 
by govern-
ment

Institutions at federal and 
state level (ministries, 
agencies etc.)
Institutions at sub-national 
level (regional agencies, 
municipalities, etc.)

Shared 
Governance

Decision-making bodies 
that include a variety of 
concerned parties (formal 
pluralist government bodies)
Decisions taken through 
processes of prior in-
formed consent and active 
engagement (e.g. develop-
ment of a charter)

Private 
Governance

Not-for-profit landowners 
(NGOs, individuals, univer-
sities, research institutions 
etc.)
For profit landowners 
(individuals, corporations, 
businesses etc.)

Communal 
Governance 

Community Conserved 
Areas – declared and run 
by local communities and 
traditional peoples
Indigenous bio-cultural 
areas and territories – de-
clared and run by indig-
enous peoples

Top: Fisherman capturing an octopus.   

Bottom: Fisherman, Kenyan coast.

Photo:  © Gabriel Grimsditch, IUCN

Photo:  © Gabriel Grimsditch, IUCN
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Our Evolving Global Agenda

Major global conferneces and events  
provide impetus and direction towards building  

networks of Marine Protected Areas, such as 
the World Parks Congress held in Durban  
in 2003. Greater continuity is now needed  
between these events to maximise marine  

conservation progress throughout the world.
Photo: © IUCN



The work of WCPA – Marine, undertaken through the leadership 
of	our	previous	Vice	Chairs,	Graeme	Kelleher,	Nancy	Foster	and	
Bud	Ehler,	provides	an	important	context	for	this	Plan	of	Action.	

Over the years the focus has shifted from the initial position of provid-
ing a global review of MPAs to working on distinct projects related to 
defining and testing application of global best practice guidance, or in 
support	of	regional	initiatives.		For	example	such	regional	projects	have	
been	implemented	in	Samoa,	Tanzania	and	Vietnam.

A further shift in emphasis is now needed in the work of WCPA –  
Marine.	This	is	to	acknowledge	that	most	countries	of	the	world	are	
now working to establish MPAs or MPA networks and that a consider-
able	body	of	experience	is	developing	on	such	matters.	No	longer	is	it	
the case that WCPA – Marine should just focus in on one or two topics 
but	rather	we	need	to	return	to	our	earlier	values.	This	is	to	work	in	a	
truly global fashion, championing the cause and providing added value 
to our partners, helping link experience and foster new opportunities, as 
well capturing such experience for the wider benefit of others.

Previous	World	Parks	Congresses,	and	more	recently	the	1st	Interna-
tional	Marine	Protected	Area	Congress	held	in	Geelong	Australia	in	
2005, along with numerous other regional conferences, have provided 
milestone	opportunities	to	review	progress	and	set	new	agendas.	Such	
gatherings will be even more important in the future as the scale and 
pace of action on MPAs increases. We need to work hard to ensure that 
there is greater continuity between events so that we view them as step-
ping stones to delivering effective marine conservation measures, rather 
than discreet isolated meetings with marginal effects. We still need such 
events to take stock of progress, but we need to radically increase their 
role in implementation and moving the global agenda forwards.

This	Plan	of	Action,	together	with	a	strengthened	WCPA	–	Marine	
membership and enhanced global and regional communication systems, 
will help ensure continuity between such events and help the planning 
and development of new ones.  WCPA – Marine will ensure that MPAs 
are a prominent component of future global conferences and events.

a
g

e
n

d
a



Connecting Globally – 
 Engaging Regionally and Locally

Effective mobilisation of action for MPAs means developing a more coherent 
communication framework to bring the global community together – linking 
individual sites to regional actions and global achievements. 
© Jerker Tamelander
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Effective mobilisation means effective com-
munications. A key aspect of this is build-
ing the fit-for-purpose communications 

framework through which WCPA – Marine 
can	achieve	its	goals.	The	shift	in	emphasis	for	
WCPA – Marine calls on the need to have a 
global network that is second to none in terms of 
its country reach and also the depth of expertise 
it	can	call	on.	This	is	both	from	within	the	IUCN	
Membership but also in a wider circle of special-
ists and enthusiasts.  

This	is	being	achieved	by	WCPA	–	Marine	taking	
a comprehensive regional approach to structuring 
its communications work. To do this we are using 
the ecosystem-based regional framework that was 
previously employed by WCPA – Marine and the 
then	Vice	Chair	Graeme	Kelleher	in	the	1990s.	
Working with colleagues, the marine areas of the 
world,	including	the	High	Seas	(areas	beyond	na-
tional jurisdiction) together with national waters, 

were divided into 18 regions, largely on the basis 
of biogeographic criteria, but for practical reasons 
also	considering	political	boundaries	(Figure	1).	

This	framework	continues	to	meet	the	require-
ments of WCPA – Marine, and has the added 
advantage of being sufficiently broad that it can 
encompass	subsequent	classification	systems	that	
have	arisen.	These	all	have	a	more	detailed	focus	
and	can	‘nest’	within	this	framework,	such	as	Large	
Marine	Ecosystems,	Marine	Eco-Regions,	Sea-
scape and Marine Biodiversity Hotspot initiatives. 
Using	such	a	framework	to	take	forward	WCPA	
–	Marine	priorities	requires	regional	leadership,	and	
enhanced	communications	within	IUCN/WCPA	
and with partners, to support information handling 
within such a broad framework. 

Further	details	on	the	regional	framework	and	
management of WCPA – Marine are provided in 
our Business Plan.

Figure 1. The 18 WCPA – Marine regions covering the 
world’s oceans and seas

Redrawn from Kelleher et al, 1995.
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Focussing Our Actions

Our oceans still hold many surprises and secrets. 
Recent marine surveys off the United Kingdom 

have discovered the presence of fragile deep 
water coral reefs such as here in the South West 
Approaches with their rich variety of marine life. 

Photo:  © 2007 Defra, JNCC, Marine Institute, British Geological Survey and University of Plymouth.



Over the next few years an enormous increase in the world’s marine pro-
tection	efforts	is	going	to	be	needed.	Such	an	increase	will	require	that	
many more MPAs are not only created but also effectively managed, 

and	that	a	significantly	larger	area	of	waters,	including	in	the	High	Seas,	comes	
under protection as part of integrated ocean and sea management. 

A wider range of ecosystems, ecological processes, habitats, and species will need 
to be represented and replicated within protected areas and effectively networked 
with	one	another.		In	short	we	need	to	get	better	value	out	of	our	current	MPA	
actions, improve coverage and effectiveness of MPAs, and sustain efforts into the 
future.

To address these needs, WCPA-Marine is structuring and tightly focussing its 
efforts	to	where	its	input	can	really	make	a	difference.	The	simple	framework	we	
are using to set out our priorities falls into three main but strongly inter-related 
areas. Our goals are: 

•	 Accelerating	progress	in	achieving	the	global	MPA	agenda	

•	 Encouraging,	developing	and	sharing	solutions	for	creating	and	managing	
MPAs and MPA networks

•	 Increasing	visibility,	understanding	and	awareness	of	MPAs	and	MPA	networks

The	global	agenda	for	each	of	these	areas,	which	we	are	implementing	with	part-
ners, is outlined in the following pages. 

          Behaviourally modern humans have been around for no more than 
about 0.0001 per cent of the Earth’s history...We are really at the beginning     
     of it all. The trick, of course, is to make sure we never find the end.  
            And that, almost certainly, will require a lot more than luck breaks.”
  – Bill Bryson

“

ACTIONS
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    Accelerating Progress  
In Achieving The Global 
                  MPA Agenda

Despite global agreements on establishing 
MPAs, progress is falling well behind what 
is needed to meet our targets and to secure 

improved conservation of our oceans and seas. We 
must pick up the pace by a combination of rational-
ising our current actions and stimulating new ones. 

The	priorities	we	have	set	to	improve	on	this	situ-
ation are:

•	 Generating	the	political	conditions	to	achieve	
new commitments to establishing MPAs, MPA 
networks, or significant scaling-up of actions 
to ocean basin scale – this means working at all 
political levels to foster opportunities and engen-
der a greater sense of ambition and urgency to 
realise new commitments and actions. 

•	 Championing	aspects	of	the	global	MPA	

agenda to move it forward – this means strate-
gically identifying gaps and levers such as the 
High	Seas	and	Marine	World	Heritage	Sites	
and taking specific actions as WCPA – Marine 
with partners to significantly advance the 
agenda in these areas – for example many more 
new sites and, in addition for World Heritage, 
effective management of those we already have.

•	 Being	clearer	on	what	the	challenges	are	to	
better implementing MPAs and MPA networks 
– this means better understanding the condi-
tions across all regions and ensuring that such 
information is effectively and efficiently fed back 
into	global	conventions	and	gatherings.	It	also	
means recognising that one solution does not fit 
all circumstances and enabling regional voices 
to be better heard at the global scale on what is 
now needed to move forward year-on-year.

16
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•	 Engaging	with	current	sectors	and	‘new	sectors’	–	
this means expanding the breadth and depth of 
our current communications to better encompass 
marine species experts, the fishing communities 
and industries, but also opening dialogue with new 
sectors ranging from deep sea mining through to 
marine	energy	and	carbon	sequestration	interests.		

•	 Communicating	efficiently	as	a	coherent	MPA	
community across all regions and throughout 
the world – this means developing an effective 
global and regional communication framework 
that overcomes shortcomings in the current 
systems and enables better communications 
within the 18 regions and across the world.

•	 Ensuring	that	information	on	MPAs	is	accu-
rate and up-to-date – this includes generation 
of an accurate picture of where all the MPAs 

are	in	the	world,	through	better	quality	assur-
ance of information and also ensuring that all 
new	information	is	quickly	streamed	into	the	
World	Database	on	Protected	Areas.

•	 Tracking	progress	on	implementing	MPAs	and	
MPA networks – this means moving to a situation 
where we know what sites and networks are being 
added, and effectively managed, year-on-year.

•	 Enthusing	countries,	regions	and	sectors	to	
establish more MPAs  - this means better 
celebrating all current successes year-on-
year through widespread recognition of such 
achievements, specific events, encouraging 
the twinning of MPAs and networks between 
countries, and the appointment of celebrities 
and leaders as popular champions - ‘WCPA – 
Marine	Global	Ocean	Ambassadors’.

“Designating Marine Protected Areas, such as the North Western Hawaiian Islands, is a 
major achievement. We need better ways of recognising such achievements around the 
world so the work of those involved is widely recognised and we build up a good picture 
globally about which sites are being added year-on-year”

Some species groups, such as sharks, are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of 
human activities, especially fishing. Marine Protected Areas can provide them with safe 
havens free from such activities. 
Photo:  (c) Jerker Tamelander
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Establishing Resilient 
Marine Protected Area 
Networks — Making It 
Happen

Full Technical Version, including Ecological,  
Social and Governance Considerations, as well  
as Case Studies

2008
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Local stakeholders can be strong proponents of marine conservation when they receive tangible 
benefits such as these fishermen at Tayrona National Park, Caribbean.
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This guide provides essential information to better understand 

the role of marine protected area networks to achieve marine 

conservation. It utilizes current scientific knowledge, institutional 

experience and global case studies to present the most relevant 

lessons in building resilient and functional networks. An 

important feature is the balance among social, economic, legal 

and ecological considerations, which collectively contribute to 

management decisions. The tested techniques will be extremely 

useful for practitioners, managers and field staff in designing and 

implementing effective marine protected area networks that are 

resilient to human and environmental threats.

Bringing together existing experiences on 
implementing MPAs and MPA networks into 
best practice guidance is one way by which 

we can help countries to develop and ac-
celerate their programmes.

     Encouraging, developing and  
sharing solutions for creating  
           and managing MPAs  
                  and MPA networks
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In recent years an increasingly large body of 
experience has developed on how to put in 
place effective MPAs and meaningful MPA 

networks.	The	challenge	is	effectively	sharing	
that experience, helping avoid duplication of ef-
fort, thereby accelerating progress and providing 
greater value for money. A key role WCPA – Ma-
rine plays is providing the forum and framework 
to lever greater value out of the body of this body 
of emerging experience.

We have a strong history of action in this area but 
we need to sustain and increase our achievements 
if we are to effectively support nations and regions 
in their efforts to scale-up their work on MPAs.

To further develop this area the priorities we have 
set are:

•	 Being	clear	on	the	minimum	level	of	informa-
tion we need for every MPA to do a better job 
– this means providing high visibility minimum 
data and information standards for MPAs 
agreed	with	UNEP	WCMC,	and	achieving	
these standards for all MPAs throughout the 
world and for every new MPA.

•	 Providing	clear	guidance	on	classification	
of MPAs – this means being clear on what 
contribution every MPA makes to conserva-
tion as well as livelihoods by providing a clear 
definition of a protected area, as well as better 
guidance	on	how	to	apply	the	IUCN	Manage-
ment Categories to marine sites.

•	 Providing	best	practice	guidance	and	tool	kits	
for MPAs and MPA networks – this means 
developing our existing series of best practice 
guidelines and tool kits through wide consulta-
tion to capture new best practice and keeping 
the focus of guidance under review, adding 
further topics as the needs arise.

•	 Working	to	increase	the	proportion	of	MPAs	
under effective management – this means 
helping governments, agencies, organisations 
and individuals to implement effective strate-
gies and regimes for their sites that address 
current and future management challenges. As 
part of this we will explore the introduction of 
certification schemes with interested countries 
in order to implement practical international 
benchmarks for effective management.

•	 Providing	regional	and	global	opportunities	
to share solutions – this means working with 
others at global and regional scales to deliver 
conferences and events that help share solu-
tions and that collectively and progressively 
implement the global MPA agenda.

Achieving effective management of MPAs is critical in order to 
sustain the wildlife interest of the site. Manta Ray 
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A variety of marine habitats act as carbon 
sinks, such a mangroves. Marine Pro-

tected Areas can help deliver the effective 
management needed to retain their habitat 
quality and species diversity. This ‘carbon’ 

role needs to be recognised as another 
reason why we should better value and 

protect such habitats for future generations. 
© Jerker Tamelander
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   Increasing Visibility,  
Understanding and Awareness  
     of MPAs and MPA Networks
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To most people oceans are remote, seldom 
visited and not often thought about – they 
are virtually ‘invisible’ to them in their day-

to-day	lives.	This	is	a	major	problem	in	moving	the	
MPA	agenda	forwards.	It	is	resulting	in	conse-
quentially	lower	than	desirable	understanding	and	
awareness of the role and importance of oceans, 
and the urgency and ambition needed for the pro-
tection of them in the coming years using MPAs. 

This	is	a	key	issue	that	must	change	if	we	are	to	
successfully drive forward with improved conser-
vation of our oceans and seas. We will do this by 
using innovative ideas, partnerships, approaches 
and	the	application	of	new	technologies.	The	
priorities we have set are:

•	 Ensuring	that	oceans	and	MPAs	have	the	abil-
ity to be visible on every computer desktop and 
suitably	equipped	handheld	device	in	the	world	
– this means taking the global MPA community 
into the digital entertainment and communica-
tions era using technology that capitalises on new 
approaches	such	as	3D	virtual	worlds,	virtual	com-
munities, file sharing, handheld devices and, in 
effect, moving MPAs and oceans into ‘the cloud’ 
(the virtual world where comprehensive informa-
tion is free for all to access, 24 hours a day).

•	 Enabling	the	public	to	directly	connect	with	
oceans from wherever they live and outreach 
and share their experiences with a global audi-
ence – this means the application of existing 
and	new	IT	technologies	to	engage	people	
with oceans and MPAs, and to provide the 
connectivity that makes live access to oceans 
from your home available across the internet. 

•	 Providing	a	new	‘ultimate	access’	web	facility	
to massively outreach information on MPAs – 
this means working with our partners to create 
the ultimate MPA portal to share information 
in a highly user-orientated manner across all 
regions and the world.

•	 Ensuring	that	oceans	and	MPAs	are	signifi-
cantly better engaged with the climate adapta-
tion and mitigation, with the human health 
and well-being, and with the food security 
agendas – this means working in innovative 
ways, levering and championing science and 
evidence to ensure that MPAs feature in these 
overall agendas and have their importance and 
relevance recognised as we transit to a low 
carbon economy between now and the 2050s, 
with all the associated social, economic and 
food security impacts and issues.

New innovations such as underwater camera systems remotely 
operated by the public via the internet will open up marine sites 
to the public. National Geographic’s Belize WildCam Ph
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