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Blue Action funds are enabling project partners to rapidly 
catalyse the co-design of an MPA network in São Tomé and 
Príncipe where previously there was zero marine protection. 
New ecological and social data is shedding light on marine 
biodiversity and resources, filling knowledge gaps in this 
previously understudied island nation, and informing MPA 
design, while putting fishers and fish traders at the heart  
of the process.
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ESTABLISHING A NETWORK OF MPAs ACROSS SÃO TOMÉ  
AND PRÍNCIPE

São Tomé and Príncipe is a Small Island Developing State (SIDS) in the Gulf of Guinea where 
marine biodiversity is threatened by overfishing and habitat degradation, and the livelihoods of 
fishing communities have been severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. A Blue Action grant 
is supporting a project led by Fauna & Flora International (FFI) aimed at establishing São Tomé 
and Príncipe’s first ever MPAs and creating a network of participatory fisheries management 
and conservation zones. Working in a consortium of international and local NGOs, Fundação 
Príncipe, MARAPA and Oikos, the project is helping to build conservation leadership on the 
islands and enhance local livelihoods by promoting sustainable fishing practices and enabling 
local fishers and fish traders to engage in the MPA co-design and management processes. 

What unique issue is this project addressing?
Until now, conservation on the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe has almost entirely targeted 
terrestrial biodiversity, including by establishing national parks in tropical forest areas and a 
UNESCO biosphere reserve on Príncipe Island. This project therefore has the exciting challenge 
of building towards a national scale network of MPAs from a starting point of no formal marine 
protection at all, in a context where marine biodiversity has not previously been a priority, and 
where marine conservation is new for all parties involved in the co-management process. On top 
of this, the nation’s unique geography means that activities are focused on two islands, 160 km 
apart, with significant differences in population size, fishing pressures, and engagement with the 
devolved government structures. The project is working at a national scale but must consider very 
different regional contexts.

How is the Blue Action grant helping to deliver project goals?
For FFI and the consortium of local and international partner organisations working on this project, 
the goal is to build a network of MPAs that are jointly managed by the government and local fishing 
communities and that deliver benefits to both marine biodiversity and livelihoods. Blue Action funds 
help deliver this objective by allowing project partners to rapidly catalyse the co-design of an MPA 
network, while the significant size and duration of the grant is making it possible to operate on a 
national scale and five-year timeframe that facilitates a robust community consultation process.  
The fact that the Blue Action funding is explicitly focused on establishing effective MPAs is 
helping the project to target its approach and optimise the use of expertise across the consortium 
partners.

PROJECT DURATION: OCTOBER 2018 TO SEPTEMBER 2023

BUDGET KEY TARGETS

Blue Action grant  € 1,941,308 (75%) Newly created MPAs 1,000 km2

Match funding € 648,287 (25%) Effectively managed MPAs N/A

Total project costs € 2,589,595 Number of beneficiaries 26,840
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What has been achieved so far? 
Since the launch of the project in 2018, it has generated a huge expansion of knowledge about 
marine biodiversity in São Tomé and Príncipe by both collecting new data and consolidating 
existing information, including:
• The first GPS tracking of seabirds in the Tinhosas islets, revealing the potential benefits of future 

MPAs for the largest seabird colony in the Gulf of Guinea.
• The first national scale campaign of Baited Remote Underwater Videos (BRUVs) to document 

species with conservation and commercial importance.
• Expanded community-led monitoring of fish catch landing data, with ongoing and frequent data 

collection essential to show changes in catch over time. 
• After an intensive participatory stakeholder consultation process, the co-management Assembly 

of Príncipe agreed on the proposed first six MPAs.

What’s the impact on local communities and how are they engaged in the project? 
The MPA design and consultation process is a major ongoing participatory exercise taking place over 
multiple years. Multi-stakeholder technical working groups have been established, preliminary 
MPA sites were identified following participatory consultation, and local communities continue to 
receive training on MPA co-management. The project is dedicated to building local conservation 
leadership, so everyone involved was delighted when a local project staff member won a global 
award in marine conservation leadership. 

Strengthening local capacity is vital for ensuring the project has a lasting impact on communities 
in São Tomé and Príncipe, where food security is so closely linked to marine biodiversity. Due to 
its remote island location, this SIDS has one of the world’s highest dependencies on fisheries 
for nutrition, with fish contributing over 60% of people's intake of animal protein. The project 
is building on a previous fisheries project in São Tomé and Príncipe and has already held over 
230 community meetings and expanded participation across 37 communities. Thanks to this 
proactive community engagement, results from household surveys in 2021 show that 97% of 
respondents surveyed in Príncipe now have a ‘moderately positive to positive’ perception of marine 
conservation, an increase of 60% since the start of the project.

In the face of 
declining fish catch, 
the project places 
a strong emphasis 
on involvement of 
small-scale fishers 
and fish traders. The 
grant has enabled 
this engagement 
and the filling of 
knowledge gaps, 
helping build 
momentum toward 
MPAs in a country 
that has none.  
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What are the main challenges faced and how is the project overcoming them?
Communities in São Tomé and Príncipe have experienced acute hardships due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, creating additional challenges for the project to navigate and temporarily disrupting 
some of its livelihood components. In 2021, the average household income from fishing activities 
in households participating in the project was found to be 66% lower in Príncipe and 53% lower 
in São Tomé compared to the start of the project. In addition, the different political realities and 
levels of support for MPAs between the two islands require a carefully adapted approach, while 
the lack of a legal framework for MPAs or experience in MPA implementation means that the 
project is required to spend significant time and resources bringing in relevant examples from 
other locations and raise awareness about MPAs and their benefits. 

How can this project inform and inspire other communities to take similar action?
The context of São Tomé and Príncipe offers valuable insight into how to tackle the daunting 
challenge of going from zero MPAs to effective marine protection on a national scale relatively 
quickly, with potentially significant benefits for both people and biodiversity. The project also 
offers an interesting opportunity to directly connect local fishers and fish traders to national and 
regional governments and decision makers in MPA discussions and planning. Although these short 
chains of decision making can also present challenges, the success of this project could inspire 
other fishing communities, particularly on SIDS, to become actively engaged at all levels of marine 
conversation. 

What are the top project priorities for the year ahead?
As the project advances into the next phase, the top priorities are to secure the formal 
designation of the proposed MPA sites and expand project livelihood initiatives with local 
communities. To achieve this, it will be important to consolidate MPA management structures 
and pilot management activities, such as joint marine patrols, and to continue strengthening the 
socio-ecological data needed to evaluate the project’s impact and demonstrate the effectiveness 
of MPAs. Looking to the future, the project will also be exploring options for securing the 
sustainable financing of marine conservation in São Tomé and Príncipe.
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