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This project contributed to the expansion of the 
Cocos Marine Conservation Area by 150,000 km2, 
helping Costa Rica to reach its target of achieving 
30% marine protection by 2030.
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AMPLIFYING MARINE CONSERVATION AROUND COCOS 
ISLAND, COSTA RICA

The Cocos Island National Park and the Seamounts Marine Management Area are biodiversity 
hotspots that are home to over 1,600 marine species, including many that are endemic to the 
area. They are key to the sustainability of ecological and socio-economic dynamics in the 
vast seascape of the Eastern Tropical Pacific. A Blue Action grant is helping to protect this 
globally important marine area by supporting a project led by the MarViva Foundation aimed at 
strengthening the resilience of marine ecosystems through more effective MPAs, and relieving 
pressure on marine resources by creating alternative livelihood opportunities for the severely 
deprived communities in the Puntarenas province along Costa Rica’s Pacific coast.

What unique issue is this project addressing?
Costa Rica’s total territory is 92% ocean, with the location of Cocos Island expanding its EEZ far into 
the Pacific. The country aims to achieve 30% marine protection by 2030, building on MPA coverage, 
which at the start of the project in 2021 covered less than 3% of Costa Rica’s Pacific jurisdictional 
waters. In addition, the ongoing challenge of linking the complex social and ecological connections 
between coastal areas and offshore ocean sites hinders both biodiversity protection and the vital 
environmental services that sustain the region’s marine heritage and human well-being. With Blue 
Action funding, MarViva and its partners aim to support government authorities by facilitating 
the agreements, scientific studies, community consultations, and management plans needed to 
significantly expand the Cocos Marine Conservation Area, and to manage existing protected areas 
more effectively, helping Costa Rica to reach its marine protection target.

How is the Blue Action grant helping to deliver project goals?
Success for this project means achieving the vision of a healthy and resilient ocean where 
vulnerable species and ecosystems are protected and coastal communities can enhance their 
well-being by making responsible use of marine resources. The Blue Action grant is allowing 
MarViva to deliver this goal by advancing participatory, multisectoral Marine Spatial Planning in 
the Cocos Marine Conservation Area, and strengthening the operational, financial and monitoring 
capacities needed for the effective management of the target MPA sites, in partnership with its 
implementing allies. The support is also being used to improve compliance with MPA regulations 
through market incentives to promote ecotourism and fishing value chains, including the 
certification of responsible market stakeholders who support marine conservation, food security, 
and sustainable local development. By presenting productive alternatives to ocean exploitation, 
these interventions will reduce the human impact on this fragile marine ecosystem.

PROJECT DURATION: JULY 2021 TO JUNE 2026

BUDGET KEY TARGETS

Blue Action grant  € 2,752,481 (74%) Newly created MPAs  40,000 km2

Match funding € 982,924 (26%) Effectively managed MPAs 11,588 km2

Total project costs      € 3,735,405 Number of beneficiaries  5,180

IMPACT STORY



What has been achieved so far?
In its first six months of activity, the project has made an impact in four key areas:
• An agreement was formalised with the National System of Conservation Areas, which will be 

supporting the execution of most project activities. Agreements have also been made with 
implementing partners, including local NGOs and scientific institutes, and collaboration agreements 
with commercial allies for the development of responsible fishing value chains are in progress.

• The Cocos Marine Conservation Area MPA expansion process, for which discussions began in 2017, 
led by the Ministry of Environment and Energy, and in which local project partners have played an 
important role, completed its public and stakeholder participation phase, resulting in the signing 
of an Executive Decree for the Expansion of the Cocos Island National Park and the Bicentennial 
Seamounts Marine Protected Area. The MPA expansion of 150,000 km2 means that more than 30% 
of Costa Rica's waters are now protected.

• Biological baseline information studies are underway to assess the populations of keystone 
species such as sharks and tuna. The first project expedition in the Cocos Island National Park, 
the Marine Management Area Seamounts, and the waters around these MPAs took place at the 
end of 2021 and the findings will be used to improve management in the target area.

• A Social Progress Index (SPI) study has begun, in which 1,000 surveys will be carried out 
to analyse the socio-economic, human rights, and environmental situation in the coastal 
communities in the province of Puntarenas. This will help the project to identify groups of people 
who can benefit most from the development of alternative livelihoods.

What’s the impact on local communities and how are they engaged in the project?
There is no local population on Cocos Island itself, but there are Costa Rican communities whose 
activities are closely connected to the marine resources sustained by the target MPAs and 
surrounding ocean areas, primarily in Puntarenas province, along the Central Pacific littoral. 
The coastal populations face high levels of poverty and low levels of education and literacy. The 
project aims to raise awareness, advance capacity building and public participation, and develop 
partnerships to promote: equitable access to marine resources; fishing best practices that reduce 
human impact on the ecosystem and increase resource productivity; value chains that offer market 

The project deploys 
the Blue Action 
grant to improve 
compliance with 
MPA regulations 
through market 
incentives to 
promote ecotourism 
and sustainable 
fishing value chains. 
By presenting 
alternatives to 
ocean exploitation, 
these interventions 
reduce the human 
impact on this 
fragile, globally 
important marine 
ecosystem.

©
 M

AR
TA

 C
AM

BR
A

IMPACT STORY



incentives for artisanal fishers compliant with best practices and MPA regulations; alternative 
productive activities to encourage fishers and their families to diversify their sources of income; and 
the involvement of women’s groups from the fisher community in ecotourism activities.

What are the main challenges faced and how is the project overcoming them?  
Local economies that rely on the goods and services provided by the MPAs are under huge 
pressure due to resource over-exploitation and weak access to other income-generating options, 
which is impacting the fisheries sector, deepening poverty, and driving social unrest. Considering 
these threats, the most important challenge for this project is to work with the public and private 
sector stakeholders to offer coastal communities livelihood alternatives that both fit their skills 
and are sustainable. There is an urgent need to develop productive alternatives to fishing that can 
improve incomes while using resources responsibly. The goal is to contribute to strengthening the 
protection and management of this unique area of the ocean while also improving the quality of 
life of the people who depend on the sea.

How can this project inform and inspire other communities to take similar action?
The project's comprehensive vision presents a unique opportunity to develop a participatory marine 
resource conservation and management model that can be replicated in other parts of the world. 
It integrates the wide range of elements that effective marine conservation needs to incorporate, 
from strengthening conservation areas, to financial sustainability, generation of scientific and fishing 
information, responsible use of resources, and the development of new livelihood opportunities for 
coastal communities. Even though the MPAs targeted are more than 500 km from the populated 
coast, this project is the perfect example of how people and marine resources are connected and 
how, by working together, both communities and the ocean can benefit.

What are the top project priorities for the year ahead?
In the coming months, MarViva and partners will prioritise the generation of MPA management 
plans and focus on the development of viable livelihood alternatives and responsible fishing value 
chains with coastal communities and local implementation partners.
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