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In its first two years, the project has 
made a major impact, with new MPAs 
in the process of being established  
in all three countries involved.
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SCALING UP MPAs IN MELANESIA 

Melanesian cultures share a strong tradition of environmental stewardship and a deep 
commitment to ocean health. A Blue Action grant is supporting the Wildlife Conservation 
Society (WCS) to build on this tradition by expanding the marine area under effective 
management in Fiji, Solomon Islands, and Papua New Guinea, and creating sustainable 
livelihoods through job training, reducing post-harvest fishing losses, empowering 
women, and developing new community-run sources of income. The project is combating 
the combined impacts of loss of traditional knowledge, rising levels of natural resource 
extraction, and accelerating climate change to make a real difference to local communities 
and contribute to the long-term regional goal of establishing large networks of MPAs to 
conserve ocean life and boost local economies.  

What unique issue is this project addressing?
This project is working to tackle the twin global threats of marine biodiversity decline and 
unsustainable fishing in the unique local context of Melanesia’s complex traditional marine tenure 
systems. The key solution is to establish marine management rules and livelihood ventures within 
Locally Managed Marine Areas (LMMAs), where the holders of local fishing rights can determine 
the most appropriate management measures and enforce compliance. Wherever possible, these 
community-based management plans are then linked to more formal, government declared 
MPAs. One aspect of the project that is making a special impact is its emphasis on empowering 
communities through financial literacy training, ranging from ensuring that people have the 
know how to manage their household finances to helping with more complicated challenges, like 
running a pearl oyster farm. 

How is the Blue Action grant helping to deliver project goals?
Within the three-year project timeframe, the support from Blue Action is vital for building the 
foundation needed to meet the long-term goals of increasing ocean protection, creating more 
opportunities for marine biodiversity-based livelihoods, and conserving the keystone species 
needed for essential ecosystem services. Extensive stakeholder engagement within the project 
is ensuring a Free, Prior, Informed, Consent (FPIC) approach that will foster lasting community 
buy-in and encourage project implementation. Crucially, the grant is being used to support new 
community livelihood projects - including improved fish processing, developing locally managed 
businesses, and strengthening ecotourism opportunities - to provide more secure, diverse sources 
of income. 

PROJECT DURATION: JANUARY 2019 TO JUNE 2022

BUDGET KEY TARGETS

Blue Action grant € 2,712,903 (71.7%) Newly created MPAs 26,312 km2

Match funding € 1,070,770 (28.3%) Effectively managed MPAs 451 km2

Total project costs € 3,783,673 Number of beneficiaries 176,000
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What has been achieved so far? 
In its first two years, the project has made a major impact in five critical areas:
•    New MPAs are in the process of being established in all three countries. In Papua New Guinea, 

5,274 km2 are under final consultations. In Fiji, draft regulations covering 13,650 km2 have been 
submitted for review prior to government endorsement. In the Solomon Islands, a proposal for a 
4,580 km2 area is under consultation.

•    A total of 18 new LMMAs in traditional fishing grounds have been developed by local fishing 
communities and are in the process of being legally designated.

• Support for new laws and policies led to the enactment of the Lovongai Local Level Government 
Marine Environment Law in Papua New Guinea, and a national Fish Warden Policy being submitted 
to the Ministry of Fisheries in Fiji.

• Over 25 training events were held involving more than 2,000 people in the three countries, 
including training on best practices in marine management implementation.

•    Baseline surveys assessed 63 reefs for fish biomass and coral cover, analysed 14 sites for catch 
per unit effort to monitor sustainability, and gathered essential insight from 1,550 villagers, while 
turtle monitoring in the Solomon Islands led to 567 critically endangered leatherback turtle nests 
being protected, ensuring that 20,000 hatchlings could safely enter the ocean.

What’s the impact on local communities and how are they engaged in the project? 
The local community response to the project has been overwhelming, reflecting a dedication to 
marine conservation that even a global pandemic cannot diminish. Almost 6,000 villagers have 
been engaged in workshops and training sessions where local people have their say in determining 
how their resources are managed and learn new skills. WCS is working with a diverse range of 

Turtle monitoring 
in the Solomon 
Islands led to 
567 critically 
endangered 
leatherback 
turtle nests 
being protected, 
ensuring that 
20,000 hatchlings 
could safely enter 
the ocean.
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stakeholders, from local fishing communities to government departments, tourism groups, local law 
associations, and an array of environmental and social community organisations. One of the biggest 
impacts on communities stems from the new sources of income provided by the project’s livelihood 
initiatives in areas like sustainable aquaculture and tourism.

What are the main challenges faced and how is the project overcoming them?
The region has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, with consequences on public 
health and huge financial losses from tourism, but thanks to WCS investments in its local staff and 
capacity – and the flexibility of the Blue Action Fund – activities were able to adapt and continue. 
One specific challenge was establishing a community run pearl oyster meat farm in Fiji, a very new 
endeavour for WCS that required overcoming a myriad of logistical obstacles and relied on strong 
relationships with local partners with aquaculture experience.

How can this project inform and inspire other communities to take similar action?
Merging the concept of LMMAs with traditional Melanesian marine management structures is 
the cornerstone of the project’s success and it’s an approach that is already motivating other 
communities to seek similar support. WCS Melanesia is not only prolific in its publication of 
scientific papers to share project findings, but also makes sure information is widely accessible by 
giving regular interviews on local radio and television and developing practical “how to” guides that 
are translated into local languages and circulated across the region.   

What are the top project priorities for the year ahead?
Looking to the future, WCS will be focusing on securing official approval for the new MPAs, LMMAs, 
and community management plans. It is also vital that the pearl and mudcrab farms established 
by the project are entirely in community hands and have what they need to keep running, and for 
villages near the leatherback turtle nests to get ready to welcome tourists as soon as travel opens 
up again. WCS is also identifying additional partners and sources of funding so that they can keep 
supporting these communities beyond the timeframe of the Blue Action grant.
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