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This project is delivering improved MPA management to 
protect endangered migratory species and changing lives 
by addressing acute socio-economic challenges with skills 
training and help to create new jobs and enterprises.
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IMPROVING AND EXPANDING MPAs IN THE SOUTH-WEST 
INDIAN OCEAN

South Africa is custodian of one of the longest coastlines in the world, but it is facing escalating 
ocean threats from resource extraction, foreign industrial fishing, and climate change 
that compromise both marine ecosystems and the livelihoods and food security of coastal 
communities. A Blue Action grant is supporting the Wildlands Conservation Trust (WILDTRUST) 
in its work at a global marine biodiversity hotspot, the iSimangaliso Wetland Park World 
Heritage Site, in South Africa. Through capacity building, infrastructure development, and 
wildlife monitoring, this project is delivering improved MPA management to protect threatened 
ecosystems and endangered migratory species, while also actively addressing the acute socio-
economic challenges faced by the people living nearby by providing training, new skills, and 
sustainable livelihoods support. 

What unique issue is this project addressing?
Ocean protection in Africa is lagging behind many other parts of the world, both in terms of 
meeting the global target to have 10% of the ocean within MPAs by 2020, and ensuring the effective 
enforcement of the MPAs. South Africa currently has 5% of its continental EEZ within marine 
protected areas. The challenge is to achieve effective MPA management in a developing country 
context, under extremely tough capacity limits due to financial and human capacity constraints, 
and where impoverished communities depend heavily on marine natural resources. Ocean 
protection must also contend with the growing pressures being exerted on marine resources in 
the region by escalating marine hydrocarbon and mineral resources extraction, foreign industrial 
fishing, illegal fisheries, overfishing, and the impacts of climate change and extreme weather 
events that all threaten to further undermine food security and resilience in the region. 

How is the Blue Action grant helping to deliver project goals?
The ideal outcome for this project will be to see MPA authorities and the adjacent communities 
working collaboratively, hand-in-hand towards common goals that benefit biodiversity and people. 
The Blue Action grant is helping WILDTRUST to achieve this vision by building the socio-ecological 
resilience of both local communities and nature. Project activities include the protection of 
important marine biodiversity – especially endangered species and ecosystems such as turtles, 
sharks and rays, and coral reefs – and the delivery of tangible benefits for coastal communities 
through sustainable resource use, improved relationships with the MPA managers, and new 
livelihood opportunities. 

PROJECT DURATION: JUNE 2019 TO JULY 2023

BUDGET TARGETS

Blue Action grant € 3,057,995 (74%) Newly created MPAs N/A

Match funding € 1,049,088 (26%) Effectively managed MPAs 11,635 km2

Total project costs € 4,107,083 Number of beneficiaries 4,400



What has been achieved so far?
Since the project began in 2019, it has been making an impact both in the ocean and in the 
community, by:
• Providing support to MPA conservation managers in the form of improved facilities, equipment, 

vehicles and boats, and training for MPA management staff.
• Developing work opportunities and skills for unemployed youth in the local communities, 

including as Beach Stewards, teacher’s aids at schools, and in building community 
infrastructure. 

• Carrying out community monitoring and protection of endangered biodiversity, especially 
through the monitoring of nesting sea turtles and their hatchlings. 

• Improving ocean literacy and awareness among local communities, including at local schools.
• Establishing Community Resource Centres (Hubs) to provide support for training, small 

enterprise development, environmental awareness, community meetings, and access to internet 
and electricity.

• Generating new knowledge about marine biodiversity in the MPA, including filming rare 
coelacanths, a survey of previously unstudied deep reefs revealing diverse soft coral and 
sponge ecosystems, and the discovery of a previously unknown kelp bed ecosystem important 
for climate mitigation.

• Increasing understanding of the importance of the MPA for threatened sharks and rays, and 
about the value of sanctuaries for protecting reef fish and supporting surrounding fisheries. 

What’s the impact on local communities and how are they engaged in the project?
WILDTRUST is changing lives in coastal communities near the MPA by supporting sustainable local 
economic development through job creation, enterprise development opportunities, and social 
infrastructure development – all linked to the proximity and assets of the iSimangaliso MPA. Local 
people have been actively involved in constructing community resource centres, youth capacity-
building, school support, biodiversity monitoring (e.g. turtles), environmental education activities, 

Activities include 
protecting 
endangered species 
and ecosystems 
– such as turtles, 
sharks and rays, and 
coral reefs – and 
delivering tangible 
benefits for coastal 
communities 
through sustainable 
resource use, 
improved 
relationships with 
MPA managers, 
and new livelihood 
opportunities.
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creating job opportunities, and skills training. Looking ahead, local post-graduate marine science 
students have joined a network of Ocean Stewards and this will strengthen the local ability to 
effectively manage the iSimangaliso MPA complex in the future. 

What are the main challenges faced and how is the project overcoming them?
High levels of unemployment and poverty in the local communities, coupled with financial 
constraints that effect the ability of the governments to perform their mandated functions, are 
ongoing challenges. To help overcome them, the project is now working actively on identifying and 
piloting mechanisms to provide sustainable financing for the MPA. Disruption by COVID-19 meant 
that some activities had to be adapted or delayed, but the project is on track thanks to intensified 
activities since the restrictions eased. Project partners also assisted the most vulnerable 
households during COVID-19 lockdowns by delivering food parcels and enabling local sewing groups 
to make masks and generate extra income. In 2020, the security situation in Northern Mozambique 
deteriorated, requiring the project's efforts targeting the Vamizi Islands to be discontinued. As a 
result, the project now exclusively focuses on South Africa's iSimangaliso MPA. 

How can this project inform and inspire other communities to take similar action?
Other MPA initiatives targeting global biodiversity hotspots and/or World Heritage Sites in 
different regions, particularly in developing countries, could be inspired by the three-pillar 
approach taken by this project to combine effective management support, building biodiversity 
knowledge, and providing community support. This interaction between knowledge-building and 
on the ground implementation has been key to gaining the understanding and commitment 
needed for this project to achieve its goals.

What are the top project priorities for the year ahead?
Looking to the future, the project will be rolling-out awareness and training activities and 
livelihood support initiatives at the Community Resource Centres; developing and implementing 
sustainable financing mechanisms to support both MPA management and community needs; and 
providing training and support for MPA managers.
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