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FISHING FOR A PROSPEROUS FUTURE IN THE ETP

The Eastern Tropical Pacific (ETP) Seascape covers two million square kilometres and is home to unique 
biodiversity and some of the world's most productive fisheries. This project engaged with unsustainable and 
underperforming fisheries in eight of the region's most iconic and ecologically important marine protected 
areas (MPAs), Multiple Use Marine Areas (MMAs), and sustainable use areas located in Costa Rica, Panama, 
Colombia and Ecuador, putting them on a path to recovery. Through the empowerment of local fishing 
communities, Conservation International (CI) expanded and transformed existing MPAs and sustainable 
use areas into drivers of local sustainable development. A coastal community-based fisheries improvement 
model generated an understanding of how to improve coastal fisheries through community, market-based 
and science-driven approaches. Ultimately, this has benefited the ecological condition of these areas and has 
built a prosperous future for local coastal communities.

Context 
The ETP nations of Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, and Ecuador are renowned for their exceptional biodiversity, 

which is of national and international conservation importance. Extensive mangrove forests at the RAMSAR 

site in the Gulf of Montijo in Panama, among others, provide important ecological services and act as nurseries 

for fish. Numerous commercial fish species as well as a wide variety of ecologically significant species are 

found in large, intact rocky and coral formations in places like the Galapagos Marine Reserve, which is home to 

Ecuador's largest coral reef. Deficiently managed fisheries operating in high priority marine biodiversity areas 

have resulted in the deterioration of the marine environment and impoverishment of local coastal communities. 

This project aimed to illustrate how MPAs and sustainable use areas can become engines of local sustainable 

development through strengthening the resilience of and empowering coastal communities.

Objectives and approach
The main objective of this project was to incentivise community stewardship and sustainable resource use within the 

ETP network of eight globally significant MPAs, MMAs and sustainable use areas spanning 138,733 km2. The project also 

aimed to expand the MPA network. Across all project sites, a common strategy was implemented that consisted of: 1) 

assessment of the status of the fisheries and the capacity of fishers and fishing organisations; and 2) development 

of intervention plans for capacity building, science and monitoring support and improved fisheries management, 

as well as aiding traceability within market chains and strengthening fishers’ participation in the market. One of 

the targets was to improve the livelihoods of at least 1,764 people through projects aimed at enhancing coastal 

community-based fisheries, such as the implementation of the EcoGourmet programme. Benefits would include 

building collection centres and supplying local actors with the required infrastructure and tools, such as fishing and 

storage equipment. To secure a prosperous future, the project aimed to develop fisheries management plans, policy 

instruments and strategies that would support sustainable coastal community-based fisheries.

PROJECT DETAILS

Lead organisation Conservation International

Consortium partners N/A

Call for Proposals Inception Pilot (2016)

Project duration April 2018 – December 2021

Country/ies Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, Ecuador

Total project costs € 3,337,569

Blue Action grant € 2,421,306 (73%)

Match funding € 916,263 (27%)
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This project 
expanded the MPA 
network in the 
ETP by 287 km2 

and transformed 
more than 
139,000 km2 of 
protected areas 
and sustainable 
use areas into 
drivers of local 
sustainable 
development 
through 
community 
stewardship 
and sustainable 
resource use

Key achievements and impact
This project successfully implemented local community stewardship and sustainable resource usage in the 

ETP nations of Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, and Ecuador. The following outcomes had a particular impact.

• Increasing traceability within and strengthening market chains by implementing the EcoGourmet 

programme in Colombia and Costa Rica. Fair and equitable commercial agreements resulted in improved 

fishing practices and an increase in the capacity of grassroots fishing communities to commercialise their 

sustainably fished products. Through this, the monetary value of fish catches increased by up to 70% in 

Colombia and up to 76% in Costa Rica.
 • Establishing both financial incentives and sustainability for coastal communities, for instance by successfully 

integrating three of El Morro's fishing associations into a national financial incentive programme.

• Enabling monitoring support, for example by fitting more than 58 artisanal fishing vessels in Costa Rica and 

Colombia with satellite tracking devices, which inform fisheries management and traceability strategies.

• Achieving a reduction in the percentage of black clam, which are illegal catch, collected in El Morro during 

the project’s lifespan from 4.5% to 0.5% of all landings.

• Establishing the Bay of Pixvae Responsible Fishing Co-management Zone (34 km2), the first of its kind in 

Panama. In addition, the El Morro Mangrove Wildlife Refuge was expanded from 101 km2 to 354 km2.

Key target Objective Achieved Achieved (%)

MPAs
Newly created 34 km2 287 km2 844 %

More effectively managed 138,359 km2 139,019 km2 101 %

Beneficiaries 1,764 1,988 113 %

Outlook
The development of fisheries management and improvement plans, policy instruments and strategies in 

this project was designed to support sustainable coastal community-based fisheries and to benefit coastal 

communities in the long term. For instance, the effective inclusion of fishing groups in El Morro in a national 

financial incentive programme will ensure that their involvement in sustainable co-management of resources 
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continues now that the project has ended. Additionally, the implementation of the EcoGourmet programme 

in Colombia and Costa Rica has improved fishing practices, strengthened the capacity of grassroots fishing 

communities to commercialise their products, and established commercial relations whereby buyers pay a 

premium price for the sustainably fished resources. However, the full establishment of lasting commercial 

agreements beyond the pilot stage still remains to be achieved. These processes take time, especially since 

commercial businesses have been adversely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. CI is committed to continue 

working with the MPA authorities and fishing communities beyond this project and has secured additional 

funding to do so. In Colombia, the EcoGourmet programme will continue as a part of other projects, including 

the Blue Action Fund-supported ‘La Minga’ project led by CI and Fondo Acción.

Key lessons learned by grantee
Various lessons have been learned that apply across all four countries, with some driven by the fact that 

almost half of this project’s implementation period was impacted by a global pandemic. For example, in order 

to be properly resilient, CI realised that small villages needed support not only through conventional means, 

such as forming business partnerships with restaurants in remote cities, but also to ensure their continued 

independence and self-sufficiency. Through this project, CI was reminded of the importance of maintaining 

effective and transparent communication channels with stakeholders, especially between fishers and 

relevant institutions. Furthermore, and particularly towards the end of the project period, it was necessary for 

management approaches to adapt to local challenges. For example, bookkeeping tools for the EcoGourmet 

programme needed to be made more user-friendly to match the skill level of the fishing communities and 

organisations. The overarching lessons learned from this project are twofold: to be more purposeful when 

establishing goals and planning activities, and to have transparent conversations with stakeholders on political 

dynamics prior to committing to activities with them.

Key lessons learned by Blue Action
Multi-country projects require a lot of coordination and run the risk of losing a clear focus and measurable 

impact. Each intervention site faced a different stakeholder landscape and distinct issues, which may have 

existed before the project began, such as ongoing conflicts between fishers and protected area authorities. 

Such challenges can be identified by a thorough stakeholder analysis at the beginning of the project, enabling 

the implementing organisation to ensure that an appropriate engagement strategy is chosen. Additionally, 

with some very remote sites included in this project, accessibility of the intervention sites was an issue at 

times, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Alternative modes of project delivery, such as using local 

consultants, can help to ensure that results are achieved, even when site access is difficult.
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