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IMPROVING AND EXPANDING MPAS IN THE SOUTH-WEST 
INDIAN OCEAN

PROJECT DETAILS

Lead organisation Wildlands Conservation Trust (WILDTRUST)

Consortium partners

Marine Megafauna Foundation, Oceans without Borders, Oceanographic 
Research Institute/SAAMBR, Centro Terra Viva, Ezemvelo KZN Wildlife, 
iSimangaliso Wetland Park, The South African Institute for Aquatic 
Biodiversity, Nelson Mandela University

Call for Proposals Western Indian Ocean (2018)

Project duration June 2019 – July 2023

Country/ies South Africa

Total project costs € 4,468,812

Blue Action grant € 3,057,624 (68%)

Match funding € 1,411,188 (32%)

South Africa boasts one of the world's longest coastlines. This is now facing increasing risks from marine 
resource exploitation and the effects of climate change, which threaten both coastal ecosystems and the 
livelihoods and food security of coastal communities. To  address this, WILDTRUST and its partners focused 
their efforts on iSimangaliso Wetland Park, a marine protected area (MPA) and World Heritage Site located 
in the country's north-eastern KwaZulu-Natal province. The initiative improved MPA management through 
capacity building, infrastructure development and wildlife monitoring, protecting endangered ecosystems 
and migratory species. It also addressed socio-economic challenges by providing training, skills and 
sustainable livelihood support to local communities.

Context 
The iSimangaliso Wetland Park World Heritage Site (‘iSimangaliso’) is a global marine biodiversity hotspot 

and an important MPA. It protects endangered migratory species such as turtles, sharks and rays that use 

ecologically connected sites in southern and central Mozambique. It is challenging to achieve effective MPA 

management within a developing country facing significant constraints in both financial resources and 

human capacity, particularly where impoverished communities depend heavily on marine natural resources. 

Further challenges include growing pressure on marine resources in the region caused by escalating marine 

hydrocarbon and mineral resources extraction; foreign industrial fishing; illegal fisheries; overfishing; and the 

impacts of climate change and extreme weather events. All these pressures threaten to further undermine 

food security and resilience in the region.

Objectives and approach
The primary goal of this project was to improve the protection and management of 10,715 km2 of the 

iSimangaliso MPA, a crucial marine biodiversity hotspot. It also aimed to understand the importance of 

this MPA to the protection of endangered species using ecologically connected sites in Mozambique, while 

addressing social and economic challenges for coastal communities and providing direct benefits to 7,997 local 

people. WILDTRUST and its partners identified the MPA as a key tool for strengthening ocean governance and 

protection. They aimed to establish links between MPA authorities and communities by fostering collaborative 

efforts towards shared common goals that benefit biodiversity and people, increasing the long-term socio-

ecological resilience of both nature and the local communities.
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Key achievements and impact
This project achieved improved conservation management and delivered tangible benefits to local 

communities at iSimangaliso. The following outcomes had a notable impact.

•	 Drafting a first Management Plan for iSimangaliso along with subsidiary documents, including the preliminary 

Sustainable Finance Strategy, Biodiversity Monitoring Plan, and Climate Change Response Plan.

•	 Enhancing sustainable livelihoods, with a focus on women, through the expansion of eco-tourism and micro-

enterprise value chains. Results include a 4% increase in conservation-related jobs, including around 150 community 

turtle monitors, 474 one-year work placements for young people, and 30 small business enterprise start-ups.

•	 Creating three fully equipped community resource hubs for community gatherings and ocean literacy and MPA-

awareness events – pivotal for building bridges between communities, the project team and MPA authorities.

•	 Strengthening regional management of highly endangered migratory species through e.g. monitoring nesting 

areas, acoustic tagging and developing a Regional Experts Network.

•	 Publishing five peer-reviewed research papers that strengthened the understanding of iSimangaliso MPA 

biodiversity and will contribute towards improved management of deep reef and canyon habitats, as well as 

various IUCN Red List corals, groupers, sharks and rays.

Outlook
WILDTRUST ensured the long-term sustainability of the project by securing and commencing a four-year 

follow-up project focused on Ecosystem-based Adaptation for coastal ecosystems. The new initiative will 

build on the positive outcomes of this project, emphasising enhanced management effectiveness of the 

iSimangaliso MPA, providing social benefits to local communities, empowering women, and raising awareness 

about the crucial role of healthy natural systems in delivering ecosystem services.
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This project is 
delivering improved 
MPA management to 
protect endangered 
migratory species 
and change lives. It is 
addressing acute socio-
economic challenges 
by providing skills 
training and support 
to create new jobs and 
enterprises.

Key target Objective Achieved Achieved (%)

MPAs
Newly created N/A N/A N/A

More effectively managed 10,715 km2 10,715 km2 100

Beneficiaries 7,468 7,997 107

https://www.blueactionfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Grant-Fact-Sheet_Wildtrust_EbA2_ZA_A4.pdf
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Key lessons learned by grantee
In 2020, the security situation in northern Mozambique deteriorated and the project's efforts targeting the 

Vamizi Islands were discontinued. The project has since focused exclusively on South Africa's iSimangaliso 

MPA . The COVID-19 pandemic caused some activities to be adapted or delayed, but the project stayed on 

track thanks to intensified activities once restrictions eased. Project partners helped the most vulnerable 

households during COVID-19 lockdowns by delivering food parcels and enabling local sewing groups to 

make masks and generate extra income. The WILDTRUST team recognised that establishing an independent 

position within communities would help local people understand the project's aims and objectives better and 

increase their trust. Issues related to land reclamation, MPA demarcation and associated regulations have 

been addressed through building community understanding of the MPA demarcation. The community hubs 

were identified as key to building relationships with local community members, stakeholders and the project 

team, as they demonstrate a long-term commitment to local communities from WILDTRUST and its project. 

They also serve as effective tools for challenging gender boundaries, empowering women, and encouraging 

knowledge exchange among various age groups.

Key lessons learned by Blue Action
Partnering with local and smaller organisations (as compared to large international NGOs) can pose higher 

grant management workloads for Blue Action and cause greater potential risk to its grant portfolio due 

to their having less experience of public funder requirements. That said, WILDTRUST’s expertise, motivation 

and local understanding made the investment worthwhile. The deteriorating security situation in northern 

Mozambique underscored the importance of robust security management and contingency plans. Lastly, 

adapting to unforeseen challenges and adjusting the course of action can bring positive outcomes beyond 

overcoming immediate obstacles. During the COVID-19 pandemic, WILDTRUST demonstrated this flexibility 

by requesting and receiving emergency support funds from Blue Action for providing food aid to highly 

vulnerable project communities. This significantly contributed to building trust and working relationships 

between project partners and the local communities.


