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Spanning Kenya, Madagascar and Tanzania, the Western Indian Ocean (WIO) region is home to coral reefs
and mangroves that provide critical services to marginalised coastal communities. Key conservation
areas, such as the proposed Kenya-Tanzania Transboundary Conservation Area (TBCA) and Northwest
Madagascar Seascape, are under threat from overfishing, habitat destruction and climate change. Led by
WCS, the project aimed to expand and improve a network of marine protected areas (MPAs) across these
seascapes, benefiting 5,000 people. To tackle these challenges, WCS sought to balance biodiversity and
MPA conservation with local socio-economic needs. The initiative focused on empowering communities to
manage fisheries sustainably, in particular by implementing fisheries closures and reducing post-harvest
losses and promoting a lasting resilience to threats to communities, biodiversity and MPAs.

Context

The WIO encompasses 9,000 km of coastline across Kenya, Madagascar and Tanzania and is home to climate-
resilient coral reefs and mangroves - ecosystems that provide vital protein, coastal protection and income
to millions, many of whom are marginalised. Yet, overexploitation of fisheries, habitat clearing and pollution,
exacerbated by the impacts of climate change, are threatening the integrity of these ecosystems and their
ability to provide goods and services to coastal communities. WCS addressed these threats by working on
the Kenya-Tanzania TBCA and the Northwest Madagascar Seascape to conserve an expanded network of
climate-resilient, sustainable and effectively managed MPAs. With high resilience, connectivity and ecosystem
diversity, these seascapes are two of the region’'s most hiologically important.

Objectives and approach

The project aimed to develop management plans for 2,841 km? of existing MPAs and 2,950 km? of a proposed
expanded MPA in Madagascar, while increasing resources, instruments and capacity for the implementation
of these management plans. It worked with three communities along the TBCA border and 19 in northwest
Madagascar to promote sustainable management and resilient livelihoods related to fisheries and marine-
related supply chains, while focusing on community engagement and empowerment.

Key achievements and impact

Impacts from the project, spread over three countries and numerous sites, include the following.

- Developing management plans for five MPAs in the TBCA through an evidence-based and inclusive approach,
and supporting their implementation through: demarcation; capacity development in fish identification;
monitoring, control and surveillance; construction of a ranger station in Tanzania and a meeting space in
Kenya; and provision of necessary MPA equipment.
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These critical
seascapes have

seen significant
conservation gains by
effectively conserving
MPAs, including
through community
fisheries closures and
capacity building.
This has ensured
socio-economic
benefits for nearly
22,000 coastal people
and is safeguarding
natural resources for
future generations.

- Finalising legal documents for the new Tandavandriva MPA in Madagascar (gazettement decree pending) to
protect a key migratory corridor between the Ankarea and Ankivonjy MPAs.

- Introducing and training communities on new technologies for control and surveillance (SMART patrol
tracking tool) and fish catch surveys (KoboToolbox) in the Ankivonjy and Ankarea MPAs in Madagascar.

- Establishing or expanding seven community fisheries closures and supporting two existing fisheries to
recover fish stocks, along with supporting incomes, food availability and ecotourism.

- Linking community-managed closures in the TBCA to blue carbon finance through the Vanga Blue Forest
project and supporting Kenya's first seagrass closure linked to the sale of mangrove carbon credits.

- Establishing 18 community credit and savings groups and reinforcing nine existing ones; supporting six
ecotourism and revenue-generating enterprises; promoting four marine-related value chains [e.g. crab
fattening); and installing over 580 fuel-efficient stoves in the TBCA.

- Increasing female leadership by facilitating training in gender empowerment; helping establish 12 female
associations to improve participation by women in fisheries management in the TBCA; and updating local
MPA regulations to increase female representation in the Ankivonjy and Ankarea MPAs.

Beneficiaries

Outlook

Through funding from the Global Fund for Coral Reefs, WCS is now applying lessons learned from this project to
identify investment into reef-positive businesses in the TBCA. It will continue to support communities in Kenya
to implement community fisheries closures and to use smartphone technology for business and fish-catch
management. In Tanzania, it will continue to bolster the implementation of management plans developed
during this project and to support the Collaborative Fisheries Management Areas, as well as initiatives such
as credit groups, ecotourism and monitoring. It will also expand its work in blue carbon finance, mangrove
management and coral restoration. Capacity development under a new Blue Action-funded WCS project will
benefit technical staff shared with the Tanga Marine Reserves. In northwest Madagascar, WCS will continue its
work with fisheries value chains and app-based fisheries data collection. It has secured funding to continue
pursuing government approval of the new MPA and to support its initial management activities.
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Key lessons learned by grantee

Despite significant delays caused by COVID-19, which prevented field visits and meetings for six months, the
team's dedication and a six-month no-cost extension from Blue Action allowed for finalisation of activities.
There were challenges around government processes, as frequent leadership changes, bureaucratic delays
and election cycles hindered the securing of government approvals for MPAs, highlighting the need for better
assessment of the feasibility of such commitments in future projects. Recognising that providing financial
support to communities too early can place focus on assets rather than behaviour and system change,
WCS delayed delivery of equipment to communities until they had completed management planning and
demonstrated commitment, ensuring that support was aligned with conservation goals. llliteracy has historically
restricted community participation in management activities in Madagascar, prompting the development of a
literacy campaign for the Ankivonjy and Ankarea MPAs. The project's work revealed the need for a high level
of taxonomic knowledge and underwater skills to conduct fish biomass surveys and WCS addressed these
challenges in both seascapes through new and targeted approaches. Finally, WCS shared lessons regionally and
globally, through platforms such as the Western Indian Ocean MPA network, national forums, and international
conferences, e.g. the WIOMSA Symposium. Internally, WCS established a global working group to exchange
insights on Blue Action projects among staff worldwide, fostering collaboration and knowledge sharing.

Key lessons learned by Blue Action

Multi-country projects present challenges from a grant management perspective as they involve large
implementing teams, require additional coordination and have a higher administrative burden for both Blue
Action and grantees. Multiple sites, stakeholders and diverse regulations added significant complexity. The
Madagascar and Kenya-Tanzania interventions operated relatively independently, effectively functioning as two
parallel projects, which complicated coordination. The intentional delay in delivery of community assets was
compounded by unintentional project delays, pushing activities to the final months of the project and preventing
monitoring, follow-up and impact assessment. This underlines the critical importance of planning and launching
livelihood strategies early in the project, something that Blue Action now expects of all its grantees. Flexibility to
address unforeseen challenges, such as COVID-19, proved invaluable, as emergency support helped build trust,
strengthened community relationships, and highlighted the importance of adaptability. The project's active
communication of its activities and successes via social media allowed Blue Action to stay informed about
developments beyond normal reporting and was highly welcomed.
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