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STRENGTHENING MARINE PROTECTED AREA MANAGEMENT 
IN RUFIJI, MAFIA AND KILWA DISTRICTS, TANZANIA

PROJECT DETAILS

Lead organisation WWF Germany

Consortium partners WWF Tanzania, Wetlands International 

Call for Proposals Western Indian Ocean (2018)

Project duration August 2019 – July 2024

Country Tanzania

Total project costs € 4,159,593

Blue Action grant € 3,057,571 (74%)

Match funding € 1,102,022 (26%)

The Rufiji-Mafia-Kilwa (RUMAKI) seascape in Tanzania is a vital biodiversity hotspot that faces threats from 
unsustainable human activities, and these are endangering the food security of its coastal communities. 
This project, implemented by WWF Germany, WWF Tanzania and Wetlands International, aimed to safeguard 
the long-term ecological integrity, resilience and biological productivity of the RUMAKI seascape.

Context 
The RUMAKI seascape stretches 365 km along Tanzania’s coast and is host to 26% of the country’s coral reefs 

and 50% of its mangrove forests. The seascape is East Africa’s most productive marine area, supporting the 

livelihoods of more than 100,000 coastal residents and providing food security through fisheries and ecosystem 

services. The seascape faces threats, including unsustainable fishing and mangrove harvesting practices, and 

reduced flows due to activities upstream in the Rufiji River Basin. The project addressed these challenges 

by improving the effectiveness of protected area management, enhancing fisheries co-management in the 

buffer zones, and promoting alternative, more-resilient livelihoods. To ensure seascape-level management 

coordination and integration, the project also supported the designation of the RUMAKI seascape as a UNESCO 

Biosphere Reserve.

Objectives and approach
The project’s main aim was to improve management effectiveness in the existing marine protected areas 

(MPAs) and associated buffer zones of the RUMAKI seascape in order to maintain – and improve – its 

ecological value and to support community livelihoods. It focused on 5,111 km2 of MPAs and sustainable use 

zones, including Mafia Island Marine Park (MIMP), the Rufiji Delta Mangrove Forest Reserve (RDMFR) and 

eight Community Fishing Management Areas (CFMAs). It also pursued the designation of the seascape as a 

UNESCO Biosphere Reserve to integrate these protected areas into a cohesive framework for conservation, 

spatial planning and sustainable development. Working with 48 coastal communities, the project promoted 

sustainable fisheries and mangrove forest management through revised Management Plans, capacity building 

and improved monitoring, and strengthened the resilience of livelihoods through Community Microfinance 

Groups (CMGs) and support for value chains.

Key achievements and impact
•	 Revising Management Plans for MIMP, RDMFR and the CFMAs through inclusive, community-led approaches.

•	 Supporting 10 seasonal reef closures for improved octopus fishery management, which resulted in increased 

catch rates, plus five No-Take Zones (NTZs) to protect critical spawning and nursery areas for prawns and 

fish species. 
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A new UNESCO 
Biosphere Reserve 
along the Tanzanian 
coast supports 
conservation of one
of the most climate-
resilient coral reefs 
and some of the largest 
mangrove forests in 
East Africa.

•	 Enhancing monitoring, control and surveillance activities in MIMP, RDMFR and the CFMAs through technical 

and financial support and training in fish catch assessment, NTZ management, local law enforcement, 

drone patrols, and advanced technologies to track mangrove habitat dynamics. This resulted in increased 

management effectiveness scores, improved coral coverage and greater reef fish biomass.

•	 Supporting the nomination of the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve and facilitating its official launch in 2024. With 

an area of 10,516 km2, RUMAKI is the first marine-based Biosphere Reserve in mainland Tanzania.

•	 Restoring over 2 km2 of degraded mangrove forest.

•	 Establishing or supporting 67 CMGs with 1,636 members and total loans of nearly €1 million, enabling 

community members to develop livelihoods such as seaweed farming and value addition, beekeeping and 

tie-dye, and improving economic resilience and income levels, especially among women.

•	 Implementing revenue-sharing agreements between districts and local management bodies, allowing 

communities to earn a percentage of the sales from mangrove harvests or sales at fish landing sites.

•	 Fostering gender equality, with increased female representation on resource management committees and 

working towards 60% of the direct beneficiaries of livelihood activities to be female. 

Outlook
The designation of the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve and the development and revision of Management Plans 

for both protected areas and CFMAs have created strong legal and institutional frameworks to guide future 

conservation efforts and allow donors a long-term perspective. Nevertheless, an integrated Management 

Plan with clear government alignment is still needed to clarify roles and responsibilities across stakeholders. 

Through the project, local community institutions have been empowered, capacitated, and equipped to 

manage marine ecosystems effectively, enabling them to continue conservation and livelihoods activities 

independently. Improved financial systems are now helping fund these groups, with revenue collection often 

exceeding annual targets. CMGs have enhanced financial resilience and provided a sustainable financial model, 

particularly for women, enabling the continued growth of livelihoods activities such as seaweed farming. 

Tangible benefits from octopus reef closures, NTZs and patrols have fostered community commitment to 
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Key targets Objective Achieved

MPAs
Newly created 10,516 km2 10,516 km2

More effectively managed 5,111 km2 5,111 km2

Beneficiaries 120,180 143,484
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these practices, with plans for expansion. However, continued support for monitoring, equipment and capacity 

building will be crucial to sustaining and scaling these efforts. WWF Germany and Wetlands International are 

both continuing to establish partnerships with funders, other NGOs, government bodies and the private sector, 

and have secured funding to implement new projects in the seascape.

Key lessons learned by grantee
The project was both challenging and multifaceted, covering vast areas with multiple partners, and offered 

valuable lessons, particularly in managing large-scale funding. The initial implementation faced significant 

delays due to an overambitious scope, flaws in original project design and COVID-19. Adjustments made 

at project mid-term were critical to addressing these challenges and ensuring achievements, which 

predominantly occurred in the latter half of the project. Lessons learned included focusing on fewer, more 

impact-driven indicators, implementing adaptive management, and leveraging complementary expertise to 

maximise impact. Furthermore, a structured, regular and formal engagement with government authorities 

from the onset was identified as crucial, as this helps ensure smoother coordination and alignment of goals. 

The use of newer monitoring and enforcement technology significantly improved data collection, efficiency, 

and cost-effectiveness, but government support remains essential to incentivising local data collectors and 

ensuring long-term impact. Community engagement was highlighted as critical, with local community-based 

trainers playing a pivotal role in sustaining local initiatives. Increased community feedback and stakeholder 

involvement, particularly in budget planning and exit strategies, were also identified as areas to strengthen 

relationships and ensure sustainability. Finally, the importance of consistent long-term monitoring of 

ecosystems and endangered species was recognised as key to informing adaptive management.

Key lessons learned by Blue Action
The project was extremely ambitious and complex, with a large number of activities spread out over vast 

areas. Weaknesses in project design, including over reliance on third-party data, which was not always 

forthcoming, made it difficult for the project to track the impact of its activities, underscoring the importance 

of a well-designed theory of change. This was one of the earliest grants awarded by Blue Action and much 

progress has since been made in the co-design of logical frameworks during project development phases. A 

project visit by Blue Action, which may have prompted earlier review of project activities, was unfortunately 

delayed by the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the mid-term review gave Blue Action the opportunity to make 

adjustments to the project that significantly helped to improve focus and effectiveness.
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