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The Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe, a Small Island 
Developing State off Central Africa’s coast, is globally recognised 
as a marine biodiversity hotspot. Its rich waters are home to 
species such as sea turtles, whale sharks, hammerhead sharks, 
manta rays, and Atlantic blue marlin. The island of Príncipe 
and its surrounding islets form a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, 
with coral reefs supporting threatened fish species vital for 
ecosystem balance. Marine resources also play a critical role in 
local livelihoods, with around 15% of the population dependent 
on artisanal fishing for income and food security. 

São Tomé and Príncipe’s marine ecosystems are threatened by a 
range of pressures, including overfishing, habitat loss, industrial 
fishing, climate change and pollution. These factors have 
contributed to declining fish stocks, with 67% of surveyed fishers 
in Príncipe reporting smaller catches over the past 10 years, 
impacting food security and economic stability for thousands 
of people in coastal communities. Ocean recovery is therefore 
intrinsically linked to human well-being and sustainable 
development in São Tomé and Príncipe. Weak regulation, 
limited institutional capacity, and a lack of financial and human 
resources make it difficult to address ocean threats. Traditionally, 
local communities – particularly those involved in fishing – have 
had limited involvement in marine governance due to low levels 
of organisation and capacity, and this lack of participation 
has hindered the development of sustainable management 
practices. While the country is yet to formally establish its first 
marine protected areas (MPAs), significant advances were made 
by an initial Blue Action-funded project spanning 2018–2024. 

This follow-up project will build on those advances. It aims to 
protect marine biodiversity and enhance local livelihoods in 
São Tomé and Príncipe by implementing a network of MPAs 
while supporting livelihood diversification. Continuing the 
extensive consultations from the initial MPA co-design process, 
this project will finalise the designation of eight MPAs, ensuring 
effective co-management through local capacity building, 
governance structure development, Management Plan 
implementation, and marine patrol and monitoring systems. 
It also aims to expand the MPA network, with the co-design 
of the further MPAs informed by new ecological analyses, 
lessons learned, and a continued participatory approach. The 
project will foster marine conservation leadership and improve 
communication by training and mentoring local partners, and 
implementing safeguards such as Environmental and Social 
Management Systems. To support adaptive, community-led 
conservation, it will monitor MPA management effectiveness 
using tools such as the METT framework. And it will use a 
Participatory Market Systems Development approach to 
improve livelihood options for fishing families and reduce 
post-harvest loss, while supporting small-scale enterprises in 
diversifying income sources. Additional support for new and 
existing enterprises, along with improvements to fisheries 
value chains, will strengthen economic resilience. The project 
will contribute to São Tomé and Príncipe's long-term blue 
economy strategy by identifying the most viable, sustainable 
financing mechanisms, ensuring long-term conservation of 
the MPA network, and supporting sustainable livelihoods for 
coastal communities.

São Tomé 

Príncipe 

https://www.blueactionfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Grant-Report_02_04_2018-23_FFI_SaoTome_Principe.pdf


KEY TARGETS

Newly created MPAs:  
193 km2

Effectively managed MPAs:  
N/A

Number of beneficiaries:  
29,870

KEY ACTIVITIES AND AREAS OF WORK

MPA GOVERNANCE SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS
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▶	 Secure approval and support implementation of 
Management Plans for the eight MPAs, including 
demarcation, and incorporate socio-ecological and 
climate vulnerabilities

▶	 Undertake MPA monitoring, such as Baited Remote 
Underwater Video surveys, to understand the impacts 
of MPA management on important commercial and 
threatened species

SPECIES CONSERVATION/SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES
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▶	 Develop and implement a Monitoring, Control and 
Surveillance strategy for the MPAs

▶	 Support new and existing small-scale enterprises to 
diversify and improve livelihoods of local communities 
impacted by access restrictions

▶	 Apply the Participatory Market Systems Development 
approach to small-scale enterprises, plus fisheries 
interventions to support market sustainability

▶	 Build upon existing work and implement new programmes 
to reduce post-harvest losses in order to retain and 
optimise value from small-scale fisheries

▶	 Deliver training programmes and workshops in 
MPA co-management practices to relevant project 
stakeholders, including fishers, fish traders and 
government officials

▶	 Grow the MPA network through a co-design process for 
further MPAs, based on best available information and 
lessons learned from initial project

▶	 Provide technical and advocacy support to government 
partners to complete the process of designating eight 
MPAs targeted by the initial project

▶	 Facilitate establishment of MPA governance structures 
and bodies, and facilitate adequate female representation 
in MPA governance 

▶	 Design and implement sustainable finance mechanisms 
in collaboration with government and NGOs


