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ESTABLISHING A NETWORK OF MPAs ACROSS SÃO TOMÉ 
AND PRÍNCIPE THROUGH A CO-MANAGEMENT APPROACH

PROJECT DETAILS

Lead organisation Fauna & Flora International

Consortium partners Oikos, MARAPA, Fundação Príncipe, WildAid

Call for Proposals Small Island Developing States (2017)

Project duration October 2018 – September 2024

Country São Tomé and Príncipe

Total project costs € 2,535,715

Blue Action grant € 1,887,428 (74%)

Match funding € 648,287 (26%)

São Tomé and Príncipe is renowned for its exceptional marine biodiversity but faces growing threats from 
unsustainable human activities such as illegal and unsustainable fishing, which are jeopardising the food 
security of coastal communities. To address these challenges, Fauna & Flora spearheaded efforts to create 
the country’s first marine protected areas (MPAs). By fostering participatory processes, the project brought 
together local fishers, NGOs, government authorities and private sector stakeholders to co-design and 
implement a national MPA network. This community-driven approach aimed to safeguard biodiversity and 
strengthen sustainable livelihoods, ensuring long-term benefits for future generations.

Context 
The Democratic Republic of São Tomé and Príncipe, a Small Island Developing State (SIDS), consists of two 

islands located 220 km off Central Africa’s coast and is a globally significant marine biodiversity hotspot. 

Its waters support diverse species, including sea turtles, whale sharks, manta rays, hammerhead sharks 

and Atlantic blue marlin. The entire island of Príncipe and its surrounding islets are a UNESCO Biosphere 

Reserve and its coral reefs host threatened fish species essential for ecosystem health. Marine resources 

are vital for local livelihoods too, with 15% of the population relying on artisanal fishing. However, overfishing, 

habitat degradation and industrial fishing threaten both biodiversity and livelihoods, with 67% of surveyed 

fishers reporting declining catches. Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing also contributes to significant 

regional losses. The project aimed to tackle these challenges through a community-led approach, pioneering 

the country’s first MPAs, strengthening governance, and promoting sustainable fisheries that balance 

conservation with economic security.

Objectives and approach
The project’s key objective was to establish a network of eight MPAs across São Tomé and Príncipe, 

encompassing a 93 km2 area, through a community-led, evidence-based approach, prioritising participatory 

fisheries management and conservation. By collaborating with 41 fishing communities, plus NGOs, authorities, 

and the private sector, it supported stakeholders in identifying priorities and designing the network. The project 

promoted sustainable fishing practices and invested in the supply chain, aiming to enhance the livelihoods of 

26,840 people. It also facilitated participatory zoning of MPAs and sustainable use areas, developed a marine 

protection system plan, and delivered capacity building for community-led co-management. Partnering with 

stakeholders, including extension workers and community ambassadors, enabled the delivery of outputs 

such as biological and fisheries monitoring, e.g. baited remote underwater video (BRUVs) surveys, as well 

as socio-economic monitoring and business training to allow income diversification for fishing families. To 

ensure long-term support, the project identified sustainable financing mechanisms for MPA management.
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The project aimed to 
establish a network 
of eight MPAs across 
São Tomé and Príncipe, 
encompassing a 
93 km2 area, through 
a community-led, 
evidence-based 
approach.

Key achievements and impact
•	 Filling knowledge gaps through extensive research efforts, including habitat mapping, the collection of 

fishing data, species monitoring and socio-ecological assessments, which were essential in a context where 

no baseline data existed to support MPA designation.	

•	 Strengthening local stakeholder capacity through workshops and training programmes, working with 

more than 1,000 fishers and fish traders and more than 200 civil society, private sector and government 

representatives, in order to foster active participation in the co-design of the MPA network.

•	 Four-year community consultation process, involving 225 community meetings in 41 fishing communities, 

leading towards co-designing the proposal for a national network (93 km2) of six MPAs in Príncipe and two 

in São Tomé.

•	 Submitting the corresponding Decree Law for the MPA network to the national government in 2024, for 

review and approval.

•	 Supporting 194 beneficiaries in 16 community-led enterprises on Príncipe and 101 on São Tomé, helping 

fishing communities who may be impacted by MPA site restrictions to diversify and increase income.

Outlook
Fauna & Flora and partners have secured a five-year follow-up Blue Action-funded project to finalise the 

designation of the MPA network and further scale-up marine conservation in São Tomé and Príncipe, ensuring 

lasting impact. Building on previous successes and lessons learned, the new project will prioritise locally 

led MPA operationalisation, robust monitoring, and deeper stakeholder engagement. Key objectives include 

livelihood diversification, community empowerment, and government collaboration in order to institutionalise 

MPA management into national conservation policy. The project’s aim is to operationalise the eight MPAs 

post-designation and expand the network while addressing resource-use challenges through continued 

community and government engagement. Strengthening local conservation leadership, enhancing monitoring 

activities, and leveraging local expertise will ensure adaptive management. To support long-term conservation, 

the establishment of sustainable financial mechanisms will remain a focus.
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Key targets Objective Achieved

MPAs
Newly created 93 km2 0 km2

More effectively managed N/A N/A

Beneficiaries 26,840 11,430
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Key lessons learned by grantee
The project was severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and the team rescheduled some project 

activities and adjusted priorities to mitigate impacts. It is important to ensure flexibility is planned in at the 

outset, specifically in the project strategy, activity prioritisation and decision-making processes. In addition, 

partly due to limited government capacity and governmental inexperience with MPA development, the project 

struggled to establish ownership of the process from relevant ministries, departments and agencies, and this 

resulted in long delays. Relocating the Project Programme Manager to São Tomé significantly improved project 

relations with government, and was a particularly effective move with respect to managing revisions of the 

draft Decree Law. It would have been invaluable to have a robust, effective and well-resourced government 

advocacy and engagement strategy in place when the project started. Community engagement went very 

well, but despite the project’s best efforts to encourage gender inclusivity, marine spatial planning (MSP) 

community consultations were largely dominated by men. There was greater female participation in livelihood 

development initiatives, and most of the community ambassadors were women. This experience has informed 

our approaches to the different project activities to ensure gender equity in the follow-on project.

Key lessons learned by Blue Action
SIDS often face challenges such as difficulties with procurement, inter-island travel, and finding suitable 

markets for products produced through livelihoods interventions. Flexibility and innovative problem-solving 

are needed to find effective solutions. Engaging with political institutions is crucial to ensuring their continued 

support for the project and, in this case, the work towards the designation of the country’s first MPAs. A 

better-structured advocacy strategy would have enabled better engagement with key political stakeholders 

from the beginning. Additionally, livelihood interventions should always be integrated into MPA-designation 

processes. The project’s goals of achieving measurable ecological and socio-economic impacts resulting from 

MPAs were overly ambitious, given the efforts and time needed to co-design and designate the first MPAs in 

São Tomé and Príncipe. The approval of a follow-up project provides valuable opportunities for scaling-up the 

work from the first project and applying lessons learned.
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