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The Galapagos Marine Reserve (GMR) and Cocos Marine Conservation Area (CMCA), two of the most
biodiverse areas in the Eastern Pacific Ocean, are facing increasing threats from illegal fishing, invasive
species and climate change. The project aimed to address these challenges by strengthening transboundary
marine connectivity, improving protected area management, and enhancing community resilience. Over the
four-year term, Island Conservation, its partners and local stakeholders secured important milestones on
the road towards lasting ecological protection and socio-economic benefits. These included expanding the
GMR, boosting MPA management through enhanced surveillance and biosecurity, supporting sustainable
livelihoods, and establishing long-term financing mechanisms.

Context

The GMR and the CMCA (which consists of the Cocos Island National Park [CINP] and the Marine Seamounts
Management Area) form a critical marine corridor connecting Ecuador's Galapagos Islands with Costa Rica's
Cocos Island. These globally significant biodiversity hotspots host key migratory species such as Critically
Endangered scalloped hammerhead sharks, and Endangered whale sharks and green sea turtles. Coastal
communities, including those on Floreana Island, where over 70% of the population lives in poverty, heavily
depend on these ecosystems for food security and livelihoods. However, widespread illegal, unreported, and
unregulated (IUU) fishing poses a key threat, with invasive species and climate change further degrading
ecosystems and livelihoods.

Objectives and approach

The project's main goal was the effective conservation of Cocos and Galapagos protected areas and their
sustainable use zones, while supporting local economies and strengthening social support for conservation.
It aimed to expand the GMR by 69,000 km? and improve management of 149,629 km? of existing MPAs through
newly developed or updated Management Plans and enforcement protocals. To reduce key threats such as
IUU fishing, the project enhanced the operational capacity of the Galapagos National Park fleet and upgraded
surveillance systems in Galapagos and Cocos. To prevent the spread of invasive species, biosecurity systems
were substantially strengthened in Galapagos and initiated in Cocos. Monitoring systems were established to
measure changes in key species populations and the socio-economic conditions of 5,185 direct beneficiaries.
In Galapagos, livelihoods were improved through initiatives aimed at boosting food security and the value of
fisheries products, with a focus on supporting and empowering women.
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This project contributed
to the creation of the
Hermandad Marine
Reserve, expanding

the protected area

in Galapagos by

60,000 km?. It forms part
of the Cocos - Galapagos
Swimway, which
connects the waters of
Ecuador and Costa Rica.

Key achievements and impact

- The 60,000 km? Hermandad Marine Reserve (HMR) - roughly equivalent to the land area of Sri Lanka - was
established next to the existing GMR, and its Management Plan developed.

- In Cocos, the satellite monitoring coverage increased from 0% to 100% through the establishment of a Vessel
Monitoring, Control, and Surveillance Centre; training of stakeholders; advanced monitoring platforms; and
a new radar system. lllegal fishing was reduced by 81%.

- In Galapagos, the maritime monitoring coverage increased from 80% to 100% and the number of yearly
patrols from 33 to over 100. lllicit activity, such as the unauthorised entry of industrial fishing vessels, was
reduced by 90%.

- Effective marine biosecurity management and monitoring systems were set up in Galapagos and Cocos,
including the first marine laboratory on Cocos Island.

- Household income and food security on Floreana Island improved, due to supporting three local fruit
businesses and the construction and improvement of community farming.

- In Galapaggs, the traceability, sustainability and market access of the artisanal fishing sector was improved
through the implementation of 12 onboard electronic observation pilots, plus the strengthening of two
fishing cooperatives to meet the requirements of a local Seal of Origin.

- Sustainable financing for the GMR and HMR was secured by supporting the creation of the Galapagos Life
Fund (GLF), which will provide USD 18 million over three years to strengthen the operational, logistical and
technical capabilities of the institutions responsible for protecting the protected areas.

Beneficiaries

Outlook

The project laid a solid foundation for long-term sustainability by strengthening local capacity, developing
operational infrastructure, and fostering strategic alliances. Key institutions now independently oversee
surveillance, biosecurity and responsible fisheries, supported by ongoing funding and collaborative
partnerships. The GLF provides enduring financial support for marine conservation, while producers and
fishers benefit from enhanced practices, business development, and continued support from other funders
for livelihoods and market access. Regional collaboration - particularly the Eastern Tropical Pacific Marine
Corridor initiative - will sustain and amplify the project's impact well beyond its conclusion.
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Key lessons learned by grantee

A foundational lesson was the critical importance of deep community engagement. Actively involving local
stakeholders, from fishing cooperatives to agricultural producers, proved essential for building trust, ensuring
project relevance and fostering long-term ownership of outcomes. Success was also driven by strong
inter-institutional collaboration. Working closely with government authorities, research bodies and community
organisations optimised resources and amplified impact. The project also underscored the importance of
adaptive management and contextual solutions when navigating a range of challenges. In the Galapagos
fisheries sector, for example, outdated regulations and resistance to technology were addressed through
continuous training and inclusive processes that built trust. For marine biosecurity on Cocos Island, logistical
constraints and environmental events highlighted the need for robust contingency planning and embedding
biosecurity within existing management frameworks. On remote Floreana Island, regulatory hurdles
emphasised the value of early collaboration with authorities and delivering simplified, hands-on training.

These experiences provide a clear framework for future improvement. A key takeaway is the need for a more
cohesive, consortium-wide knowledge-management strategy that will better capture and share lessons and
enhance learning and scalability. Future initiatives will benefit from a more integrated risk assessment that
anticipates logistical variables. Ultimately, the project's experiences offer valuable insights for designing more
effective, locally grounded and resilient conservation initiatives in island and coastal contexts worldwide.

Key lessons learned by Blue Action

Stakeholder involvement was initially expected to be more challenging in Costa Rica than in Ecuador, as the
entire project consortium was based in Ecuador. To address this, close collaboration was established with an
ongoing Blue Action project in Costa Rica, implemented by MarViva. Despite the complex donor landscape
in regions like Galapagos, the project demonstrated that well-timed funding, strategically directed towards
the right priorities, can have a meaningful impact. Minimal staff turnover throughout the project was a key
component of sustained stakeholder engagement, including at the government level, as it ensured consistency
in relationships and communication.
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