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Bangladesh's Bay of Bengal coast is home to globally 
significant waters. The Swatch of No Ground (SoNG), a 
submarine canyon plunging 1,300 metres deep, creates 
nutrient-rich upwellings that make it a global hotspot 
for dolphins, whales, sharks, and rays. Further east, the 
productive estuarine waters around Nijhum Dwip sustain 
hilsa fisheries that secure local livelihoods. They also 
provide critical habitat for endangered sawfish, rhino rays, 
and migratory shorebirds. 

These unique waters and nearby coastal corridors are 
under threat from overfishing and climate change. 
Coastal communities in Bangladesh are some of the most 
climate-vulnerable in the world. Affected by frequent 
cyclones and with limited alternative income sources, they 
depend heavily on rapidly declining fish stocks. 

This project aims to strengthen biodiversity and coastal 
resilience with the country’s first integrated network of 
marine protected areas (MPAs) and other area-based 
conservation measures (OECMs). The new network will 
strengthen management of two existing MPAs at SoNG and 
Nijhum Dwip, nearly quadruple the size of the SoNG MPA, 
and establish a new ‘Blue Belt’ OECM. 

Leveraging two decades of research and community 
partnerships in Bangladesh, WCS and WorldFish will work

with government actors and coastal communities to 
protect these areas and support sustainable livelihoods. 

Management plans for all three sites will establish clear 
zoning, gear restrictions, and measures to reduce bycatch 
of threatened species. They will also institutionalise 
governance frameworks, strengthen enforcement, and 
set out a sustainable financing plan for long-term MPA 
management. 

The project centres community participation, supports 
local livelihoods, and secures fisher representation in 
decision-making. Coastal residents will benefit from 
climate-resilient income alternatives including farming, 
aquaculture, and small enterprises. Livelihood initiatives 
will particularly benefit women, young people, and 
marginalised fisher groups; improve access to financial 
services; and strengthen rights for small-scale fishers. 

Endorsed by the government of Bangladesh, this project 
represents a landmark step in securing the long-term 
health of some of the most biodiverse and productive 
waters in the Indian Ocean. Together, these sites will 
cover around 12,755 km². The work supported by this 
grant will contribute to Bangladesh's commitment to 
protect 30% of its marine waters by 2030 and is expected 
to directly benefit over 150,000 coastal residents. 



KEY TARGETS

Newly created MPAs:  
7,829 km2

Effectively managed MPAs:  
4,926 km2

Number of beneficiaries:  
155,435

KEY ACTIVITIES AND AREAS OF WORK

MPA GOVERNANCE SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS
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SPECIES CONSERVATION/SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES HABITAT CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION

▶	 Improve management of the SoNG and Nijhum Dwip 
MPAs and expand the SoNG MPA by 5,128 km2

▶	 Develop a national sustainable financing plan for 
long-term MPA management

▶	 Establish a new 2,701 km2 Blue Belt OECM

▶	 Enhance legal protections against offshore oil and 
gas development

▶	 Diversify incomes through climate-resilient 
livelihood opportunities such as homestead 
farming, aquaculture, seaweed production, and 
micro-enterprises

▶	 Build on WorldFish's successful Women's Income and 
Nutrition Groups (WING) and Fisheries Conservation 
Groups to strengthen household resilience 

▶	 Improve fishers' access to financial and social services 
with community outreach and trained local providers

▶	 Protect globally important populations of dolphins, 
porpoises, sharks, rays, sawfish and marine turtles 
by reducing fisheries bycatch

▶	 Develop zone-based restrictions on high-risk fishing 
gear such as gillnets and set-bag nets

▶	 Protect submarine canyon, estuarine, and coastal 
mudflat habitats that support globally threatened 
marine wildlife and productive coastal fisheries

▶	 Connect MPAs and OECMs to safeguard critical habitat 
and migratory routes for aquatic and avian wildlife

▶	 Promote recognition of small-scale fishers' rights 
and participation in MPA governance

▶	 Strengthen fisheries monitoring, compliance, and 
co-management

▶	 Strengthen collaboration between the Bangladesh 
Forest Department, Department of Fisheries, and 
other actors through joint governance, SMART 
patrols, and participatory marine spatial planning

▶	 Improve biodiversity monitoring with standardised 
protocols to support adaptive management of all 
three sites


