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Marine Protected Areas

As an archipelagic country, the Philippines has a significant portion of its biodiversity hosted in marine and
aquatic territories. This makes the marine protected area (MPA) system of especially significant value.

As an archipelagic country, the Philippines has a significant portion of its biodiversity hosted in marine and
aquatic territories. This makes the marine protected area (MPA) system of especially significant value.

To date, only less than 3% of the world’s oceans have been declared as protected areas. Progress in establishing marine protected
areas worldwide has, however, been on an encouraging upward trend. Click on the image for download links for more detailed
maps. (Source: www.protectplanetocean.org)

In the global context, the MPA system is still in its early stages. Based on the latest statistics, coverage of
marine protected areas across the world’s oceans had just expanded to 2.8% as of October 2013 (it’s a small
number, but nonetheless an encouraging improvement by 0.6% from 2012). 10% protection coverage is
targeted by world governments by 2020.

Marine Protected Areas Defined
A marine protected area (MPA) is defined as “any area of intertidal or subtidal terrain, together with
its overlying water and associated flora, fauna, historical, and cultural features, which has been
reserved by law or other effective means to protect part or all of the enclosed environment.”
Source: Kelleher G. 1999. Guidelines for Marine Protected Areas. Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, UK: IUCN.

Still, even within the established MPAs, very little evidence can be presented to date as far as successful
management and protection is concerned. This is not an outright fault of the experts and authorities tasked
with establishing and implementing conservation measures in the marine setting though; marine and coastal
systems are simply complex in nature (more so than terrestrial areas) and therefore require better
understanding in order to manage properly and effectively.

What can’t be denied is that humankind’s influence still bears significance in the effort to protect marine
biodiversity, in the sense that human populations perpetuate key threats to marine ecosystems through
continued resource exploitation (such as overfishing, bycatch, unsustainable fishing methods, et al.), poor
governance, and socio-political uncertainties (such as territorial disputes).
MPAs in the Philippines
The Philippines is home to a range of 400 to 500 marine protected areas – the most in Southeast Asia –
which were mostly established by the local government. Currently, however, less than 50 of these sites are
recognized as functional conservation areas. The DA's Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources maps out
the 44 MPAs of the Philippines based on data as of April 2013 as shown below. (To view a summary of the
details of the map, describing the location, type, and area covered by the MPAs shown, click here.)

DA-BFAR’s map of the marine protected areas in the Philippines. Click on the image for a larger version. (Source: bfar.da.gov.ph)

The significant discrepancy in the numbers of effectively managed MPAs in the country is mostly attributed to
poor governance and enforcement, the subsistence requirements of the immediate local communities (mostly
poverty-influenced, as well), and inadequate financing and resource support.
The lack of a specific, comprehensive legal framework for MPA systems is also a glaring inadequacy for the
marine biodiversity agenda of the Philippines. At present, marine resource management as a whole is based
on an aggregation of existing laws such as the NIPAS Act of 1992 (RA No. 7586), the Philippine Fisheries
Code of 1998 (RA No. 8550), and the Wildlife Resources Conservation and Protection Act of 2001, among
others. A more specific legal mandate is viewed as an ideal instrument to streamline the establishment,
implementation, and monitoring of effective marine protected areas in this country.
Where effective, however, certain implementations of the MPA system in the Philippines have proven notably
successful, such as in the cases of the “no-take zone” of Sumilon Island in Cebu, the extensive seahorse
protection measures of Jandayan Island in Bohol, and the abalone-based protection system of the Sagay
Marine Reserve in Negros Occidental. In these three success stories, a high degree of involvement by the
local community was a critical contributing factor. In light of this, there should be adequate institutional
capacity on the part of concerned government bodies so that the necessary resources and services that can
further build the capacity of the community itself may be sufficiently provided.

The Sulu-Sulawesi Marine Ecoregion (SSME)
In 2004, the Philippines took part in a transboundary initiative involving Indonesia and Malaysia that
established the Sulu-Sulawesi Marine Ecoregion (SSME), based on the meeting of the Contracting
Parties of the Convention on Biological Diversity. The SSME established the combined marine areas
located at the apex of the Coral Triangle region as a commonly protected area, supported by a
network of stakeholders who share long-term concern for the location’s abundant, yet highly
threatened biodiversity resources.

The Sulu-Sulawesi Marine Ecoregion is a transboundary protection initiative whose success depends on the sustained
collaboration of three countries. (Source: www.sulusulawesi.net)

Guided by biological, ecological, and socio-economic principles, the SSME framework may serve as
a basis for the sound establishment of MPAs within the Philippines. Based on its example, local
authorities may identify and declare marine territories as protected areas if they:
- are highly likely to achieve biodiversity conservation goals and provide research and education
opportunities;
- can promote the conservation of marine species and habitats for sustainable fisheries at the local,
regional, and international levels; and
- are ecologically resilient to natural and man-made impacts, including the effects of climate change.
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