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Economic Constraints to the Management of Marine Protected Areas (by Lucy 

Emerton and Yemi Tessema) 

Eastern Africa contains an extensive network of marine protected areas (MPAs), 

stretching from the Red Sea states of Sudan,  Eritrea and Djibouti, along the Indian 

Ocean coastline of Somaliland, Somalia, Kenya, Tanzania and Mozambique, and out to 

the Indian Ocean islands of Seychelles, Comoros, Réunion, Mauritius and Madagascar. 

Most of these MPAs have been gazetted because they contain species or habitats of 

particular interest, importance or conservation concern that are under threat in some 

 way. 

 The main threats to Eastern Africa’s MPAs arise from human economic activities. These 

include over-fishing and destructive fishing techniques (such as poison fishing, dynamite 

fishing and the use of small-mesh nets), the over-harvesting of other marine products 

(such as mangroves, shells, seabirds, turtles, marine invertebrates and mammals) and — 

particularly along the main  coastal strip — the conversion and pollution of natural 

habitats resulting from land reclamation, shipping, ports, urban centres,

tourist developments and industries such as prawn farming, salt production, oil and gas 

extraction. More recently, MPAs have  also been affected by coral mortality due to the 

effects of El Niño and global warming. 

A key question is the extent to which MPA management systems attempt to identify and 

overcome these threats, and their  underlying economic causes. This case study is 

concerned with economic explanations of marine degradation and loss, with the ways in 

which economic forces act as a constraint to MPA management, and with how, in turn, 

economic measures can yield important tools for strengthening efforts at marine and 

coastal conservation. 

 With few exceptions, the agencies responsible for Eastern Africa’s MPAs face a difficult 

task in justifying marine conservation in  economic and development terms. In the face of 

pressing development needs, and with a dominant development imperative in the 

region that focuses on maximising short-term financial gains, many economic activities 

that result in the degradation of marine and  coastal resources are seen as the most 

desirable course of development. MPAs are often viewed by planners and decision-

makers in development and economic agencies as a wasteful use of land and sea areas, of 

investment funds and of other  resources, as obstacles to development, and as generating 

few immediate economic or financial benefits. Likewise, there is perceived to be little or 

no economic cost to marine resource degradation. 

  It is hardly surprising that MPAs may be seen by macroeconomic and sectoral planners 

and decision-makers as having low or negligible value in Eastern Africa. Remarkably 

little is known about their wider economic benefits, and very little attention has been paid 

to maximising or capturing these benefits as tangible values. This not only makes it 

difficult to justify their existence; it also constrains their management. One particularly 

pressing management constraint is that of capturing sufficient benefits to cover  the costs 



of MPAs and to enable them to compete on economic and financial terms with 

alternative, destructive, land and  resource uses.  

This concern includes raising sufficient revenues to finance the operation of MPAs — 

which are mostly managed by government wildlife and protected area agencies. MPAs in 

Eastern Africa have tended to operate from an extremely limited financial base — that of 

central government subventions, donor funds and, in some cases, tourism earnings. All of 

these funding sources have fallen drastically over the last decade. Both central 

government and donor budgets to the wildlife and protected area sectors, always 

 limited in amount and scope, have declined substantially in real terms. There has also 

been, since the mid-1990s, a significant downfall in tourism in the region. In common 

with many other aspects of the public sector, MPAs are increasingly being required to 

generate their own revenues and to recover costs. 

Another concern is ensuring that MPAs generate adequate benefits to convince the people 

whose economic activities have the potential to impact on them that conservation is 

desirable — most importantly local communities and resource users. Few MPAs  are 

completely isolated from human influence, and most co-exist with adjacent populations 

who depend in some way on marine  and coastal resources. For many MPAs in Eastern 

Africa, especially those that lie within local fishing grounds or are close to human 

settlements, there is a high opportunity cost to conservation in terms of resource 

utilisation activities foregone or precluded. These perceptions of high opportunity costs 

tend to be exacerbated in cases where MPAs support major tourism industries, which are 

often controlled by outsiders. There has been a growing recognition that a wide range of 

stakeholder groups have an economic interest in MPAs, and have the potential to 

influence their status and integrity. While some of these stakeholders benefit at low cost, 

or freely, from MPAs, other groups have been marginalised and excluded, and are 

accordingly unwilling — and often economically unable — to support them. MPAs in 

Eastern Africa thus typically face the combined problems of:  

Having a low perceived economic value (meaning that they tend to be seen by policy-

makers and planners as an  uneconomic use of land, sea and other resources, and as a 

hindrance to development),  Operating from an extremely limited and insecure financial 

base (meaning that on-the-ground management is often weak or  non-existent), Having 

high opportunity costs (meaning that local populations are often unwilling — or 

economically unable — to support marine conservation).  

All of these imbalances in economic costs and benefits translate into major constraints to 

MPA management. This case study of a MPA complex in Kenya — Kisite Marine 

National Park and Mpunguti Marine National Reserve (KMNP/MMNR) — typifies many 

of these issues, economic imbalances and management constraints, and can thus present 

useful experiences and lessons learned that are applicable to the wider Eastern Africa 

region.



This document was produced in response to a growing interest by environment and 

wildlife agencies in Eastern Africa in  addressing issues relating to the financial and 

economic sustainability of MPAs, and to their increasing recognition that economic 

and financial measures form important tools in MPA management. This study is intended 

to document practical lessons learned, and to highlight needs and niches for the use of 

economic and financial tools for MPA management in the region. 


