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KEY MESSAGES
1. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are an important conservation and fisheries management tool. 

However, they are unlikely to be fully effective unless human dimensions are integrated into their 
planning and management. 

2. South Africa’s Constitution requires the balancing of human rights and socio-economic needs 
with ecological considerations for all planning and decision-making processes in South Africa –
including the marine environment. 

3. Management and governance of MPAs in South Africa is complex. Policy coherence and co-
operative governance are imperative in order to promote long-term sustainability of these systems. 

4. Building trusting and enduring relationships between MPA management agencies and communities 
and other stakeholders living in or adjacent to MPAs is key to management effectiveness. 

5. MPAs can contribute towards poverty eradication, food security and community well-being if 
the socio-economic and cultural context of the communities is taken into consideration in MPA 
planning and management. 

6. Each MPA context needs to determine the most appropriate governance approach and specific 
management options that are best suited to the ecological and human dimensions of that system. 

7. Customary practices and governance systems need to be recognised during the MPA planning 
and management process to ensure compliance with the Constitution. 

8. Recognition and integration of different knowledge sources in planning and decision-making are 
required, and will strengthen management.  

9. Extension services and support to communities living in the vicinity of MPAs must be strengthened. 

10. South Africa needs to adopt a broader, more holistic and integrated approach to conservation 
planning of marine systems, employing concepts and principles underpinning marine spatial 
planning.

Integrating Human Dimensions into MPA Planning 
and Management 
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INTRODUCTION
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and MPA networks are increasingly regarded as an important tool for 
the promotion of conservation, biodiversity and fi sheries management objectives. Several countries, 
including South Africa have committed to expanding their MPA network and are engaged in identifying 
coastal and off shore areas that can be added to their protected area estate. However, many of these 
MPAs have been established and managed with little consideration of the HUMAN dimensions including 
the socio-economic and cultural impacts that may result from closing or restricting access to such areas. 
Human dimensions such as human values, aspirations, lifestyles, cultural heritage, food security, local 
livelihoods, local economic activities, and governance systems may be signifi cantly aff ected by the 
declaration of an MPA. Similarly, an understanding of these human dimensions could have a bearing 
on the planning of an MPA or the choice of management tools employed. Consequently, these human 
dimensions need to be considered alongside ecological and fi sheries science considerations in planning 
and management. 

The focus of this policy brief is on the principles, approaches and key directives that should  guide 
consideration and incorporation of human dimensions into MPA planning and management especially 
in the context of local communities living in or adjacent to MPAs. The policy brief draws on an extensive 
review of the literature, best practices guidelines and empirical research conducted by the MPA research 
team in the EEU at UCT in several MPAs in South Africa.  This research culminated in the publication 
of Guidelines on integrating the Human Dimensions into MPA planning and management and these 
Guidelines are available from www.wwf.org.za.
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Worldwide and in South Africa, MPAs are an 
important tool for biodiversity conservation and 
a popular fi sheries management tool.  However, 
historically many MPAs have been established, 
planned and managed with little consideration 
of the human dimensions and impacts. These 
dimensions include social, cultural, economic, 
political and governance issues, such as human 
values, aspirations, lifestyles, cultural heritage, 
livelihoods, local economic activities and 
governance systems. This is surprising as many of 
the most pressing problems facing MPA managers 
relate to these human dimensions. In particular, 
very little attention has been given to how MPA 
planning and management aff ect local-resource-
dependent communities and other stakeholders. 

Increasingly, conservation planners, managers, 
communities and researchers are calling for a 
more people-centred approach to MPA planning 
and management, recognising that conservation 
and fi sheries management objectives will not be 
realised unless human dimensions and societal 
concerns are adequately addressed. This will 
require partnerships between government, 
communities, non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and other stakeholders to tackle the 
human dimensions of MPAs. Failure to address 
these concerns may undermine MPA objectives 
and benefi ts. However, if planned and managed 
in a participatory and integrated manner, taking 
the values, rights, needs and concerns of local 
communities and other stakeholders into 
account, MPAs can provide a range of benefi ts for 
local communities, local economies, conservation, 
fi sheries and the natural environment. 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are an important 
conservation and fi sheries management tool. However, 
they are unlikely to be fully effective unless human 
dimensions are integrated into their planning and 
management. 

1
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FIGURE 1: The human dimensions of MPAs
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The social dimension involves consideration of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, social cohesion, values, 
attitudes and perceptions of people regarding conservation, as well as their goals and aspirations. 
The economic dimension focuses on livelihood practices, options and opportunities, as well as 
issues of poverty, food insecurity, employment, income and assets, livelihoods, access to markets and 
livelihood development. It also includes consideration of ecosystem goods and services.
The cultural dimension is concerned with examining customary fi shing practices and rights, 
including local and indigenous knowledge, which is important in ascertaining whether customary 
rights are relevant in a particular context. This theme also requires consideration of people’s way of life, 
sense of place, culture and cultural heritage, and of how communities have adapted to management 
interventions over time. 
The political dimension is concerned with issues of tenure and land ownership, equity and access 
rights, representation and legitimacy, how benefi ts and losses are distributed among stakeholders, 
and issues of politics and patronage. 
The governance dimension includes consideration of issues such as community organisation, 
stakeholder participation, and how information fl ows and is communicated in a particular MPA 
context. Consideration of the enabling laws and policies for MPA planning and management, and the 
institutional arrangements governing MPAs, as well as the nature of enforcement and compliance, are 
also important issues to take into account. 
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South Africa has committed itself to many conventions, protocols and agreements relevant to MPAs and 
has promulgated policies and legislation to give eff ect to these instruments. 

The Constitution of South Africa (1996) contains environmental provisions in its Bill of Rights that require 
the balancing of ecological sustainability with socio-economic rights and needs. Several environmental 
policies and laws have a bearing on how MPAs are identifi ed, planned, managed, monitored and governed: 
they include the National Environmental Management Act (1998), which sets out the framework for how 
the environment should be managed, and the Marine Living Resources Act (1998), which embodies the 
legal mandate for establishing and managing MPAs in South Africa, as well as the National Environmental 
Management: Protected Areas Act (2003), Biodiversity Act (2004) and Integrated Coastal Management 
Act (2009). 

These laws, while concerned with promoting environmental conservation and management, all require 
that various social sustainability principles, including equitable access to resources, sharing benefi ts 
from protected areas and the active participation of indigenous peoples and local communities, be 
upheld in planning, management and decision-making processes. A key requirement in all cases is the 
consideration of human rights and needs, especially in light of the need for redress, when pursuing 
environmental, conservation and fi sheries management goals. 

South Africa’s Constitution requires balancing human 
rights and socio-economic needs with ecological 
considerations for all planning and decision-making 
processes in South Africa – including the marine 
environment. 

A key message 
emanating from a 
range of international 
instruments is that 
human rights, including 
social, economic and 
cultural rights and 
needs, must be taken 
into account by all 
organs of state in 
planning and decision-
making. This includes 
decisions relevant to 
the entire MPA planning 
and management cycle 
process.

2
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Management and governance of MPAs in SA is complex due to the many diff erent government 
departments at diff erent levels of government, as well as conservation agencies and research institutions 
involved. Furthermore, there are other institutions such as traditional authorities, communal property 
associations, angling groups, local authorities, local civic associations that may be part of the institutional 
landscape and need to be consulted and participate in decision-making. The multiplicity of institutions 
involved in MPA governance, sometimes with overlapping mandates, and divergent approaches to 
achieving the balance between biodiversity conservation and socio-economic development, leads to 
confusion amongst governance actors as well as local communities and other stakeholders. 

To complicate matters a vast array of policies and laws at diff erent levels of governance –local, provincial, 
national and international - need to be taken into account in MPA planning and management. The Marine 
Living Resources Act and the National Environmental Management: Protected Areas Act are the two 
main legal instruments guiding MPA establishment, planning and management. However, several other 
policies and laws relevant to sustainable resource use, socio-economic development and protection of 
human rights also need to be complied with.  Given this complex institutional landscape there is a need 
to simplify and co-ordinate policy and legal frameworks relevant to MPAs to ensure policy coherence. 
It is also important to identify all relevant institutions at the outset of any planning or decision-making 
process, gain an understanding of their institutional culture and clarify their roles and responsibilities. This 
would improve co-ordination and co-operation across these multiple institutions, build trust and respect 
and improve MPA performance.

Management and governance of MPAs in South 
Africa is complex. Policy coherence and co-operative 
governance is imperative in order to promote 
long-term sustainability of these systems. 

3
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Stakeholder engagement is a fundamental aspect of the MPA planning and management process. It 
aims to understand the various stakeholders and their interests in an area, clarify which groups have a 
legitimate stake in the process and engage them in a transparent, well-planned manner that maximises 
the legitimacy of the process. The working relationship between stakeholders and the management 
authority is the mechanism that both drives the planning process and, ultimately, shapes the outcomes 
of the protected area. It is thus a critical human dimension, both in and of itself and in shaping the way 
in which other important dimensions are integrated.

The term “stakeholders” is often used loosely to refer to all those who are aff ected by or have an interest 
in an MPA. Local communities living in an area earmarked for MPA designation, or adjacent to an existing 
MPA, might be stakeholders, but they might well be rights holders due to historic or customary practices.  
A rights holder is a person or group that has a legally recognised right to access and utilise natural 
resources and or a right to participate in the management of resources in the area under discussion. 

Stakeholder engagement is a key principle of several multi –lateral agreements that South Africa has 
committed to that are relevant to MPAs, such as the Convention of Biodiversity. It is also a fundamental 
requirement of South Africa’s Constitution as well as several environmental and conservation management 
policies and laws. Thus, fostering relationships with rights holders and stakeholders and ensuring their 
involvement in all aspects of MPA planning and decision-making will enhance understanding and build 
trust, thereby contributing to improved management.

Building trusting and enduring relationships between 
MPA management agencies and communities and 
other stakeholders living in or adjacent to MPAs is 
key to management effectiveness. 

4
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Many coastal communities are poor and have been marginalised through past discriminatory political 
processes in South Africa. Increased awareness of the multi-faceted nature of poverty, marginalisation and 
vulnerability in such coastal communities therefore requires a multi-dimensional and multidisciplinary 
approach in order to understand and respond to the human dimensions in these contexts. Having 
an holistic understanding of the entire human-ecological system will enable MPA managers and 
conservation authorities, local communities and other stakeholders to make informed choices and 
decisions that serve the interests of the people and the environment. The process of identifying the 
values, rights, socio-economic needs and concerns of these stakeholders is therefore critical.  

MPAs should not compromise the food security and livelihoods of local fi shers. The FAO Code of Conduct, 
for example, encourages states to recognise the important contributions of artisanal and small- scale 
fi sheries to employment, income and food security. States should therefore appropriately protect the 
rights of fi shers and fi shworkers. Through an active process of engagement, attributes of a marine area 
can be jointly identifi ed and management scenarios explored that can in fact enhance the wellbeing of 
fi shers and coastal communities.  Benefi ts are more likely to result if stakeholders are actively engaged in 
the MPA process and their perspectives, needs and values are considered and incorporated into decision-
making.  Where impacts on food security and livelihoods cannot be avoided, steps must be taken by 
the authorities to ensure that appropriate alternatives or compensation are provided to the persons 
impacted by the MPA.

MPAs can contribute towards poverty eradication, food 
security and community well-being if the socio-economic 
and cultural context of the communities is taken into 
consideration in MPA planning and management. 

5
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A key activity of the MPA planning process is clarifying the approach adopted by the conservation agency 
to stakeholder engagement. “Approach” refers to the perspective and attitude that the authority adopts 
towards the rights of stakeholders in the process and related activities. The approach will depend on the 
local context, characteristics of the socio-ecological system, capacity of stakeholders and their desire to 
be part of management decision-making. In South Africa, the approach has often been “state-centric”, 
whereby the conservation authority assumes the position of lead agency and assumes that the state, 
with its conservation partners, has the power and authority to make decisions. However, experience 
suggests that a co-management or “shared governance” approach, whereby the conservation authority 
assumes that it should share power and authority with representative stakeholders, is likely to lead to 
improved management outcomes. The extent to which power to make decisions is devolved to local 
level joint planning forums, involving stakeholder representatives, might vary from one MPA to another.

The availability of information on a broad range of human dimensions, as well as issues and potential 
impacts, will help MPA planners, managers and stakeholders to identify potential risks, and also the 
benefi ts and losses associated with diff erent management options. The potential impacts of diff erent 
alternatives and management scenarios on diff erent groups need to be discussed and negotiated 
with the various stakeholders.  By jointly understanding the human-ecological system, and exploring 
management options and impacts, stakeholders are in a position to participate in decision-making that 
aff ects their lives. 

Each MPA context needs to determine the most 
appropriate governance approach and specifi c 
management options that are best suited to the 
ecological and human  dimensions of that system. 

6



12

In situations where indigenous peoples or local communities are associated with the MPA site, customary 
governance systems may already exist. In many cases, these customary practices and governance systems 
have been in place for generations and still govern actions and behaviour of local people. Customary 
fi shing practices refer to the range of activities, norms, customs and cultural traditions that shape a 
group or community’s interaction with their marine environment over time.  They are the mechanisms 
whereby fi shing communities defi ne and defend their fi shing rights in a culturally and historically context 
ispecifi c way.

Several international human rights and fi sheries instruments articulate the obligation of States to 
recognise, protect and promote the customary rights of fi shing communities, such as the Convention 
on Biological Diversity and the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries.  Furthermore, the South 
African Constitution, Section 211, recognises customary systems of law in so far as these are compatible 
with the Bill of Rights.  And in line with this Constitutional recognition, the Policy for Small-scale Fisheries 
recognises rights arising through customary law, common law or legislation.    

The identifi cation and negotiation of appropriate management and governance arrangements for a 
particular MPA represents a real opportunity to identify, recognise and accommodate existing customary 
practices and governance approaches and to work with the community to ensure that these customary 
practices are sustainable and contribute to enhancing the legitimacy and eff ectiveness of the MPA.

Customary practices and governance systems need 
to be recognised during the MPA planning and 
management process to ensure compliance with the 
Constitution and enhance the effectiveness of the MPA. 

7
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MPA planning is often largely informed by information from the natural sciences, but increasingly 
there are calls to incorporate a wider range of knowledge sources, including social science and local 
and traditional ecological knowledge. It is  important to recognise that local communities and other 
stakeholders have a wealth of knowledge that needs to be harnessed. This traditional and local knowledge 
can provide understanding and insights on human dimensions and interactions across dimensions that 
are not documented. Such information can complement knowledge gathered by conventional scientifi c 
methods and assist in plugging knowledge gaps.

International obligations, through the FAO Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries and the 
Convention on Biological Diversity for example, highlight the need to protect and integrate traditional 
knowledge into decision making.  South Africa developed the Indigenous Knowledge Systems Policy 
in 2004,  which is an enabling framework to stimulate and strengthen the contribution of indigenous 
knowledge to social and economic development in South Africa. Recognising diff erent knowledges and 
perceptions is an opportunity to 
increase and enrich the shared 
knowledge of a marine area, its 
resources and peoples. It often 
requires considerable discussion 
and negotiation to develop a 
common understanding based 
on diff erent ways of knowing, 
but once reached, such an 
understanding can become a 
much more robust platform 
for management decision-
making than any single, narrow, 
understanding. 

Recognition and integration of different knowledge 
sources in planning and decision-making are required, 
and will strengthen management. 8



14

Extension services and support to communities living in the vicinity of MPAs is largely recognised as being 
weak. Communities are often seen as “the problem” rather than partners in conservation. Government 
must strengthen its extension services in these areas, and in collaboration with relevant training and 
capacity building institutions, ensure a more holistic and people-centred approach to MPA management. 
This would include both capacity building for MPA managers in integrating human dimensions as well as 
training and capacity building for community members. This has been identifi ed as a key priority strategy 
in various national policies and strategies. For example, the draft Integrated Growth and Development 
Plan for Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries observes that “support and extension services are urgently 
required to support small-scale fi shers” (DAFF, 2012: 26). 

In some cases extension programmes need to be established, in other instances MPA agencies can build 
on and collaborate with existing extension services provided by provincial and local organisations. Many 
NGOs, community-based SMMEs, and governmental parastatals such as the Local Government Sector 
Education Training Authority provide such know-how and services. Extension services can address a range 
of issues and needs such as training and capacity building programmes to raise awareness regarding the 
need for conservation; social extension services to address community confl ict and cohesion; building of 
local co-management expertise, training to develop skills in post-harvest fi sheries sector adjacent to the 
MPA; or more broadly the development of skills towards complementary livelihood opportunities such 
as community-based tourism-ventures and other possible benefi ts associated with the establishment 
of MPAs.

Extension services and support to communities living 
in the vicinity of MPAs must be strengthened. 9



15

International experience shows very conclusively that in order to be successful, MPAs need to be 
planned and managed with an ecosystems perspective.  This requires that MPAs are integrated into 
the surrounding land and seascapes and that they address all aspects of the ecosystem – namely the 
ecological and the human dimensions. 

With regards to the coastal and marine landscape, it will be important to situate the MPA and its related 
management arrangements into the broader landscape of coastal and fi sheries governance for the area. 
For example, zonation of a fi shery near an MPA may benefi t from the actual MPA location, and boundaries 
may need to be aligned. In other cases existing zonation for recreation, small-scale or commercial 
fi sheries or exploration areas for the oil and gas industry will need to be considered during the MPA 
planning process. A broader spatial planning process will assist to identify possible gaps or overlapping 
boundaries. This process is commonly known as Marine Spatial Planning. 

Marine spatial planning is a framework that provides a means for improving decision-making as it relates to 
the use of marine resources and space. It is based on principles of the ecosystem approach and ecosystem-
based management. All marine spatial planning exercises are spatial (place-based) management processes, 
no matter at what scale and in what social context or biome they are being implemented. Marine spatial 
planning is not an end in itself, nor is it a specifi c policy; rather, it is a planning framework that focuses on the 
unique and dynamic spatial planning requirements in marine ecosystems to sustain the goods and services 
society needs or desires from these environments over time. 

In keeping with worldwide trends, South Africa thus needs to adopt a broader approach to planning 
conservation of marine areas and resources and employ marine spatial planning ideas. This approach 
is holistic, recognizes there are competing interests and needs for space, resources and use of the 
marine environment and seeks to fi nd spatial solutions to these competing interests in a socially just, 
economically effi  cient and ecologically sustainable manner.  

South Africa needs to adopt a broader, more holistic 
and integrated approach to conservation planning of 
marine systems, employing concepts and principles 
underpinning marine spatial planning. 

10



A people-centred approach to MPA planning and 
management recognises that conservation and fi sheries 

management objectives will not be realised unless 
human dimensions and societal concerns are adequately 

addressed alongside ecological considerations.
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