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Abstract

Drawing on seventy-four interviews, this article analyzes the rising importance 
since the mid-2000s of large marine protected areas (MPAs) as a policy for 
managing ocean conservation. Governments have initiated eighteen large 
MPAs (over 200,000 km2) since 2006, reflecting the emergence of a new 
large MPA norm in marine conservation. This norm, we argue, emerged 
because of the success of a few transnational nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) in identifying politically feasible large MPAs, and then forming ad 
hoc domestic coalitions to lobby for them. This explanation is in contrast to 
most of the literature on how and why norms diffuse internationally, as well 
as existing explanations for the rise of large MPAs, both of which emphasize 
the importance of cohesive coalitions of transnational NGOs lobbying in 
multilateral venues. This bottom-up, international norm diffusion strategy 
has made large MPAs a viable policy option, one national jurisdiction at 
a time. For instance, this strategy was a critical element in convincing the 
UK to create the Pitcairn Islands Marine Reserve (835,000 km2) in 2015. 
Given the politics underlying the formation of large MPAs, where political 
gains have been high, and corporate and societal resistance relatively low, 
the creation of more large MPAs would seem likely, as occurred in 2016 
when the UK announced it would designate three more large MPAs by 
2020, totalling over 1.4 million km2. Growing support for large MPAs as a 
conservation strategy could also embolden states to establish large MPAs 
in more politically and economically contested waters, including on the 
Pacific high seas.
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Introduction

In 2015 the UK government established the Pitcairn Islands Marine 
Reserve in the seas around Pitcairn Islands, the last of Britain’s overseas 
territories in the Pacific Ocean. The Pitcairn Islands comprise four small 

volcanic islands in the middle of the Pacific between Chile and New Zealand: 
Pitcairn, and the uninhabited islands of Henderson, Oeno, and Ducie. Until 
now, Pitcairn Island was best known as the hideaway for Christian Fletcher 
and the mutineers who took command of the HMS Bounty in 1789. Today, 
their descendants still reside on this rugged and isolated 5-square-kilometre 
island of less than fifty people, a history which gives Britain the authority to 
protect 835,000 km2 of ocean around the Pitcairn Islands, an area 130,000 
km2 larger than Texas.

The Pitcairn reserve set a record as the world’s biggest-ever contiguous 
marine reserve. The politics that led to its designation arise out of a global 
narrative, originating in the Pacific, calling for more—and larger—marine 
protected areas. Since 2006 states have established eighteen MPAs larger than 
200,000 km2, compared to just one before then: Australia’s Great Barrier Reef 
Marine Park in 1975. There are currently more than 13,600 MPAs, variously 
defined and mostly small (close to half are under 10 km2). Large MPAs, 
however, now represent more than 80 percent of global coverage—a figure 
that is rising. The trend towards large MPAs, including several over one million 
square kilometres, is an important shift in how states are managing marine 
conservation, and has arisen in part as the norm of large MPAs as a 
conservation strategy has gained strength and diffused. Many scholars have 
noted the growing prominence of large MPAs, with some highly critical,1 and 
others more optimistic,2 of their potential benefits. So far this literature has 
not engaged in rigorous analysis of how and why the idea of large MPAs as a 
valuable conservation strategy has spread as an international norm.

The large MPA norm arose primarily out of the NGO community, with 
this community steadily promoting large MPAs throughout the Pacific (and 
globally) since the mid-2000s. That NGOs influence the emergence of new 

1  Pierre Leenhardt et al., “The Rise of Large-Scale Marine Protected Areas: Conservation or 
Geopolitics?” Ocean & Coastal Management 85, part A (2013): 112–118; Rodolphe Devillers et al., 
“Reinventing Residual Reserves in the Sea: Are We Favouring Ease of Establishment over Need for 
Protection?” Aquatic Conservation: Marine and Freshwater Ecosystems 25, no. 4 (2015): 480–504; Matthias 
Wolff, “From Sea Sharing to Sea Sparing—Is There a Paradigm Shift in Ocean Management?” Ocean 
& Coastal Management 116 (2015): 58–63; Peter J.S. Jones and E.M. De Santo, “Is the Race for Remote, 
Very Large Marine Protected Areas (VLMPAs) Taking Us Down the Wrong Track?” Marine Policy 73 
(2016): 231–234.

²  Robert J. Toonen et al., “One Size Does Not Fit All: The Emerging Frontier in Large-Scale 
Marine Conservation,” Marine Pollution Bulletin 77, no. 1 (2013): 7–10; T’Aulani Wilhelm et al., “Large 
Marine Protected Areas—Advantages and Challenges of Going Big,” Aquatic Conservation: Marine and 
Freshwater Ecosystems 24, no. S2 (2014): 24–30; Rebecca L. Singleton and Callum M. Roberts, “The 
Contribution of Very Large Marine Protected Areas to Marine Conservation: Giant Leaps or Smoke 
and Mirrors?” Marine Pollution Bulletin 87, no. 1–2 (2014): 7–10.
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environmental norms is not a new theoretical insight, but the evolution of 
the large MPA norm is unique in a number of ways. The principal theories 
of international norm diffusion focus on the importance of a cohesive 
international coalition of NGOs within multilateral proceedings.3 As we 
argue, however, a bottom-up, rather than a top-down, explanation of diffusion 
best explains the emergence and expansion of the large MPA norm. The 
international norm for large MPAs emerged cumulatively through a series 
of dedicated NGO campaigns to identify low-risk projects and to form ad 
hoc NGO coalitions in national jurisdictions. Rather than a cohesive 
international coalition, two NGOs have borne the brunt of the global 
advocacy efforts for large MPAs: the Pew Charitable Trusts and the National 
Geographic Society (NGS). Nor does the diffusion of the large MPA norm 
reflect a typical North-South trajectory, or even the less common but 
documented South-North trajectory.4 Instead, this norm spread concurrently 
in both the global North and South. Over time, this norm diffusion process 
has made large MPAs an increasingly attractive policy option for states, and 
large MPA campaigns have had an unusually high degree of success: thirteen 
of Pew’s fourteen campaigns, for instance, have led to large MPAs.

This politics of norm diffusion is clear in the case of the Pitcairn Islands 
Marine Reserve. In 2007 the Global Ocean Legacy team of the Pew Charitable 
Trusts first identified Pitcairn and its three sister islands as a prospective MPA 
site. After that Pew was instrumental in recruiting allies and lobbying for a 
Pitcairn reserve, and today there is virtually no opposition to the reserve. 
The remoteness of the Pitcairn Islands and the absence of commercial 
interests partly explain the lack of opposition, but Pew also deserves credit 
for garnering support and generating consensus. The earlier campaign to 
convince the British government in 2010 to designate Chagos (640,000 km2) 
as a protected area also laid important groundwork for the emerging norm 
of large MPAs as an appropriate strategy for combating ocean decline. This 
norm has taken further root since the designation of the Pitcairn reserve, 
as we see with the British government’s announcement in 2016 that by 2020 
it would create three additional large MPAs in the Atlantic Ocean in its 
overseas territories around St. Helena (445,000 km2), Ascension (230,000 
km2), and Tristan da Cunha (750,510 km2).

3  Michele M. Betsill and Elisabeth Corell, “NGO Influence in International Environmental 
Negotiations: A Framework for Analysis,” Global Environmental Politics 1, no. 4 (2001): 65–85; Lars H. 
Gulbrandsen and Steinar Andresen, “NGO Influence in the Implementation of the Kyoto Protocol: 
Compliance, Flexibility Mechanisms, and Sinks,” Global Environmental Politics 4, no. 4 (2004): 54–75; 
David Humphreys, “Redefining the Issues: NGO Influence on International Forest Negotiations,” 
Global Environmental Politics 4, no. 2 (2004): 51–74; Michele M. Betsill and Elisabeth Corell, eds., NGO 
Diplomacy: The Inf luence of Nongovernmental Organizations in International Environmental 
Negotiations (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008).

4  Jennifer Clapp and Linda Swanston, “Doing Away with Plastic Shopping Bags: International 
Patterns of Norm Emergence and Policy Implementation,” Environmental Politics 18, no. 3: 315–332.
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Other countries are also creating large MPAs and coverage of the oceans 
has been rising quickly since 2010. In 2015 alone Palau created the Palau 
National Marine Sanctuary (500,000 km2), Chile announced both the Nazca-
Desventuradas Marine Park (297,500 km2) and Easter Island Marine Park 
(570,000 km2), New Zealand formed the Kermadec Ocean Sanctuary 
(620,000 km2), and the UK created the Pitcairn reserve. Initial studies would 
also seem to indicate that large MPAs tend to be more effective for 
conservation than their smaller counterparts, assuming they are well managed 
and enforced.5 Given their political appeal, NGO support, generally weak 
corporate resistance, advances in satellite monitoring technology, and 
potential conservation effectiveness, the norm of large (and, when feasible, 
contiguous and no-take) MPAs looks likely to continue to shape marine 
conservation in the Pacific and the rest of the global ocean for years to come.

The findings in this article draw on seventy-four confidential interviews 
covering five large MPAs in the Pacific: Papahānaumokouākea Marine 
National Monument (US, 2006/2016); Pacific Remote Islands Marine 
National Monument (US, 2009/2014); Coral Sea Commonwealth Marine 
Reserve (Australia, 2012); Palau National Marine Sanctuary (Palau, 2015); 
and Pitcairn Islands Marine Reserve (UK, 2015). Interviews were conducted 
between July 2015 and July 2016, were unstructured, and included NGO 
representatives, government officials, MPA scientists, and individuals from 
the fishing and ecotourism sectors.

The Emergence of Large MPAs in the Pacific

A new international norm of what is appropriate and expected of states 
becomes ingrained through stages, beginning with their initial “emergence,” 
followed by a norm “cascade,” and then “internalization.”6 The emergence 
and diffusion of an internati onal norm depends largely on the ability of 
advocacy networks of domestic and transnational actors to influence state 
policy, with norm “entrepreneurs” playing an especially critical role.7 The 

5  Alan M. Friedlander et al., “Co-operation between Large-Scale MPAs: Successful Experiences 
from the Pacific Ocean,” Aquatic Conservation 26, no. S2 (2016): 126–141.

6  Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics and Political Change,” 
International Organization 52, no. 4 (1998): 887–917.

7  Richard Price, “Reversing the Gun Sights: Transnational Civil Society Targets Land Mines,” 
International Organization 52, no. 3 (1998): 613–644; Thomas Risse, Stephen C. Ropp, and Kathryn 
Sikkink, eds., The Power of Human Rights: International Norms and Domestic Change (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999); Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders: 
Advocacy Networks in International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Sanjeev 
Khagram, James V. Riker, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., Restructuring World Politics: Transnational Social 
Movements, Networks, and Norms (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Doug McAdam, 
John D. McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald, eds., Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political 
Opportunities, Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996); Donatella Della Porta, Hanspeter Kriesi, and Dieter Rucht, eds., Social Movements in a Globalizing 
World (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999); Charles Tilly and Lesley J. Wood, Social Movements, 1768–2012, 
3rd edition (London: Routledge, 2016).
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large MPA norm is still in the norm emergence stage, when civil society 
advocacy is critical to diffusion, and state-based mechanisms based on 
legitimacy, reputation, and esteem have not yet fully developed.

In most instances NGOs have tended to try to advance new environmental 
norms by influencing multilateral negotiations or the policies of international 
organizations (IOs). It is challenging, however, to specify the degree of 
influence that NGOs have over these complex decision-making processes, 
especially given the power of states over multilateral negotiations and in 
IOs.8 Research suggests that the best indicator of NGO influence is access: 
the more NGOs actively participate in multilateral proceedings the more 
likely it is they will be able to affect the outcome.9 A larger number of 
participating NGOs also tends to further increase the degree of influence. 
NGOs generally gain access by offering information, filling gaps in state and 
IO knowledge.10 Pew and National Geographic, however, did not attempt to 
expand the large MPA norm primarily through multilateral channels, and 
its emergence did not result from this top-down multilateral process of norm 
diffusion.

The large MPA norm’s emergence, however, has benefited from 
multilateral efforts to improve ocean management. Since the early 2000s 
scientific studies have been increasingly showing that the ecological condition 
of the oceans was worse than previously thought,11 and that the cause is 
anthropogenic.12 Conservationists have been particularly concerned about 
the effects of climate change and overfishing. Warmer ocean temperatures 
cause coral reefs to bleach, and by the mid-2000s it was becoming increasingly 
clear many were heading towards functional collapse.13 By 2011 around 
three-quarters of coral reef ecosystems were threatened: a rise of 30 percent 
from 2001.14 Increasingly, policy makers were looking to well-managed MPAs 
as a tool to enhance the climate resilience of marine ecosystems.15 During 

8  Betsill and Corell, “NGO Influence.”
9  Tobias Böhmelt and Carola Betzold, “The Impact of Environmental Interest Groups in 

International Negotiations: Do ENGOs Induce Stronger Environmental Commitments?” International 
Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law and Economics 13, no. 2 (2013): 127–151; Jonas Tallberg et al., 
“NGO Influence in International Organizations: Information, Access and Exchange,” British Journal 
of Political Science (2016): 1–26.

10  Böhmelt and Betzold, “The Impact of Environmental Interest Groups.”
11  Daniel Pauly, Reg Watson, and Jackie Alder, “Global Trends in World Fisheries: Impacts on 

Marine Ecosystems and Food Security,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 
360, no. 1453 (2005): 5–12; J. Roessig et al., Effects of Global Climate Change on Marine and Estuarine 
Fishes and Fisheries–Study of the WWF–World Wide Fund for Nature (Gland: World Wildlife Fund, 2005).

12  Peter J. Jacques, Globalization and the World Ocean (Oxford: AltaMira Press, 2006).
13  Simon D. Donner et al., “Global Assessment of Coral Bleaching and Required Rates of 

Adaptation under Climate Change,” Global Change Biology 11, no. 12 (2005): 2251–2265; Ove Hoegh-
Guldberg et al., “Coral Reefs under Rapid Climate Change and Ocean Acidification,” Science 318, no. 
5857 (2007): 1737–1742.

14  Lauretta Burke et al., Reefs at Risk (Washington: World Resources Institute, 2011).
15  Fiorenza Micheli et al., “Evidence That Marine Reserves Enhance Resilience to Climatic 

Impacts,” PLOS ONE 7, no. 7 (July 2012).
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this time frame, scientists were also documenting the collapse (or pending 
collapse) of commercial fish stocks. This was a longstanding problem; 
however, advances in technology, geographic expansion, and the fishing of 
new species had been masking the global scale of the collapse.16 A 2005 
analysis of data collected by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations (FAO) found that in the previous fifty years almost one in 
four fisheries had already collapsed due to overfishing.17

International calls for a more precautionary approach to the management 
of marine resources grew louder.18 After negligible initial progress towards 
the target, in 2010 the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) extended the deadline for states to designate 10 percent of their 
marine and coastal areas as protected to 2020 (now known as the Aichi 
biodiversity targets). NGOs have since been promoting this target. Delegates 
at the once-per-decade IUCN World Parks Congress in 2014 agreed on a 
comprehensive strategy to achieve Aichi Target 11, while calls for a more 
ambitious 30-percent target began to be heard.19

The renewed biodiversity targets and heightened global advocacy for 
better marine conservation created an environment in which the large MPA 
norm could thrive. But this did not make the uptake of large MPAs a given; 
nor was the state embrace of large MPAs a direct result of NGOs’ ability to 
influence CBD negotiations. One reason is the divisions among transnational 
NGOs on the value of large MPAs. Greenpeace, for example, supports large 
ocean closures, but sees more value in focusing on the high seas and “hot 
spots,” where biodiversity richness and human activity meet.20 Meanwhile, 
the World Wide Fund for Nature/World Wildlife Federation (WWF) and 
The Nature Conservancy (TNC) have been hesitant to support large, no-take 
MPAs, which they worry can be incompatible with sustainable development 
goals.21 Many of these concerns echo those of scholars who note that the 
scientific support for large MPAs partly reflects a normative preference for 
conservation over management.22 Some of the NGOs that are more sceptical 

16  Daniel Pauly et al., “Towards Sustainability in World Fisheries,” Nature 418, no. 6898 (2002): 
689–695.

17  Christian Mullon, Pierre Fréon, and Philippe Cury, “The Dynamics of Collapse in World 
Fisheries,” Fish and Fisheries 6, no. 2 (2005): 111–120.

18  David Vanderzswaag, “High-Seas Fisheries: Troubled Waters, Tangled Governance, and 
Recovery Prospects,” Behind the Headlines 64, no. 5 (2007): 1–32.

19  International Union for Conservation of Nature, A Strategy of Innovative Approaches and 
Recommendations to Reach Conservation Goals in the Next Decade (Sydney: International Union for 
Conservation of Nature, 2014).

20  Interview with Australian National Sportfishing Association executive, Sydney, 10 May 2016.
21  Interview with The Nature Conservancy employee, Koror, 29 June 2016; interview with 

Australian Marine Conservation Society employee, phone, Brisbane, 15 May 2016.
22  Tundi Agardy, Giuseppe Notarbartolo di Sciara, and Patrick Christie, “Mind the Gap: 

Addressing the Shortcomings of Marine Protected Areas through Large Scale Marine Spatial 
Planning,” Marine Policy 35, no. 2 (2011): 226–232; Alex J. Caveen et al., “MPA Policy: What Lies 
behind the Science?” Marine Policy 37 (2013): 3–10; Leenhardt et al., “The Rise of Large-Scale Marine 
Protected Areas.”
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of the value of large MPAs will nevertheless sign on to large MPA campaigns, 
even as they express little enthusiasm for large, no-take MPAs generally.

A large, cohesive NGO coalition does not, therefore, characterize the 
emergence of the large MPA norm. Rather, a select few transnational NGOs 
have successfully promoted no-take MPAs globally despite social justice 
concerns and criticism of their ecological value.23 Pew, the NGS, and, to a 
lesser extent, Conservation International have spearheaded most of these 
campaigns. Pew’s Global Ocean Legacy program was among the first to 
campaign globally for large marine reserves. Pew prioritizes fully protected 
no-take zones over other types of MPAs, and has been a driving force behind 
many large MPA campaigns, including the Pitcairn reserve. Of the eighteen 
large MPAs announced or designated since 2006, Pew has been involved in 
at least twelve of them. Table 1 lists the world’s nineteen MPAs above 200,000 
km2 in size, a reasonable, but admittedly subjective, cut-off point (Big Ocean, 
a large-scale MPA networking group, defines “large” as above 100,000 m2, 
or 260,000 km2, but also emphasizes that this number is arbitrary, and 
managers of smaller MPAs in fact participate). Thirteen of these nineteen 
MPAs are located in the Pacific Ocean.

Pew and the NGS have worked to build the large MPA norm from the 
ground up by identifying “easy wins.” They begin by identifying sites where 
they anticipate commercial, and therefore political, resistance will be low. 
Once this is done, they have worked to form domestic coalitions, as they did 
with the Pitcairn reserve, and several others. These ad hoc coalitions then 
try to rally public support and lobby politicians. There is some evidence to 
suggest that marine areas that NGOs prioritize tend to receive higher 
government conservation investment.24 Large MPA campaigns represented 
a scaling up of MPA advocacy, in terms of the size of the target area, the 
investment of resources, and the profile of the campaign. Through this 
targeted strategy, Pew and the NGS put large MPAs on the table as a viable 
marine conservation policy tool, one jurisdiction at a time, building global 
momentum throughout the process.

There are two caveats to note here. First, to say that commercial and 
political resistance is low does not mean that it is non-existent. In many large 
MPA campaigns a vocal and vehement opposition did emerge—often out of 

23  Elizabeth M. De Santo, Peter J.S. Jones, and A.M.M. Miller, “Fortress Conservation at Sea: A 
Commentary on the Chagos Marine Protected Area,” Marine Policy 35, no. 2 (2011): 258–260; Elizabeth 
M. De Santo, “Missing Marine Protected Area (MPA) Targets: How the Push for Quantity over Quality 
Undermines Sustainability and Social Justice,” Journal of Environmental Management 124 (2013): 
137–146; Peter Harris, “Environmental Protection as International Security: Conserving the Pentagon’s 
Island Bases in the Asia-Pacific,”  International Journal  69, no. 3 (2014): 377–393; Peter J.S. Jones, 
Governing Marine Protected Areas: Resilience through Diversity (London: Routledge, 2014); P.J.S Jones 
and E.M. De Santo, “Viewpoint—Is the Race for Remote, Very Large Marine Protected Areas (VLMPAs) 
Taking Us Down the Wrong Track?” Marine Policy 73 (2016): 231–234; Devillers et al., “Reinventing 
Residual Reserves.”

24  Helen Fox et al., “Explaining Global Patterns and Trends in Marine Protected Area (MPA) 
Development,” Marine Policy 36, no. 5 (2012): 1131–1138.
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the commercial fishing sector—but this opposition has struggled to influence 
most large MPA processes due to what often amount to tenuous and minor 
resource claims. One study found no correlation at all between local fishers 
per capita and MPA establishment,25 and at least in some cases, as in Palau, 
local fishers have adamantly supported the creation of a large MPA. 
Opposition from fishers is therefore mixed, even though the media tends 
to amplify points of contention.26 NGOs (and governments) target sites that 
minimize commercial impact in part to limit the strength of these claims. 
Low opposition is therefore a relative term, especially when comparing these 
remote sites to coastal MPAs. A second caveat to note is that, although this 
bottom-up NGO strategy is a strong feature across most large MPA cases, 
there are exceptions, such as Palau’s government-initiated process.

Before turning to our Pitcairn case study, it is important to establish that 
this NGO strategy was in fact quite deliberate from the beginning, as 
demonstrated by campaigns for the Papahānaumokouākea Marine National 
Monument and its sister project in Kiribati, the Phoenix Islands Protected 
Area (PIPA), both in the Pacific. These sites were the first manifestations of 
the large MPA norm, with both reserves emerging somewhat independently 
of one another. President George W. Bush established the former in 2006, 
while the government of Kiribati announced PIPA in 2006 but did not 
formally establish it until 2008. Pew and the Marine Conservation Institute 
(MCI) took the lead in advocating for Papahānaumokouākea, while 
Conservation International was influential in the establishment of PIPA. The 
reaction to the creation of both of these reserves was positive, with President 
Bush and President Anote Tong of Kiribati receiving considerable praise 
from environmental groups.27 Over the ensuing decade these two reserves 
became the model for these (and other) NGOs as well as other states around 
the world.

In 2005, Pew executives Josh Reichert and Steve Ganey identified the 
Northwestern Hawaiian Islands—what would later become the site of the 
Papahānaumokouākea reserve—as an ambitious but achievable large-scale 
US marine conservation initiative.28 Pew’s strategy, led by Jay Nelson, involved 
a direct appeal to the White House to use the 1906 Antiquities Act as a 
creative alternative to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s 
(NOAA) sanctuaries process.29 Since its adoption almost every US president 

25  Fox et al., “Explaining Global Patterns.”
26  Michelle Voyer et al., “Who Cares Wins: The Role of Local News and News Sources in 

Influencing Community Responses to Marine Protected Areas,” Ocean & Coastal Management 85, part 
A (2013): 29–38.

27  Interview with Pew Charitable Trusts executive, Washington, DC, 16 September 2015; interview 
with senior Marine Conservation Institute employee, Washington, DC, 24 September 2015; interview 
with former Pew Charitable Trusts executive, phone, Juneau, AK, 7 October 2015.

28  Interview with former Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 7 October 2015.
29  Interview with former Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 7 October 2015.
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has used the Antiquities Act to protect cultural and environmental heritage 
sites by designating them as national monuments, but at the time no president 
had ever used the act to declare a marine conservation area as a national 
monument.

Legal counsel from the Department of Interior saw little risk in the White 
House using the act for marine conservation, so success depended entirely 
on getting the signature of President Bush.30 Pew, MCI, and their partners 
began working with the Council on Environmental Quality, the environmental 
branch of the executive office. Early in the process NGOs discussed the 
potential for the first-ever marine monument in the Pacific with both Vice 
President Dick Cheney and First Lady Laura Bush. Cheney was opposed to 
any closures that could prohibit industry activity, while Laura Bush was in 
favour of ensuring the long-term protection of the region’s biodiversity. As 
one person closely involved in the process described the disagreement 
between Dick Cheney and Laura Bush, “one was in favor, the other was 
opposed, and you can guess which was which based on the outcome.”31 
George and Laura Bush were apparently inspired to do something by an 
NGO-organized White House screening of Jean-Michel Cousteau’s Ocean 
Adventures: “Voyage to Kure.” On the day of the screening, President Bush 
declared his support for greater protection of the region.

Parallel to this US initiative, Conservation International was pursuing a 
similar project in Kiribati, led by Gregory Stone, to establish what became 
the Phoenix Islands Protected Area. When created in 2008, PIPA was by far 
the most ambitious marine conservation initiative undertaken by a developing 
country, arguably by any country. Kiribati was to prohibit fishing in a large 
portion of its exclusive economic zone (EEZ) in return for financial support 
from a trust fund to be organized by Conservation International to offset 
the lost revenue from fishing licences that the closure would entail. The 
fishing ban was enacted in 2015, and the area is now a fully protected reserve. 
The delay in the fishing ban did lead to some bad press, in what those close 
to the process defend as a miscommunication of the timeline for closure.32 
The increase in revenue from fishing licences issued for the waters around 
PIPA in the years following the announcement have nonetheless concerned 
some conservationists. Regardless, Kiribati’s President Anote Tong was widely 
commended at the time of the announcement, propelling him to a place of 
prominence as a representative of Pacific island interests on climate change.

PIPA set a precedent for other Pacific small island states. The Cook Islands, 
New Caledonia, and Palau have all followed Kiribati’s lead and established 

30  Interview with former Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 7 October 2015; interview with Marine 
Conservation Institute executive, 24 September 2015.

31  Paragraph based on interview with Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 16 September 2015; 
interview with Environmental Defense Fund executive, phone, Raleigh, NC, 23 September 2015.

32  Interview with Conservation International executive, Arlington, VA, 17 September 2015.
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or proposed large MPAs (see table 1). The Pitcairn reserve, although located 
in a UK overseas territory, would also not come about without the support 
of the majority of Pitcairn islanders. Both developed and developing countries 
alike have embraced large MPAs since the creation of Papahānaumokouākea 
and PIPA, with large MPAs proliferating across the Pacific.

Since Papahānaumokouākea and PIPA, emotional appeals to political 
leaders have been a common feature of large MPA campaigns. Conservationists 
entice leaders with the idea of leaving a “blue legacy” behind.33 Politically, 
reserves are difficult to roll back, offering leaders an opportunity to announce 
feel-good policies with relatively little risk of a future leader revising or 
overturning them. President Bush was reportedly so pleased with the praise 
he received for establishing Papahānaumokouākea that he insisted on doing 
more.34 Within a few years he had also designated the Marianas Trench 
Marine National Monument and the Pacific Remote Islands Marine National 
Monument, later expanded by President Obama in 2014. Given how remote 
these regions tend to be, they provide a win-win even for conservative leaders 
such as Bush: good environmental publicity with little industry opposition. 
The industry resistance that did emerge to these large MPAs did limit their 
size (at least temporarily, as Obama’s 2016 expansion of Papahānaumokouākea 
from 362,000 km2 to over 1.5 million km2 reveals), but it was not able to 
prevent their creation.

Pew’s experience with the Papahānaumokouākea reserve encouraged the 
NGO to try to replicate the campaign through the Global Ocean Legacy 
program.35 Around the same time National Geographic Explorer-in-
Residence Enric Sala similarly founded the Pristine Seas initiative (in 2008). 
A few of its initiatives overlap with Pew’s Global Ocean Legacy projects, and 
these NGOs occasionally cooperate, as we elaborate on later in the case of 
Pitcairn. Pew and National Geographic have had many successes over the 
last decade. National Geographic has proven especially effective at 
romanticizing areas for decision makers, producing documentaries and 
articles on the richness and uniqueness of marine life. As table 1 indicates, 
Pew had a hand in the creation of twelve of the world’s nineteen MPAs over 
200,000 km2, while National Geographic had a part in five, and Conservation 
International a role in three. The five large MPAs announced in 2015, all in 
the Pacific, had connections to Pew and National Geographic (see table 1), 
covering more than 2.8 million square kilometres, or 0.78 percent of the 
global ocean.

Of course, the support of state leaders was crucial for the success of these 
NGO campaigns. Australia, the UK, and the US have emerged as the main 

33  Interview with Senior National Geographic Society member, Washington, DC, 17 September 
2015.

34  Interview with Environmental Defense Fund executive, 23 September 2015.
35  Interview with Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 16 September 2015; interview with former 

Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 7 October 2015.
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creators of large MPAs. Each can now boast three or more large MPAs; there 
is even a sense of competition among them that has served to further engrain 
the large MPA norm, with each accurately claiming at different points in 
time to have the largest of a given type of MPA. Developing countries can 
claim a different kind of leadership with large marine reserves. Australia, 
the UK, and the US may lead when it comes to total area protected through 
large MPAs, yet they also possess a wealth of coastline, overseas territories, 
and resources. Chile rivals these three countries in ambition, with two large 
MPAs formally announced in 2015, and with a third smaller reserve (Motu 
Motiro Hiva Marine Protected Area, 150,000 km2) set up in 2010. National 
Geographic and Oceana in particular have worked closely with Chilean 
officials to identify sites and collect data on their biodiversity richness.36 In 
2015 Palau, an island state with a population of 21,000 people, closed its EEZ 
to foreign fishing (and only allowed local fishing in 20 percent) in order to 
protect shark species at the centre of its dive tourism industry, as well as its 
valuable tuna stocks. A country closing the vast majority of its EEZ to 
commercial fishing is unprecedented.

As noted above, the large MPA norm does not follow the North to South 
trajectory of most environmental norms, but neither does it follow a South 
to North trajectory. The large MPA norm has instead followed parallel 
trajectories in the global North and South. This pattern is intriguing, given 
that the two most significant predictors of MPAs (both in number and spatial 
extent) are a long coastline and a high human development index (HDI).37 
Part of the reason for this pattern is geography. Pacific island states tend to 
have large EEZs relative to their land mass. Community support for marine 
reserves in the Pacific is also strong, however, as Pacific communities tend 
to perceive them as effective for reducing human impact and slowing resource 
decline, even absent clear scientific evidence.38 Large MPAs are also relatively 
inexpensive to establish, so developing countries do not require the same 
degree of international assistance as with, say, climate change. The most 
significant reason for the simultaneous emergence of the large MPA norm 
in the North and South, however, has been the decision of NGOs like Pew 
and the NGS to campaign for sites based on biodiversity richness and political 
feasibility, irrespective of the socioeconomic circumstances of the host states. 
The creation of the Pitcairn Islands Marine Reserve, which Pew first identified 
as politically feasible and ecologically significant in 2007, is a telling example 
of how NGOs have framed, reinforced, and spread the large MPA norm 
throughout the Pacific with their bottom-up norm diffusion strategy.

36  Interview with senior National Geographic Society member, 17 September 2015.
37  Fox et al., “Explaining Global Patterns.”
38  C.Y. Bartlett, K. Pakoa, and C. Manua, “Marine Reserve Phenomenon in the Pacific 

Islands,” Marine Policy 33, no. 4 (2009): 673–678.
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The Pitcairn Islands Marine Reserve

Pitcairn Island’s remoteness and small size were central to why Pew targeted 
it as a large MPA. The Global Ocean Legacy program was launched with a 
guaranteed five-year commitment of funding. This funding has since been 
extended, but in 2007 the team needed to identify projects that could be 
realized within a five-year window. A main criterion was therefore feasibility, 
and remote areas with few commercial interests seemed expedient. In 
addition, Pew also wanted projects that could be credibly enforced.39 
Enforcement capacity was less of an issue with Pitcairn because the British 
government would ultimately be responsible. If Pew could secure UK 
government support for the project, there was a higher chance that a credible 
monitoring and enforcement plan would emerge. The government in fact 
signalled early on that the reserve would only happen with effective and 
affordable enforcement. Finally, the decision was also made early on to focus 
on areas within EEZs so that efforts could concentrate on a single decision 
maker.40

Pew began the campaign by trying to secure local islander and British 
government support. From the beginning Pew staff were speaking with those 
in the British government, including the Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
(FCO), which is responsible for overseeing the UK’s overseas territories.41 
In 2010, David Cameron’s Conservative Party won office, forcing Pew to 
renew its lobbying efforts with a new government. During this time Pew was 
also working to gain the support of Pitcairn islanders, conducting possibly 
the most comprehensive ground game strategy in the history of advocacy 
campaigns, lobbying each citizen individually. Heather Bradner, a manager 
at Global Ocean Legacy, knocked on the door of every Pitcairn household 
twice throughout the campaign.42

Of course, this level of community engagement is rarely possible, and is 
in stark contrast to the UK’s neglect of local stakeholders in Chagos when 
establishing the Chagos Marine Protected Area in 2010. The UK went ahead 
despite an ongoing deliberation at the European Court of Human Rights 
about the right of displaced Chagossians to return to the islands.43 Within 
the year Mauritius would also claim the UK failed to meet its obligations 

39  Interview with senior Pew Charitable Trusts employee, phone, Washington, DC, 11 August 
2015.

40  Confirmed by multiple interview sources, including interview with Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office UK official, phone, London, 30 October 2015; interview with British member of Parliament, 
Conservative Party, email, London, 20 July 2015; interview with senior Pew Charitable Trusts employee, 
11 August 2015.

41  Interview with senior Pew Charitable Trusts employee, 11 August 2015.
42  Interview with Pew Charitable Trusts executive, 16 September 2015.
43  De Santo, Jones, and Miller, “Fortress Conservation at Sea”; Peter H. Sand, “Fortress 

Conservation Trumps Human Rights? The ‘Marine Protected Area’ in the Chagos Archipelago,” The 
Journal of Environment & Development 21, no. 1 (2012): 36–39.
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under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS).44 Australia’s 
Coral Sea Commonwealth Marine Reserve (2012) has generated a strong 
backlash as well, with many fishing lobbies vehemently opposed to what they 
consider to be unscientific “lock-outs,” however remote.45 As noted above, 
media reporting of MPAs tends to emphasize contention, however minimal, 
further politicizing debates.46 An inclusive participatory process is essential 
for ensuring community buy-in,47 as NGOs learned the hard way from local 
opposition to Chile’s marine parks.48

Convincing Pitcairn islanders of the value of a marine reserve was therefore 
seen as an essential early step, especially as many islanders felt disenfranchised 
when the UK government had designated Henderson Island as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 1988.49 A 2012 National Geographic expedition led 
by Enric Sala found a distinct ecological system around each of the four 
islands, with each featuring a wealth of biodiversity. They recorded scores of 
unique fish species, corals, and algae.50 Moreover, they found evidence of a 
phenomenon that National Geographic had observed in the Line Islands in 
the central Pacific Ocean: the biomass of top predators around the more 
remote islands was proportionally much higher, suggesting that deep sea 
fishing (e.g., vessels from Southeast Asia) was disrupting even these remote 
areas.51 These discoveries were important for rallying local islander support 
for a reserve, and convincing the British government of its importance.52

National Geographic screened a documentary of marine biodiversity 
around the Pitcairn Islands, which every resident of Pitcairn attended.53 
Footage of the screening shows the surprised reactions of the islanders. The 
waters around Pitcairn have a lot of soil runoff which reduces visibility, 
impeding coral growth and making the island less suitable for top predators. 

44  Peter Harris, “Why Law and Politics Matter for Marine Conservation—The Case of the Chagos 
Marine Protected Area,” Environmental Policy and Law 45, no. 5 (2015): 204–207.

45  Interview with Australian National Sportfishing Association executive, 10 May 2016.
46  Voyer et al., “Who Cares Wins.”
47  Ratana Chuenpagdee, “Marine Protected Areas: Re-thinking Their Inception,”  Maritime 

Policy 39 (2013): 234–240.
48  Martin Thiel et al., “The Humboldt Current System of Northern-Central Chile: Oceanographic 

Processes, Ecological Interactions and Socio-economic Feedback,” Oceanography and Marine Biology: 
An Annual Review 45 (2007): 195–344; Carolos F. Gaymer et al., “Merging Top-down and Bottom-up 
Approaches in Marine Protected Areas Planning: Experiences from Around the Globe,”  Aquatic 
Conservation 24, no. S2 (2014): 128–144.

49  Maria Amoamo, “Empire and Erasure: A Case Study of Pitcairn Island,” Island Studies Journal 
8, no. 2 (2013): 233–254.

50  Alan M. Friedlander et al., “The Real Bounty: Marine Biodiversity in the Pitcairn Islands,” 
PLoS ONE 9, no. 6 (2014).

51  Edward E. DeMartini et al., “Differences in Fish-Assemblage Structure between Fished and 
Unfished Atolls in the Northern Line Islands, Central Pacific,” Marine Ecology Progress Series 365 (2008): 
199–215.

52  Interview with senior National Geographic Society member, 17 September 2015.
53  Neil Gelinas, “Sharks of Lost Island,” National Geographic (2014); interview with senior National 

Geographic Society member, 17 September 2015.
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Oeno, Henderson, and Ducie are all atolls, which do not suffer from soil 
runoff.54 The waters around the three atolls were less explored by the 
islanders, and they were unaware of the high biodiversity and frequency of 
top predators.55 The documentary appealed to Pitcairn residents to preserve 
this rich biodiversity through a marine reserve. It further spoke of the 
potential dangers of illegal, unreported, and unregulated (IUU) fishing 
without a reserve, even though such activities were rare in the region. Pew 
and the NGS emphasized that these waters belonged to the Pitcairn people, 
wanting the documentary to inspire feelings of stewardship, and to reinforce 
the islanders’ claim to fishing rights in the surrounding waters. After the 
screening, the islanders voted unanimously in favour of setting up a reserve.56

Pew was concurrently gathering support for the reserve in the UK through 
its own lobbying and by supporting the formation of a local, ad hoc coalition 
of NGOs. This culminated in the creation of the Marine Reserves Coalition 
in 2012 to advocate for new large marine reserves in the UK, particularly in 
its overseas territories. The coalition sought to add value to what Pew, an 
American NGO, was already doing. Pew is a member of the Marine Reserves 
Coalition, but is joined by Greenpeace UK, the Marine Conservation Society 
(MCS), Great British Oceans, the Blue Marine Foundation, and the Zoological 
Society of London (ZSL). The UK-based NGOs enhanced Pew’s capacity to 
lobby within Great Britain, organizing, for example, MP-hosted parliamentary 
events to raise awareness about the efforts to establish the reserve.57

The Pitcairn reserve also had bipartisan appeal in the British House of 
Commons, with Conservative MP Zac Goldsmith and Labour MP Joan Walley 
among the more vocal advocates in parliamentary proceedings. Walley was 
also chair of the Environmental Audit Committee, which produced the 
report, Sustainability in the UK Overseas Territories.58 The report called for the 
establishment of Pitcairn’s EEZ as an MPA, citing the unanimous backing of 
the island’s inhabitants, and the relatively low cost of doing so. Between fairly 
widespread support within the governing Conservative Party for the reserve, 
and the Environmental Audit Committee’s report, there was a lot of pressure 
on Prime Minister Cameron and the FCO to make progress on the reserve.59

By 2014 Pew and the domestic NGO coalition had managed to position 
the Pitcairn reserve in the UK as a politically low-risk, low-cost policy option 

54  Jennifer L. Lavers et al., Henderson Island Expedition Report: May-November 2015 - RSPB Research 
Report 57 (RSPB Centre for Conservation Science, 2016); interview with independent marine science 
consultant, phone, Dulverton, 7 August 2015.

55  Interview with senior National Geographic Society member, 17 September 2015.
56  Interview with senior National Geographic Society member, 17 September 2015; interview 

with senior Pew Charitable Trusts employee, 16 September 2015.
57  Interview with senior Marine Reserves Coalition member, phone, 28 August 2015.
58  Environmental Audit Committee, Sustainability in the UK Overseas Territories (London: House 

of Commons, 2014).
59  Interview with British Member of Parliament, Conservative Party, 20 July 2015; interview with 

British Member of Parliament, Labour Party, phone, 27 July 2015.

____________________



45

Politics of Pacific Ocean Conservation

for combating ocean decline. The FCO was reportedly the main obstacle, 
worrying the reserve was not economically sensible and credibly enforceable.60 
Pitcairn is remote, tiny, and facing a declining productive population. Options 
for economic activity are therefore limited (the UK provides more than 90 
percent of its national budget).61 Pew and the NGS submitted reports to 
assuage FCO concerns on the economic impact of the reserve. One report 
rebutted the idea that a commercial fishery could be viable in the region, 
making the case that the opportunity cost of the reserve would be minimal.62 
Another report touted the ecotourism benefits of a reserve.63 Pitcairn’s 
tourism potential lies in its “myth-making” capacity to attract adventure 
tourists.64 The marine reserve, Pew and the NGS argued, could add to this 
exotic image, making it a more attractive stop for passing cruise ships.65

More challenging was determining how to monitor and implement 
regulations across a huge area half a world away from the UK, around islands 
with little enforcement capacity of their own, in a cost-effective way. Pew, 
along with the NGS and the Pitcairn Island Council, produced a report in 
2013 outlining monitoring options for the reserve, citing the US experience 
in Papahānaumokouākea as a precedent.66 A case was made that satellite 
monitoring would be the most effective and affordable option.67 Pew and 
the Bertarelli Foundation, an Italian NGO dedicated to marine conservation, 
eventually offered to fund the satellite monitoring for the first five years. Pew 
and Bertarelli’s funding commitment was appealing to the FCO because it 
would allow the FCO time to assess the actual cost (rather than projected 
cost) of operating the system. This funding offer was a central part of Pew’s 
lobbying efforts within the FCO.68

Pew’s commitment was enough to assuage the FCO’s concerns. However, 

60  Interview with British Member of Parliament, Conservative Party, 20 July 2015; interview with 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office UK official, 30 October 2014; interview with senior Marine Reserves 
Coalition member, 28 August 2015.

61  Maria Amoamo, “Engaging Diasporas for Development: A Case Study of Pitcairn 
Island,” Australian Geographer 46, no. 3 (2015): 305–322.

62  Pew Charitable Trusts, National Geographic, and Pitcairn Island Council, “Is Offshore 
Commercial Fishing a Prospect in the Pitcairn Islands?” (The Pew Charitable Trusts, The National 
Geographic Society, and the Pitcairn Island Council, 2013).

63  Blue Ventures, The Potential Tourism Impact of Creating the World’s Largest Marine Reserve in the 
Pitcairn Islands (the Pew Charitable Trusts, the Pitcairn Island Council, and the National Geographic 
Society, 2013).

64  Maria Amoamo, “Remoteness and Myth Making: Tourism Development on Pitcairn 
Island,” Tourism Planning & Development 8, no. 1 (2011): 1–19.

65  Indeed, it looks as if tourism benefits of the marine reserve could be realized, as the only 
vessel that sails to Pitcairn Island, the MV Claymore II, has plans to increase its number of voyages.

66  Pew Charitable Trusts, National Geographic, and Pitcairn Island Council, Developing an Effective 
Enforcement System for a Marine Reserve in the Pitcairn Islands (the Pew Charitable Trusts, the National 
Geographic Society, and the Pitcairn Island Council, 2013).

67  Interview with independent marine science consultant, 7 August 2015; interview with fisheries 
monitoring expert, Vancouver, 17 August 2015.

68  Interview with Foreign and Commonwealth Office UK official, 30 October 2015.
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critics of large MPAs cite monitoring and enforcement challenges as frequent 
and prominent concerns. Even many advocates acknowledge the risk of large 
MPA campaigns yielding unenforceable “paper parks.”69 These concerns are 
not without merit, but advocates such as Pew and the NGS see them as 
overstated. For Pew and the NGS, illegal fishing will exist whether an MPA 
is in effect or not. For them, a large MPA makes it easier to distinguish 
between legal and illegal activity, and easier to attract funds from governments 
and NGOs to enforce rules.

The Cameron government had few reasons to oppose the reserve given 
the support from the major UK political parties, the Pitcairn islanders, and 
a local coalition of NGOs, and now also with a clearer sense of what it would 
cost. Furthermore, designating a large area in a remote overseas territory 
was a way for the Cameron government to deflect attention from its poor 
record of protecting the UK coast.70 Rather unceremoniously, the government 
revealed that it would proceed with the reserve by including it in a line in 
the 2015 budget. This line marked the culmination of nearly eight years of 
NGO efforts to develop the idea of a large marine reserve around the Pitcairn 
Islands, conduct scientific expeditions, produce a documentary, secure 
unanimous local support, lobby both major political parties in the UK, 
reiterate time and again the value of large and contiguous no-take MPAs for 
global conservation, document the reserve’s economic costs and scientific 
benefits, and raise funds for the first five years of satellite monitoring. UK 
politicians and Pitcairn islanders who fought for the reserve also played an 
integral part, but the reserve was foremost the outcome of a dedicated NGO 
campaign. The British government announced the formal designation of 
the Pitcairn reserve at the Our Ocean conference in Washington, DC, in 
September 2016.

Throughout this process, Pew and the NGS were running similar campaigns 
in Australia, Chile, New Caledonia, New Zealand, Palau, and the US. In these 
places political resistance has naturally been higher than it was in Pitcairn, 
with a population of less than fifty people, and has included some highly 
contested campaigns, such as in Australia’s Coral Sea. The extent of NGO 
involvement and influence varies, but their advocacy for the value of large, 
contiguous no-take MPAs is similar. The approaches of the two NGOs vary 
somewhat, with Pew tending to be more actively involved from inception to 
monitoring to enforcement, and the NGS seeing its role as securing high-level 
political support for a reserve and leaving the state to implement it. Despite 
these differences across cases and NGOs, these targeted campaigns have been 
driving the growing global recognition of large MPAs as a viable option.

69  Wilhelm et al., “Large Marine Protected Areas.”
70  Peter J.S. Jones, “Pitcairn Marine Reserve—Only an Announcement of Intention to Designate 

but Could be a Breakthrough? [2015 blog post],” accessed 19 September 2016, https://www.
openchannels.org/blog/pjsjones/pitcairn-marine-reserve-only-announcement-intention-designate-
could-be-breakthrough.
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Along with NGOs such as Conservation International and the Marine 
Reserves Coalition (and others), over the past decade the work of Pew and 
the National Geographic Society have embedded the large MPA norm into 
marine conservation. As discussed earlier, the norm lifecycle consists of three 
stages: emergence, cascade, and internalization.71 Norms begin to cascade 
once they reach a “tipping point” during the emergence stage. The evidence 
so far suggests that the world may be nearing a tipping point for large MPAs, 
with the bulk of this movement happening in Pacific states and territories. 
Nearly 70 percent of the world’s nineteen MPAs over 200,000 km2 have been 
designated since 2012. Increasingly, these large MPAs are contiguous, no-take 
(or highly restricted take) reserves, as with the cases of the five new large 
MPAs announced in the Pacific in 2015. Whether this norm continues to 
spread will partly depend on the ability of NGOs to continue to identify and 
successfully lobby for large MPAs in politically and economically feasible 
areas. One of the major challenges going forward will be whether advocacy 
for large MPAs can continue to remain relevant after all of the uncontroversial 
remote areas have been protected. If global marine conservation efforts do 
reach this stage then perhaps states will revert to more traditional marine 
conservation approaches. It seems more likely, however, that this norm will 
instead begin to shape marine conservation in more contested areas.

The Future of the Large MPA Norm

Pew and the NGS are continuing to seek out and lobby for large marine 
reserves. Understandably, both organizations are looking in particular to 
identify ecologically important and remote regions where corporate interests 
are minimal. Yet this focus is perhaps the biggest criticism of large no-take 
MPAs.72 Some industry associations argue that large marine reserves exclude 
fishers from areas where their impact is in fact negligible, thus only serving 
to marginalize small subsets of the fishing industry.73 Some environmental 
groups likewise claim that these areas are too remote to have any real impact 
on global rates of overfishing, and that NGO resources would be better 
directed to areas where more environmental damage is being done.

Such critiques are unlikely to detract from the creation of more large 
MPAs. Advocates argue that targeted campaigns for large MPAs do not remove 
more contested areas from the agenda, and in fact can raise awareness and 
support for other marine conservation initiatives. Launching large MPAs 
can similarly encourage large MPA initiatives in other places, as has been 

71  Finnemore and Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics.”
72  Devillers et al., “Reinventing Residual Reserves.”
73  Interview with Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council representatives, phone, 

Honolulu, HI, 1 October 2015; interview with Australian National Sportfishing Association executive, 
Sydney, 10 May 2016.
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the case over the past decade. Advocates contend further that large MPAs 
serve as an insurance policy in case these areas become more commercially 
attractive over time, perhaps when fisheries deplete elsewhere, or when 
warming oceans cause species to migrate. The industry claim that fishers do 
not impact these areas is not always accurate, either. Stocks of oyster and 
lobster, for instance, were severely overfished in what is now the 
Papahānaumokouākea Marine National Monument, despite its seeming 
remoteness. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, recent scientific studies 
reveal that large, no-take zones—at least in some areas and periods of time—
can effectively protect marine ecosystems.74 US leadership on large MPAs is 
undoubtedly at an end with the conclusion of the Obama administration, 
at least temporarily. Action on large MPAs is nonetheless likely to continue 
as NGOs strategically identify more feasible sites, as Australia, Chile, and the 
UK demonstrate leadership, and as new states increasingly adopt the norm.

The targeted lobbying of organizations like Pew and the NGS has been 
so effective in part because large MPAs can help certain states achieve rapid 
progress towards the 10 percent Aichi biodiversity target. Fully implemented 
MPAs still only cover 3.0 percent of the global ocean, but by the start of 2016 
announced and designated areas covered 6.4 percent,75 with large MPAs 
contributing the vast majority of this new coverage (table 1). Whether states 
attain the 10 percent component of the Aichi target by 2020 remains to be 
seen, but this kind of progress in ocean protection is unprecedented. This 
is especially true given that many of these large MPAs are reserves, or have 
sizable no-take zones within them. That said, while targets are important, 
states need to govern any new areas effectively and equitably to contribute 
meaningfully to marine conservation without undermining local sustainable 
development. The Aichi target also calls for ecologically representative MPA 
coverage, which large MPAs alone cannot meet.76

Despite these criticisms, three trends suggest that large MPAs will continue 
to spread in the short to medium term (i.e., the next ten years or so). First, 
many stakeholders have come to see large MPAs as an effective conservation 
tool, as the evidence mounts that these do indeed help protect marine 
ecosystems when enforced. Second, large MPAs are proving to be politically 
and economically feasible—at least ones in remote regions with few 

74  Edgar et al., “Global Conservation Outcomes Depend on Marine Protected Areas with Five 
Key Features,” 2014; Michael J. Emslie et al., “Expectations and Outcomes of Reserve Network 
Performance Following Re-Zoning of the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park,” Current Biology 25, no. 8 
(2015): 983–992; Ussif Rashid Sumaila et al., “Addressing Ecosystem Effects of Fishing Using Marine 
Protected Areas,” ICES Journal of Marine Science 57, no. 3 (2000): 752–760; Jane Lubchenco et al., 
“Plugging a Hole in the Ocean: The Emerging Science of Marine Reserves,” Ecological Applications 13, 
no. 1, supplement, “The Science of Marine Reserves” (2003): 3–7; Friedlander et al., “Co-operation 
between Large-Scale MPAs.”

75  Marine Conservation Institute, “MPAtlas,” 2016, http://mpatlas.org/explore.
76  Jones and De Santo, “Very Large Marine Protected Areas.”
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commercial interests, such as the Pitcairn Islands. And third, some state 
leaders have come to see large MPAs as politically attractive, as domestic 
environmental groups offer strong support, as they help meet international 
conservation targets, and as they offer a relatively easy legacy opportunity.

We are also expecting the norm of large MPAs to shape global marine 
conservation efforts in the longer term. Some experts are arguing that once 
the most remote areas are established—the so-called “low-hanging fruit”—that 
marine conservation efforts will revert to focusing on networks of small MPAs, 
or on improved management of existing MPAs. These efforts will undoubtedly 
continue. But large MPAs are too ecologically and politically appealing for 
them to drop off the agenda. Instead, the early signs suggest that it is more 
likely that NGOs campaigning for large MPAs will redirect their efforts in two 
ways: towards large contested areas, and towards the high seas.

Establishing large MPAs in areas with more commercial use will 
undoubtedly mean that governments will compromise more with industry 
on their management. Put simply, large MPAs in such areas are unlikely to 
be fully no-take marine reserves. Instead, they are likely to combine no-take 
zones with limited fishing areas. Negotiating large MPAs in these areas is 
likely to be far more contentious than what we have seen so far. Implementation 
would also seem likely to be more contentious, as the consequences for locals, 
industry groups, and ecosystems become better understood.

The Coral Sea Commonwealth Marine Reserve in Australia is one example 
of this type of model in practice. Established in 2012 following a lengthy 
campaign led by Pew and the Australian Marine Conservation Society 
(AMCS), it is Australia’s single largest MPA, covering just under 990,000 km2. 
It is mixed use, with NGOs fighting to have half of the area set aside as a fully 
protected reserve. Following industry criticism after its establishment, the 
government put the management plan under review, leaving the area under 
transitional arrangements (in effect setting aside implementation). In the 
end the review recommended adjusting the zoning of the MPA to better 
accommodate the needs of commercial fishing, removing over 100,000 km2 
of fully protected reserve.

Large MPAs becoming more commonplace is also likely to advance efforts 
to protect marine areas on the high seas. High seas MPAs are politically more 
difficult because they require the cooperation of several states, rather than 
just one. Nonetheless, multilateral efforts escalated in 2016 with the first 
round of UN negotiations for a treaty to regulate high seas fishing. One of 
the more prominent high seas initiatives is the Commission for the 
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR). The 
commission was created in 1982 to protect Antarctic marine life, and has 
long worked to create a 1.5 million km2 marine reserve in the Ross Sea. These 
efforts paid off in October 2016, with the only remaining hold-out, Russia, 
agreeing to protections for the area. Every large MPA established within 
national boundaries is helping to make large conservation initiatives like the 
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Ross Sea reserve seem less radical, even an expected part of state efforts to 
protect marine biodiversity.

In short, over the coming decades the large MPA norm arising primarily 
out of NGOs campaigning for marine reserves in the Pacific seems poised 
to continue to strengthen as a norm of global environmental politics. In the 
near term it would seem set to contribute to the creation of even more large 
and contiguous marine reserves set up by single states in largely uncontested 
and remote areas. And in the longer term it seems likely to support NGO 
and state efforts to extend MPAs in more contested marine areas within their 
territories, as well as to create large MPAs on the high seas, including the 
Pacific Ocean.

The University of British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada, December 2016


