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The publication of influential scientific and popular articles highlighting the 
declining status of the world’s oceans has raised the expectation that action must 
be taken before global fish stocks and marine ecosystems collapse. Dire 
predictions of social and ecological catastrophe are common. Food security is 
one such concern. Hundreds of millions of people in Asia rely on marine fish 
and shellfish as their main source of protein. In the Philippines, many coastal 
communities derive approximately 70% of their protein intake from marine 
sources (Green et al. 2003). Others are more concerned with the potential 
disappearance of marine biodiversity. The center of marine biodiversity, the 
Indo-Pacific, is under the intense pressure from various processes including 
destructive fishing, climate change, sedimentation, and poorly regulated 
globalization of valuable marine products.  
 
There is a long history of using protected areas to attain conservation and 
development goals, particularly within terrestrial systems. Recently, targets to 
establish a representative marine protected area (MPA) network covering 10% 
of the world’s oceans by 2014 were set (CBD 2004). Other influential scientists 
have called for a minimum of 20%. These targets, while potentially important 
rallying points for organizations and donors, need to be carefully examined 
before implementation (Agardy et al. 2003). 
 
MPAs are defined as the following. 

Any area of intertidal or subtidal terrain, together with its 
overlying water and associated flora, fauna, historical and 
cultural features, which has been reserved by law or other 
effective means to protect part or all of the enclosed 
environment. (Resolution 17.38 of the IUCN general assembly 
(1988) reaffirmed in Resolution 19.46 (1994)) 

 
MPAs are spreading into many new contexts, and much interest has been 
expressed in tropical MPAs. Proponents of a global network of MPAs include 
well-known natural scientists publishing in the most prestigious journals (Pauly 
et al. 1998; Roberts et al. 2001), well-funded NGO conservation groups with 
large annual budgets (e.g., World Wildlife Fund, Conservation International, and 
The Nature Conservancy), donors supporting hundreds of projects globally 
(Packard Foundation, Moore Foundation, Pew Foundation, Global Environment 
Facility), international government institutions exporting models of resource 
management (e.g., NOAA), and private enterprises that stand to benefit from 
pristine ecosystems (e.g., the burgeoning international dive tourism business). In 
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some contexts, MPAs are rekindling interest in traditional forms of 
environmental management and community-based management (Christie and 
White 1997). This emerging agenda is supported by hundreds of millions of 
dollars spent annually on implementation, enforcement, and monitoring of MPA 
sites. 
 
As pointed out by Jones (2005), the diverse goals of MPAs may not all be 
simultaneously attained. Similarly, focusing only on biological success may 
have unintended negative social consequences that eventually undermine any 
biological improvements (Christie 2004). While a natural science-derived design 
for a large-scale response is emerging, the question of the social implications 
and social feasibility of such activities goes largely unexamined (Christie et al. 
2003). Some may argue that natural science-derived recommendations should 
take precedence (Wilson 2002); however, experience from global environmental 
agreements to community-based initiatives clearly demonstrates that socio-
political dimensions determine the feasibility of environmental regimes (Brechin 
et al. 2003). Assuming it desirable, government, non-governmental 
organizations, and the scientific advocacy community have no clear plan for 
how to implement a socially-feasible global network of MPAs. While advocates 
argue that resource user communities stand to benefit in the long term, 
influential social groups, such as commercial and recreational fishing interests 
and tribal organizations, frequently oppose MPAs (Nichols 1999; Northwest 
Indian Fisheries Council 2003; Trist 1999).  Identifying the patterns of 
opposition is essential if MPAs are to remain an effective management tool and 
if marine conservation is to be effective in tropical developing countries.  
 
It is a central premise of this paper and presentation that unless these 
oppositional perspectives are taken into consideration in a thoughtful manner, a 
largely natural science-informed, mandate-driven agenda for marine 
conservation will fail to meet its goals of establishing large networks of MPAs 
and biodiversity conservation. The ongoing and expanding debate as to how 
environmentalist agendas are formulated and the role of marginalized social 
groups (or resources users) in agenda development are not trivial. A recently 
published critique of current environmentalist practices in Amazonia by an 
anthropologist (Chapin 2004), asserting that indigenous peoples and social 
science have been systematically ignored, immediately generated letters from 
three leading U.S. environmentalist organizations and major donors.  These 
matters are currently under considerable scrutiny and would benefit from 
empirical and detailed research that is both objective and understanding of 
multiple perspectives (including that of the international conservation and donor 
agency). 
 
It is worth considering whether distinct worldviews lead to conflict and failed 
implementation. While a broad concept, a particular worldview influences how 
individuals and epistemic communities perceive: the importance of marine 
environments, marine environmental issues, and marine environmental 
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solutions. Social construction, as defined in the following passage, suggests why 
conservationists and resource users do not always see eye-to-eye. 

 
“…[R]eality is socially constructed and the sociology of knowledge 
must analyze the processes in which this occurs… It will be 
enough…to define “reality” as a quality appertaining to phenomena 
that we recognize as having a being independent of our own volition 
(we cannot “wish them away”), and to define “knowledge” as the 
certainty that phenomena are real and that they possess specific 
characteristics… What is “real” to a Tibetan monk may not be “real” to 
an American businessman…[N]o human thought…is immune to the 
ideologizing influences of its social context…” (Berger and Luckmann 
1966: various pages). 
 

The details, ideologizing influences, and implications of the various social 
constructions of the ocean and its resources remain to be uncovered (Steinberg 
2001). The influence of these social constructions on worldviews of what is 
important and what should be done to respond to a perceived global crisis define 
the conservationist movement, and how they are received in the developing 
world.  
 

Recommendations 
 
There is considerable opportunity to become involved in the integrated 
assessment and monitoring of MPAs. Various protocols have been developed 
for MPA practitioners (e.g., Pomeroy et al.2004), but there also remains the task 
of examining underlying assumptions associated with MPAs. Christie et al. 
(2003) suggest that researchers become involved in both MPA mandate response 
and mandate independent research. Understanding the underlying causes of 
MPA controversies and conflict is the first step toward resolving them. The next 
step would be to create meaningful dialogues to air these diverse perspectives 
and to forge a common agenda for MPAs and marine conservation.  
 
At the level of MPA implementation, context and culturally-appropriate conflict 
resolution techniques remain to be developed for many areas where MPAs will 
be established. Experimentation in the development of such techniques is 
imperative to long-term success (Christie 2005; Christie et al. 2005).  
 
Finally, social and ecological information needs to be more effectively 
integrated to attain a complete understanding of the trade-offs associated with 
MPAs. The tendency to conduct ecological and socio-economic assessments 
independently ignores that these processes are inextricable linked. The agenda 
for an integrated assessment of MPA conflict in various contexts will be 
presented.  Key questions regarding worldviews might be: 
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1) Who are the main actors (scientists, donors, conservationists) 
advocating for a global MPA network? 

2) Does this epistemic community share a common worldview of the 
ocean, environmental issues, and management solutions?  

3) Does the social construction and worldview of coral reefs generally 
coincide with that of resource users who are directly reliant on marine 
resources?  

 
Key questions regarding conflict might be: 

1) What types of conflicts are most often associated with the design and 
implementation of MPAs? And why? 

2) What are the impacts of these conflicts (in terms of effective 
management, community support, marine habitat condition, etc.)? 

3) What planning and implementation processes are most effective in 
preventing or reducing conflicts or barriers to effective MPA 
implementation? 
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