


 

IUCN WCPA’s BEST PRACTICE PROTECTED AREA GUIDELINES SERIES
IUCN-WCPA’s Best Practice Protected Area Guidelines are the world’s authoritative resource for protected area 
managers. Involving collaboration among specialist practitioners dedicated to supporting better implementation in 
the field, they distil learning and advice drawn from across IUCN. Applied in the field, they are building institutional 
and individual capacity to manage protected area systems effectively, equitably and sustainably, and to cope with 
the myriad of challenges faced in practice. They also assist national governments, protected area agencies, non-
governmental organisations, communities and private sector partners to meet their commitments and goals, and 
especially the Convention on Biological Diversity’s Programme of Work on Protected Areas.  

A full set of guidelines is available at: www.iucn.org/pa_guidelines
Complementary resources are available at: www.cbd.int/protected/tools/ 
Contribute to developing capacity for a Protected Planet at: www.protectedplanet.net/

IUCN PROTECTED AREA DEFINITION, MANAGEMENT CATEGORIES AND GOVERNANCE TYPES

IUCN defines a protected area as: 
A clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other  
effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated ecosystem services  
and cultural values.

The definition is expanded by six management categories (one with a sub-division), summarized below. 
Ia Strict nature reserve: Strictly protected for biodiversity and also possibly geological/ geomorphological features, 
where human visitation, use and impacts are controlled and limited to ensure protection of the conservation values
Ib Wilderness area: Usually large unmodified or slightly modified areas, retaining their natural character and influence, 
without permanent or significant human habitation, protected and managed to preserve their natural condition
II National park: Large natural or near-natural areas protecting large-scale ecological processes with characteristic 
species and ecosystems, which also have environmentally and culturally compatible spiritual, scientific, educational, 
recreational and visitor opportunities
III Natural monument or feature: Areas set aside to protect a specific natural monument, which can be a landform, 
sea mount, marine cavern, geological feature such as a cave, or a living feature such as an ancient grove
IV Habitat/species management area: Areas to protect particular species or habitats, where management reflects 
this priority. Many will need regular, active interventions to meet the needs of particular species or habitats, but this is 
not a requirement of the category 
V Protected landscape or seascape: Where the interaction of people and nature over time has produced a distinct 
character with significant ecological, biological, cultural and scenic value: and where safeguarding the integrity of this 
interaction is vital to protecting and sustaining the area and its associated nature conservation and other values
VI Protected areas with sustainable use of natural resources: Areas which conserve ecosystems, together  
with associated cultural values and traditional natural resource management systems. Generally large, mainly  
in a natural condition, with a proportion under sustainable natural resource management and where low-level  
non-industrial natural resource use compatible with nature conservation is seen as one of the main aims

The category should be based around the primary management objective(s), which should apply to at least  
three-quarters of the protected area – the 75 per cent rule.

The management categories are applied with a typology of governance types – a description of who holds authority 
and responsibility for the protected area. IUCN defines four governance types.
Governance by government: Federal or national ministry/agency in charge; sub-national ministry/agency  
in charge; government-delegated management (e.g. to NGO)
Shared governance: Collaborative management (various degrees of influence); joint management (pluralist 
management board; transboundary management (various levels across international borders)
Private governance: By individual owner; by non-profit organisations (NGOs, universities, cooperatives);  
by for-profit organsations (individuals or corporate)
Governance by indigenous peoples and local communities: Indigenous peoples’ conserved areas and territories; 
community conserved areas – declared and run by local communities

For more information on the IUCN definition, categories and governance type see the  
2008 Guidelines for applying protected area management categories which can be  
downloaded at: www.iucn.org/pa_categories
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In 1996 the World Conservation Congress in Montreal 
recommended (Resolution 1.37) inter alia that, as part of the 
IUCN Marine and Coastal Programme, World Commission 
on Protected Areas (WCPA) should "develop guidance on 
the application of the IUCN Guidelines for Protected Area 
Management Categories in the marine environment". This 
was followed by a recommendation by Kelleher and Recchia 
(1998)1 that “… an elaboration of the classification scheme 
to indicate different types of zones occurring within MPAs ", 
was needed given the difficulty experienced in applying a single 
IUCN category to multiple use marine protected areas (MPAs). 
Wells and Day (2004)2 subsequently reviewed the problems in 
applying the IUCN protected area management categories in 
the marine environment and highlighted issues that needed to 
be addressed.

In 2007, a discussion paper (Laffoley et al., 2007)3 was 
presented at the WCPA Marine Summit in Washington DC 
explaining the need for further guidance and outlining the 
main areas to be covered. Prior to the publication in 2008 
of the revised IUCN-WCPA’s Guidelines for Applying 
Protected Area Management Categories (referred to as the 
2008 Guidelines throughout the remainder of this document) 
(Dudley, 2008)4, a meeting was held in Almeria, Spain, at 
which a paper was presented by WCPA Marine (Laffoley et 
al., 2008)5 re-iterating the need for explanation of how the 
guidelines should be applied to MPAs. The meeting participants 
agreed that supplementary guidelines should be prepared. 

1 Kelleher, G. and Recchia, C. (1998). ‘Editorial – lessons from marine 
protected areas around the world’. Parks 8 (2), IUCN, Gland.

2 Wells, S. and Day, J. (2004).  Application of the IUCN protected area 
management categories in the marine environment.'  Parks 14 (3) IUCN, 
Gland.

3 Laffoley, D.,Day, J., Wood, L. and Barr, B. (2007). 'IUCN Categories – 
Their Application In Marine Protected Areas', Discussion paper presented at 
WCPA Marine Summit, Washington DC, April 2007.

4 Dudley, N. (Editor) (2008). Guidelines for Applying Protected Area 
Management Categories. Gland, Switzerland, see: http://www.iucn.org/
about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_
categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-
categories

5 Laffoley, D., Day, J., Wood, L. and Barr, B. (2008). 'Marine Protected 
Areas'. In: Dudley, N. and Stolton, S. (Eds.) (2008). Defining protected areas: 
an international conference in Almeria, Spain. Gland, Switzerland: IUCN. 
220pp.

Preamble

The development of the supplementary guidelines started in 
2010 when members of WCPA Marine undertook an online 
survey to highlight issues where more guidance was needed. 
Subsequently, a small working group (Jon Day, Sue Stolton, 
Nigel Dudley, Aya Mizumura and Marc Hockings) met in 
Townsville, Australia, to develop a preliminary draft using the 
results of the survey. 

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
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IUCN has developed a set of guidelines which define a 
protected area and categorise a protected area through six 
management types and four governance types (Dudley, 2008)

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
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Spatial areas which may incidentally appear to deliver 
nature conservation but DO NOT HAVE STATED nature 
conservation objectives should NOT automatically be classified 
as MPAs, as defined by IUCN. These include:

•	 Fishery management areas with no wider stated 
conservation aims.

•	 Community areas managed primarily for sustainable 
extraction of marine products (e.g. coral, fish, shells, etc).

•	 Marine and coastal management systems managed 
primarily for tourism, which also include areas of 
conservation interest.

•	 Wind farms and oil platforms that incidentally help to 
build up biodiversity around underwater structures and by 
excluding fishing and other vessels.

IUCN 
Category 'H¿QLWLRQ 3ULPDU\�2EMHFWLYH

IV Category IV protected areas aim to protect 
particular species or habitats and management 
reflects this priority. Many category IV protected 
areas will need regular, active interventions to 
address the requirements of particular species or 
to maintain habitats, but this is not a requirement of 
the category.

To maintain, conserve and restore species and 
habitats.

V Category V protected areas are where the 
interaction of people and nature over time has 
produced an area of distinct character with 
significant ecological, biological, cultural and 
scenic value: and where safeguarding the 
integrity of this interaction is vital to protecting 
and sustaining the area and its associated nature 
conservation and other values.

To protect and sustain important landscapes/
seascapes and the associated nature conservation 
and other values created by interactions with 
humans through traditional management practices.

VI Category VI protected areas conserve 
ecosystems and habitats together with associated 
cultural values and traditional natural resource 
management systems. They are generally large, 
with most of the area in natural condition, where 
a proportion is under sustainable natural resource 
management and where low-level non industrial 
use of natural resources compatible with nature 
conservation is seen as one of the main aims of 
the area.

To protect natural ecosystems and use natural 
resources sustainably, when conservation and 
VXVWDLQDEOH�XVH�FDQ�EH�PXWXDOO\�EHQH¿FLDO�

•	 Marine and coastal areas set aside for other purposes 
but which also have conservation benefit: military 
training areas or their buffer areas (e.g. exclusion zones); 
disaster mitigation (e.g. coastal defences that also harbour 
significant biodiversity); communications cable or pipeline 
protection areas; shipping lanes etc.

•	 Large areas (e.g., regions, provinces, countries) where 
certain species are protected by law across the entire 
region.

Any of the above management approaches could be classified 
as an MPA if instead they had a primary stated aim and are 
managed to deliver nature conservation.
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http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
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���:KDW�LV�D�0DULQH�3URWHFWHG�$UHD"

����7KH�'H¿QLWLRQ�RI�D�0DULQH�3URWHFWHG�$UHD
In applying the categories system, the first step is to determine 
whether or not the site meets IUCN’s definition of a protected 
area as given in the 2008 Guidelines (Chapter 2, page 8) which 
states:

A protected area is a clearly defined geographical space, 
recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal or other 
effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of 
nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural 
values.

If a marine area does not meet this definition, then it cannot 
be considered to be an MPA.

A detailed explanation of the definition is provided in the 
2008 Guidelines (Chapter 2, pages 8-9). This is summarised 
in Table 2 below, with a discussion of issues to consider when 
applying the definition to the marine environment and some 
examples to illustrate the definition. 

Table 2: Explanation of protected area definition.

Phrase ([SODQDWLRQ�SURYLGHG� 
LQ�WKH������*XLGHOLQHV

'LVFXVVLRQ�DQG�H[DPSOH�RI�DSSOLFDWLRQ� 
LQ�WKH�PDULQH�UHDOP

Clearly 
GH¿QHG�

Clearly defined implies a spatially defined area with 
agreed and demarcated borders. These borders can 
sometimes be defined by physical features that move 
over time (e.g., river banks) or by management actions 
(e.g., agreed no-take zones).

This implies that MPAs must be mapped and have 
ERXQGDULHV�WKDW�DUH�OHJDOO\�GH¿QHG��+RZHYHU��ZKLOH�
VRPH�03$V�FDQ�EH�FOHDUO\�GH¿QHG��H�J��DQ�HQWLUH�ED\�
ERXQGHG�E\�KHDGODQGV���IRU�RWKHUV�LW�PD\�EH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�
mark the boundaries, especially if the MPA is offshore. 
Even boundaries on the landward side, where tide levels 
FDQ�EH�XVHG��H�J��/RZ�:DWHU�0DUN���FDQ�EH�GLI¿FXOW�
to establish (see Box 1). Increasingly, MPA or zone 
ERXQGDULHV�DUH�GH¿QHG�E\�KLJK�UHVROXWLRQ�ODWLWXGH�DQG�
longitude coordinates, as determined by modern GPS 
instruments.

Example: 

�	 7KH�86�1DWLRQDO�0DULQH�6DQFWXDU\�6\VWHP�LGHQWL¿HV�
sanctuaries legislated under the 1DWLRQDO�0DULQH�
Sanctuaries Act�ZLWK�ERXQGDULHV�GH¿QHG�LQ�D�VHULHV�RI�
associated maps.

*HRJUDSKLFDO�
space

Includes land, inland water, marine and coastal areas 
or a combination of two or more of these. “Space” has 
three dimensions, e.g., as when the airspace above a 
protected area is protected from low-flying aircraft or in 
marine protected areas when a certain water depth is 
protected or the seabed is protected but water above 
is not: conversely subsurface areas sometimes are not 
protected (e.g., are open for mining).

All protected areas exist in three dimensions, but 
the vertical dimension in MPAs is often a substantial 
management consideration. In MPAs, management may 
need to address the airspace above the sea surface, the 
actual water surface, the water column (or parts of it), the 
seabed and the sub-seabed, or just one or a combination 
of two or more of these elements. For example, some 
MPAs protect just the seabed/benthos and not the water 
column above. It is therefore important that an MPA has 
a clear description of the dimensions that are actually 
protected. 

Examples: 

�	 ,Q�$XVWUDOLD¶V�*UHDW�%DUULHU�5HHI�0DULQH�3DUN��WKH�
ERXQGDU\�LV�FOHDUO\�GH¿QHG�E\�OHJDO�proclamation. 
7KH�]RQHV�LQ�WKH�*%503�DUH�OHJDOO\�GH¿QHG�LQ�WKH�
statutory Zoning Plan. The MPA goes to a depth of 
1000 metres below the seabed and a height of 915 
metres (airspace) above the surface of the water. 

�	 �,Q�$XVWUDOLD¶V�+XRQ�&RPPRQZHDOWK�0DULQH�5HVHUYe 
LQ�WKH�6RXWK�HDVW�0DULQH�5HVHUYH�1HWZRUN��]RQLQJ�LV�
VWUDWL¿HG�E\�GHSWK��:LWKLQ�WKH�EHQWKLF�VDQFWXDU\�]RQH��
the seabed and adjacent waters are fully protected. 
$ERYH�WKLV��FRPPHUFLDO�¿VKLQJ�DFWLYLW\�LV�DOORZHG�LQ�WKH�
water column from the sea surface down to 500 metres 
depth.

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/library/national/nmsa.pdf
http://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/library/national/nmsa.pdf
http://sanctuaries.noaa.gov/pgallery/atlasmaps/images/fkeast_2000.jpg
http://www.comlaw.gov.au/ComLaw/Legislation/LegislativeInstrument1.nsf/0/7E567A31AC7ED642CA25720D001DAD75/$file/F2005B02400.pdf
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/3390/GBRMPA-zoning-plan-2003.pdf
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/huon/index.html
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Phrase ([SODQDWLRQ�SURYLGHG� 
LQ�WKH������*XLGHOLQHV

'LVFXVVLRQ�DQG�H[DPSOH�RI�DSSOLFDWLRQ� 
LQ�WKH�PDULQH�UHDOP

5HFRJQLVHG Implies that protection can include a range of governance 
types declared by people as well as those identified 
by the state, but that such sites should be recognised 
in some way (in particular through listing on the World 

http://www.pc.gc.ca/eng/pn-np/bc/gwaiihaanas/index.aspx
http://www.pc.gc.ca/eng/pn-np/bc/gwaiihaanas/index.aspx
http://whc.unesco.org/en/decisions/2325
http://www.iccaregistry.org/en/sites/1
http://www.bmp.org/management.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/indigenous/ipa/declared/dhimurru.html
http://www.marineheritage-ioc-unesco.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Management-Effectiveness-Assessment-2007-english.pdf
http://eprints.jcu.edu.au/1475/
http://fs.fish.govt.nz/Doc/11513/F465.ashx
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/gab/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/gab/index.html
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Phrase ([SODQDWLRQ�SURYLGHG� 
LQ�WKH������*XLGHOLQHV

'LVFXVVLRQ�DQG�H[DPSOH�RI�DSSOLFDWLRQ� 
LQ�WKH�PDULQH�UHDOP

&RQVHUYDWLRQ In the context of this definition conservation refers to 
the in situ maintenance of ecosystems and natural 
and semi-natural habitats and of viable populations of 
species in their natural surroundings and, in the case of 
domesticated or cultivated species, in the surroundings 
where they have developed their distinctive properties

Examples:

�	 (FRORJLFDO�5HVHUYHV�LQ�WKH�)ORULGD�.H\V�1DWLRQDO�
Marine Sanctuary�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DUH�GHVLJQHG�
to provide natural spawning and nursery areas for the 
replenishment and genetic protection of marine life and 
aim to protect and preserve all habitats and species 
found throughout the Sanctuary.

�	 7KH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�D�PLQLPXP�RI�����RI�DOO����ELRUHJLRQV�
within Australia's *UHDW�%DUULHU�5HHI�0DULQH�3DUk is 
designed to provide in situ protection of representative 
examples of all species and ecosystem processes. 

Nature In this context nature always refers to biodiversity, at 

Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary
Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/
http://pdf.wri.org/coastal_capital_belize_wp.pdf
http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/carbon_managment_report_final_printed_version.pdf
http://cmsdata.iucn.org/downloads/carbon_managment_report_final_printed_version.pdf
http://www.mepa.org.mt/news-details?id=617
http://www.mepa.org.mt/news-details?id=617
http://wiomsa.org/mpatoolkit/Themesheets/A4_Legislation.pdf
http://www.papahanaumokuakea.gov/heritage/welcome.html
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�����3ULQFLSOHV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�WKH�XVH� 
RI�WKH�SURWHFWHG�DUHD�GH¿QLWLRQ� 
DQG�,8&1�FDWHJRU\

The 2008 Guidelines (Chapter 2, page 10) include the following 
principles (emphasis has been added to the most fundamental 
points) to help decide whether an area meets the definition of a 
protected area and what category it should be assigned to:

•	 For IUCN, only those areas where the main objective is 
conserving nature can be considered protected areas; this can 
include many areas with other goals as well, at the same level, 
but in the case of conflict, nature conservation will be the 
priority.

•	 Protected areas must prevent, or eliminate where necessary, any 
exploitation or management practice that will be harmful to the 
objectives of designation.

•	 �e choice of category should be based on the primary 
objective(s) stated for each protected area or legally-de-
fined zone within a protected area.

•	 The system is not intended to be hierarchical.

•	 All categories make a contribution to conservation but objectives 
must be chosen with respect to the particular situation; not all 
categories are equally useful in every situation.

•	 Any category can exist under any governance type and vice  
versa.

•	 A diversity of management approaches is desirable and should be 
encouraged, as it reflects the many ways in which communities 
around the world have expressed the universal value of the 
protected area concept.

•	 The category should be changed if assessment shows that the 
stated, long-term management objectives do not match those of 
the category assigned.

•	 However, the category is not a reflection of management 
effectiveness.

•	 Protected areas should usually aim to maintain or, ideally, 
increase the degree of naturalness of the ecosystem being 
protected.

•	 The definition and categories of protected areas should not be 
used as an excuse for dispossessing people of their land or sea 
territory. 

�����:KHQ� LV� D� PDULQH� DUHD� WKDW� PD\� DFKLHYH�
FRQVHUYDWLRQ�RXWFRPHV�QRW�DQ�03$"

A protected area as defined by IUCN describes a precise 
set of management approaches with limits, and must have 
nature conservation as a primary rather than a secondary 
aim, as explained above. There are however many managed 
areas that protect biodiversity, either indirectly, incidentally 
or fortuitously. Indeed, it is a principle of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity’s “ecosystem approach” that all land and 
water management should contribute to conservation, and 
as a result the distinction between what is and what is not a 
protected area is sometimes unclear. However, such areas do 
not necessarily fulfil the IUCN definition of a protected area. 
This is particularly the case in the marine environment where 

Box 1

%RXQGDULHV�RI�03$V

There are a number of issues to consider when 
determining the boundaries of an MPA. On the landward 
side, it is important to make it very clear as to exactly 
what boundary is being used and this must be explained; 
IRU�H[DPSOH� µ0HDQ�/RZ�:DWHU¶� LV�D�GLIIHUHQW�ERXQGDU\�
IURP� WKDW� RI� µ/RZHVW� $VWURQRPLFDO� 7LGH¶�� :KHUHYHU�
possible highest astronomical tide or high water mark 
should be used (highest astronomical tide generally 
suits areas with large tidal ranges, whereas high water 
mark suits small tidal ranges). Both low water and high 
ZDWHU�PDUNV�FDQ�UHVXOW�LQ�ERXQGDULHV�WKDW�DUH�GLI¿FXOW�LQ�
legal and administrative terms because:

�	 7KH� ORZ� ZDWHU� PDUN� LV� XVXDOO\� FRYHUHG� E\� ZDWHU��
,W� LV� WKXV� GLI¿FXOW� WR� LQIRUP� WKH� SXEOLF� RI� LWV� SUHFLVH�
location, and therefore to enforce; in addition, low 
water mark moves with erosion and accretion and is 
RIWHQ�QRW�PDUNHG�RQ�FKDUWV�RU�GH¿QHG�LQ�DQ\�SXEOLFDOO\�
available way.

�	 %RXQGDULHV� EDVHG� RQ� KLJK� ZDWHU� PDUN� PD\� FDXVH�
problems as, for example, what may appear to be 
UHODWLYHO\� VWDEOH� µOLQHV¶� FDQ� DOVR� EH� LQÀXHQFHG� E\�
erosion and accretion. Also established rights of use 
RIWHQ� UHÀHFW� WHUUHVWULDO� RZQHUVKLS� RI� WKH� DGMDFHQW�
land.

�	 ,Q�ULYHUV��HVWXDULHV�RU�QDUURZ�ED\V��WKHUH�DUH�QR�FOHDU�
SULQFLSOHV� IRU�GH¿QLQJ� ORZ�RU�KLJK�ZDWHU�DQG� LW�PD\�
be unclear as to which bays and channels are part 
of a MPA, and which may be regarded as ‘internal 
ZDWHUV¶�

Box 2

2IIVKRUH�ZDWHUV�ZLWKLQ�DQG�EH\RQG� 
QDWLRQDO�MXULVGLFWLRQ

Offshore waters are generally considered to be those 
WKDW�OLH�EH\RQG�D�FRXQWU\¶V�WHUULWRULDO�VHDV��L�H��EH\RQG����
nautical miles from shore in most cases. They include 
the major part of all Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs 
- waters under national jurisdiction out to a maximum of 
����QDXWLFDO�PLOH���DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�KLJK�VHDV�DQG�VHDEHG�
beyond the limit of national jurisdiction. For MPAs in 
offshore waters, designation should follow the 2008 
Guidelines as for any protected area. Thus, a site may 
EH�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�DQ�03$�SURYLGHG� LW�� �D��KDV�GH¿QHG�
boundaries that can be mapped; (b) is recognised by 
legal or other effective means; and (c) has distinct and 
unambiguous management aims that can be assigned 
to a particular protected area category.  

Example:

The 

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.ccamlr.org/pu/e/e_pubs/cr/09/i07.pdf
http://www.ccamlr.org/pu/e/e_pubs/cr/09/i07.pdf
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there is a long history of spatial fisheries management and a 
growing interest in spatial planning and spatial management 
of other activities that often have no stated aim or interest in 
nature conservation – it is just an incidental or apparent link. 
Understanding the IUCN protected area definition is thus 
critically important. 

Areas subject to some form of management could be MPAs 
or parts of MPAs in some cases, but MPA status should not be 
assumed and decisions must be made on a case-by-case basis, 
the essential criterion being 

http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/visit-the-reef/responsible-reef-practices/fishing
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/011/i0375e/i0375e08.pdf
http://www.eastportmpa.com/publications/Eastport_MPA6.pdf
http://www.apamo.net/index.php/library/doc_download/40-directory-of-protected-areas
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iccaregistry.org
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Programme, that documents indigenous and community 
conservation areas including in the marine environment. It aims 
to increase awareness of the biodiversity values of areas managed 
by communities, and provide a wide range of information. 
As part of this process, it is hoped that further guidance on 
implementing the IUCN categories in terrestrial and marine 
ICCAs will be developed. Additional information is available 
through the ICCA Consortium, and the primary reference for 
determining whether marine community conservation area is 
an MPA should be the 2008 Guidelines.

����*RYHUQDQFH

The IUCN protected area definition and management categories 
are ‘neutral’ about type of ownership or management authority. 
With respect to who holds decision-making and management 

http://www.iccaforum.org
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
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The marine environment has particular characteristics that 
are often absent or relatively uncommon on land. As a result, 
MPAs present management challenges that may need different 

����&KDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�WKH�PDULQH�
HQYLURQPHQW�WKDW�DIIHFW�SURWHFWHG�
DUHD�GHVLJQDWLRQ�DQG�,8&1�
FDWHJRU\�DSSOLFDWLRQ

Table 3: Characteristics of the marine environment that affect protected areas.

&KDUDFWHULVWLF� +RZ�GRHV�WKLV�FKDUDFWHULVWLF�DIIHFW�03$V"

0XOWL�GLPHQVLRQDO�
HQYLURQPHQW

03$V�DUH�GHVLJQDWHG�LQ�D�ÀXLG�PXOWL�GLPHQVLRQDO�HQYLURQPHQW��$V�D�UHVXOW��LQ�VRPH�FDVHV�GLIIHUHQW�
management may be needed at different depths. In some MPAs vertical zoning has been used to achieve 
this. In others, there may be no vertical zoning, but the management put in place may nevertheless vary with 
depth. There is a general presumption against the use of vertical zoning, as there is increasing evidence 
of strong ecological bentho-pelagic coupling (see Section 5.5 below), and the subsequent vertically tiered 
PDQDJHPHQW�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�GLI¿FXOW��LI�QRW�LPSRVVLEOH��WR�HIIHFWLYHO\�SROLFH�DQG�HQIRUFH�

7KH�VXE�VHDÀRRU�PD\�DOVR�QHHG�PDQDJHPHQW��LI�WKHUH�LV�D�SRWHQWLDO�LPSDFW�VXFK�DV�PLQLQJ�EHORZ�WKH�VHDEHG��
This is similar to the situation in terrestrial protected areas where activities such as mining might potentially 
impact on the protected area below ground. 

&XUUHQWV�DQG�WLGHV�
FDXVLQJ�ÀRZV�
LPSDFWV

03$V�DUH�VXEMHFW�WR�VXUURXQGLQJ�DQG�µXS�FXUUHQW¶�LQÀXHQFHV�IURP�WLGHV�DQG�FXUUHQWV��7KHVH�DUH�JHQHUDOO\�
outside the control of the manager or management agency and cannot be managed. Although similar to the 
situation of airborne or wind-borne impacts on terrestrial protected areas, MPAs are perhaps more consistently 
VXEMHFW�WR�VXFK�LQÀXHQFHV�

Lack of clear tenure 
RU�RZQHUVKLS

Tenure and ownership in the marine environment is often different from on land, where there is usually clear 
public or private ownership.

8QGHU�WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�&RQYHQWLRQ�RQ�WKH�/DZ�RI�WKH�6HD��81&/26���QDWLRQV�KDYH�WKH�ULJKW�WR�XVH�WKHLU�
([FOXVLYH�(FRQRPLF�=RQHV��((=V���ZKLFK�H[WHQG�IURP�VKRUH�RXW�WR�����QDXWLFDO�PLOHV��DQG�WR�HVWDEOLVK�
PDQDJHPHQW�UHJLPHV�VXFK�DV�03$V��+RZHYHU��ZLWKLQ�DQ�((=��WKHUH�LV�JHQHUDOO\�QR�LQGLYLGXDO�RZQHUVKLS�RI�
either the seabed or water column and the EEZ may often be used and accessed by all those belonging to the 
QDWLRQ�FRQFHUQHG��7KHUH�DUH�VRPH�H[FHSWLRQV��JHQHUDOO\�LQ�LQVKRUH�DUHDV��WKXV�LQ�WKH�8.��WKH�&URZQ�(VWDWH�
RZQV�DERXW�����RI�WKH�IRUHVKRUH��WLGDO�ODQG�EHWZHHQ�0HDQ�+LJK�:DWHU�DQG�0HDQ�/RZ�:DWHU�DV�ZHOO�DV�PRVW�
RI�WKH�VHDEHG�IURP�0HDQ�/RZ�:DWHU�RXW�WR����QDXWLFDO�PLOHV��L�H��WKH�WHUULWRULDO�VHD���DQG�LQ�PDQ\�FRXQWULHV��
coastal communities may own or have tenure and rights over of certain marine areas or resources, as in Fiji 
ZKHUH�ORFDO�FRPPXQLWLHV�KDYH�FXVWRPDU\�ULJKWV�RYHU�WUDGLWLRQDO�¿VKLQJ�JURXQGV�NQRZQ�DV�µTROLTROL¶��

2XWVLGH�WKH�((=V��L�H��RQ�WKH�+LJK�6HDV��WKH�RFHDQV�DUH�LQYDULDEO\�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�EH�µFRPPRQV¶�ZKLFK�PD\�
be used and accessed by all nations. MPAs can represent a legitimate restriction on such rights under the 
81&/26�RU�5HJLRQDO�6HD�$JUHHPHQWV��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�SURYLVLRQV�RI�WKH�&RQYHQWLRQ�RQ�%LRORJLFDO�'LYHUVLW\�
�&%'��RU�5HJLRQDO�)LVKHULHV�$JHQFLHV��VHH box �, page 15).

0XOWLSOH�MXULVGLFWLRQV Often the water column, seabed, sea life and foreshore are managed by different jurisdictions or government 
DJHQFLHV��ZKLFK�PD\�FUHDWH�GLI¿FXOWLHV�IRU�GHVLJQDWLRQ�DQG�PDQDJHPHQW�

'LI¿FXOWLHV�LQ�
HQIRUFHPHQW�DQG�
management

5HVWULFWLQJ�HQWU\�WR��DQG�DFWLYLWLHV�LQ��DQ�03$�LV�RIWHQ�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�WKDQ�IRU�WHUUHVWULDO�SURWHFWHG�DUHDV��DQG�
RIWHQ�LPSRVVLEOH��DV�WKHUH�DUH�XVXDOO\�PXOWLSOH�DFFHVV�SRLQWV��WKH�VLWH�LV�RIWHQ�UHPRWH�DQG�WKXV�GLI¿FXOW�DQG�
H[SHQVLYH�WR�SDWURO��DQG�XQGHU�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�ODZ��ULJKWV�RI�µLQQRFHQW�SDVVDJH¶�DUH�DIIRUGHG�WR�DOO�YHVVHOV��:KLOH�
FRQWUROOLQJ�DFWLYLWLHV�LQ�WKH�PDULQH�HQYLURQPHQW�LV�PRUH�GLI¿FXOW�WKDQ�RQ�ODQG��PRGHUQ�VDWHOOLWH�WHFKQRORJ\�LV�
making it easier.

/DFN�RI�YLVLELOLW\�
RI�IHDWXUHV�EHLQJ�
SURWHFWHG

Being unable to see sub-tidal features poses particular problems in terms of management and enforcement. 
Illegal or unregulated activities may damage features within an MPA without anyone knowing, unless 
DSSURSULDWH�PRQLWRULQJ�RU�VXUYHLOODQFH�LV�XQGHUWDNHQ��DQG�WKLV�PD\�EH�H[SHQVLYH��UHTXLULQJ�6&8%$�GLYLQJ��

%RXQGDU\�
GHPDUFDWLRQ

,W�LV�RIWHQ�GLI¿FXOW�WR�NQRZ�ZKHUH�WKH�ERXQGDU\�RI�DQ�03$�LV��ERWK�VHDZDUGV��ZKHUH�HOHFWURQLF�FKDUWV��D�*OREDO�
Positioning System (GPS) or similar technology are needed), and on the landward side where boundaries 
EDVHG�RQ�KLJK�DQG�ORZ�ZDWHU�PDUNV�PD\�EH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�ORFDWH�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RU�PD\�EH�RQO\�ORRVHO\�GH¿QHG��VHH�
discussion in Section ���). In a few cases, vertical zoning has been attempted, and horizontal boundaries 
have been established at certain depths if an MPA does not extend to either the sea surface (such as a 
SURWHFWHG�DUHD�IRU�D�VHDPRXQWV��RU�WR�WKH�VHDEHG��+RZHYHU��VXFK�ERXQGDULHV�DUH�GLI¿FXOW�LI�QRW�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�
PDUN�DQG�WKXV�HIIHFWLYH�DQG�SUDFWLFDO�FRPSOLDQFH�LV�DOVR�H[WUHPHO\�GLI¿FXOW��LI�QRW�LPSRVVLEOH��VHH�VHFWLRQ�5.5).

&RQQHFWLYLW\�EHWZHHQ�
HFRV\VWHPV�DQG�
KDELWDWV

The scale over which marine connectivity occurs can be very large. Since the extent of connectivity may be 
FULWLFDO�WR�WKH�KHDOWK�RI�DQ�03$��VXI¿FLHQWO\�ODUJH�DUHDV�PXVW�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�WR�HQVXUH�DGHTXDWH�SURWHFWLRQ�RI�
ecosystem values.

approaches to those used for protected areas in terrestrial 
environments. These are described in Table 3. 

http://www.iccaregistry.org/en/sites/1
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The 2008 Guidelines give a full description of each of the six 
categories of protected area management (Chapter 2, pages 
12-23) and Table 9 (Chapter 6, pages 57-58) provides notes 
on applying the categories to MPAs. This section expands on 
this information and provides additional notes and examples 
to improve understanding of how categories can be applied to 
MPAs.

As outlined in one of the key principles (section 2.2 above), the 
choice of category relates to the primary stated objective(s) of 
the protected area. Categories may be assigned to a whole MPA 
or a separate zone within a multiple-zone MPA (see section 5.3 
below). One problem that is difficult for category assignment in 
both marine and terrestrial protected areas is the frequent lack 
of clarity in the wording of the objectives of a protected area. 
Many MPAs have multiple objectives, having been set up with 
tourism or fisheries benefits, as well as biodiversity protection, 
in mind, and thus a primary objective may not be clearly 
identified. Nevertheless, the examples of the application of the 
categories to the MPAs cited below, and the national initiatives 
in a number of countries (e.g. Australia, Belize) to assign 
categories to all components of the MPA system, demonstrate 
that the categories can apply in the marine environment once 
they are well understood.

As with terrestrial protected areas, IUCN categories are inde-
pendent of the names of an MPA (see 2008 Guidelines, page 
11). This is important to understand, given the wide variabil-
ity in typology of MPAs both between countries and within a 
single country: e.g. marine park, marine reserve, closed area, 
marine sanctuary, MACPAs/MCPAs (marine and coastal pro-
tected areas), nature reserve, ecological reserve, replenishment 
reserve, marine management area, coastal preserve, area of con-
servation concern, sensitive sea area, biosphere reserve, 'no-take 
area', coastal park, national marine park, marine conservation 
area, marine wilderness area. In addition to the wide range of 
names, the same name or title for a MPA may mean different 
things in different countries. For example, in Kenya ‘marine 
reserves’ have a multiple use approach while in neighbouring 
Tanzania ‘marine reserves’ are strictly no-take. 

Category Ia

Strictly protected areas set aside to protect biodiversity and also 
possibly geological/geomorphological features, where human visita-
tion, use and impacts are strictly controlled and limited to ensure 
protection of the conservation values. Such protected areas can serve 
as indispensable reference areas for scientific research and monitor-
ing.

����7KH�,8&1�3URWHFWHG�$UHD�
PDQDJHPHQW�FDWHJRULHV�DV�DSSOLHG�
to MPAs

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.ccamlr.org/pu/e/e_pubs/cm/11-12/91-04.pdf
http://www.ccamlr.org/pu/e/e_pubs/cm/11-12/91-04.pdf
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(CCAMLR) is a large (93,819 km2) strictly protected marine 
area. It is assigned to category Ia (the entire CCAMLR area is 
considered to be category IV) – see Annex I for objectives.

•	 The eleven Marine Reserves within the Channel Islands 
National Marine Sanctuary, California are assigned to 
category Ia within the category IV National Park. The 
Marine Reserves are established for scientific purposes and 
to preserve biodiversity.

Zones within MPAs

•	 Macquarie Island Commonwealth Marine Reserve, Australia 
(See category IV). This MPA has a central Highly Protected 
Zone of 58,000 km2 assigned to category Ia – see Annex 2 
for objectives.

Category Ib

Usually large10 unmodified or slightly modified areas, retaining 
their natural character and influence, without permanent or 
significant human habitation, which are protected and managed 
so as to preserve their natural condition.

Primary objective

•	 To protect the long-term ecological integrity of natural areas 
that are undisturbed by significant human activity, free of 
modern infrastructure and where natural forces and processes 
predominate, so that current and future generations have the 
opportunity to experience such areas.

Other objectives

•	 To provide for public access at levels and of a type which will 
maintain the wilderness qualities of the area for present and 
future generations;

•	 To enable indigenous communities to maintain their traditional 
wilderness-based lifestyle and customs, living at low density 
and using the available resources in ways compatible with the 
conservation objectives;

•	 To protect the relevant cultural and spiritual values and non-
material benefits to indigenous or non-indigenous populations, 
such as solitude, respect for sacred sites, respect for ancestors etc.;

•	 To allow for low-impact minimally invasive educational and 
scientific research activities, when such activities cannot be con-
ducted outside the wilderness area.

1RWHV�UHODWLQJ�WR�XVH�RI�&DWHJRU\�,E

•	 In the 2008 Guidelines, Category Ib is called ‘wilderness 
area’ but the concept of ‘wilderness’ is more difficult to 
apply to the marine environment than to land. Provided a 
marine area is relatively undisturbed and free from human 
influences, qualities such as ‘solitude’, ‘quiet appreciation’ or 
‘experiencing natural areas that retain wilderness qualities’ 
can however be achieved by diving beneath the surface. 

10 Size is less often a useful guide for categories in the marine environment; 
MPAs of all categories may be large; and Category Ib MPAs may be smaller 
than Category Ia MPAs.

http://channelislands.noaa.gov/marineres/main.html
http://channelislands.noaa.gov/marineres/main.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/macquarie/index.html
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.wilderness.net/index.cfm?fuse=NWPS&sec=wildView&WID=114
http://www.nps.gov/glba/index.htm
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•	 To manage visitor use for inspirational, educational, cultural  
and recreational purposes at a level which will not cause 

http://english.knps.or.kr/Knp/Hallyeohaesang/Intro/Introduction.aspx?MenuNum=1&Submenu=Npp
http://vnpa.org.au/admin/library/attachments/PDFs/Reports/VNPA NCR Marine Conservation-small.pdf
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/zoning-permits-and-plans/zoning/zoning-guide-to-using-the-marine-park/interpreting-zones
http://www.nps.gov/nhl/designations/Lists/MICRO01.pdf
http://www.apamo.net/index.php/library/doc_download/40-directory-of-protected-areas


http://www.swcmr.org/download/download.php?file=SWC_MGMT_PLAN_FINAL.pdf
http://www.mpa.nsw.gov.au/bmp.html
http://www.dpi.nsw.gov.au/fisheries/species-protection/conservation/what/register/grey-nurse-shark#Montague-Island---Batemans-Marine-Park---Narooma
http://www.maia-network.org/homepage/marine_protected_areas/mpa_data_sheets/an_mpa_datasheet?wdpaid=388659&gid=178
http://www.iccaregistry.org/en/sites/6
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Category VI

Areas that conserve ecosystems and habitats, together with associated 
cultural values and traditional natural resource management 
systems. They are generally large, with most of the area in a natural 
condition, where a proportion is under low-level non-industrial 
sustainable natural resource management and where such use of 
natural resources compatible with nature conservation is seen as 
one of the main aims of the area. 

Primary objective

•	 To protect natural ecosystems and use natural resources 
sustainably, when conservation and sustainable use can be 
mutually beneficial.

Other objectives

•	 To promote low-level and sustainable use of natural resources, 
considering ecological, economic and social dimensions;

•	 To promote social and economic benefits to local communities 
where relevant; whilst conserving biodiversity;

•	 To facilitate inter-generational security for local communities’ 
livelihoods – therefore ensuring that such livelihoods are 
sustainable;

http://www.mcatoolkit.org/Country_Analyses/Tanzania.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/east-gippsland/index.html
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/zoning-permits-and-plans/zoning/zoning-guide-to-using-the-marine-park/interpreting-zones
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�����$SSO\LQJ�D�FDWHJRU\�WR�DQ�HQWLUH�03$

In many cases, as with terrestrial protected areas, an MPA will 
have a primary stated aim of nature conservation with a set of 
objectives that will allow the site in its entirety to be assigned 
to an IUCN protected area management category. This is the 
preferred approach, particularly where a site is small. However, 
since many large MPAs have zones with different objectives, it 
is possible to assign individual zones to different categories as 
described in section 5.4 below.  

In some exceptional cases, there may be small areas of a 
protected area allocated to uses that might not be compatible 
with the primary objective of the protected area, but which 
are clearly essential or unavoidable. Examples include tourist 
accommodation in large protected areas, where the revenue 
is essential for the maintenance of the protected area; or the 
habitation of people whose livelihoods depend on the area. 
Fishing cannot generally be considered, however, as one of 
these essential, unavoidable, or indeed appropriate activities. 

In such cases, when assigning a category, the primary objective 
of the protected area should apply to at least three quarters of 
the protected area. Known as the ‘75% rule’, as explained in 
the 2008 Guidelines (chapter 4, page 35), this means that 
the remaining 25% of land or water within a protected area 
can be managed for other essential and unavoidable purposes 
so long as these uses are compatible with the definition of 
a protected area and the management category it is being 
assigned to.   

Examples of MPAs where this applies include: 

•	 Habitation by the Moken (Sea Gypsies) in the Mu Koh 
Surin Marine National Park, Thailand (category II) (Sudara 
and Yeemin, 2011)13.

•	 The Kosi Bay Nature Reserve, a coastal/brackish protected 
area which is part of the much larger iSimangaliso Wetland 
Park in Kwazulu Natal, South Africa; within the Nature 
Reserve only the local Thonga people may harvest intertidal 
invertebrates and in the marine reserve of El Hierro Mar de 
Las Calmas, the Canary Islands, both of which are otherwise 
strictly protected.

The 75% rule is not an excuse, for example, to allow wide-
spread low level artisanal fishing within the core category I – III 
area itself. All living parts are inter-related within a marine eco-

13 Sudara, S. and Yeemin, T.  (2011). Demonstration Site Baseline Assessment 
Report: Mu Koh Surin Marine National Park, Thailand.  Unpublished case 
study for ICRAN.

����$SSO\LQJ�WKH�FDWHJRULHV� 
WR�GLIIHUHQW�]RQHV�LQ�DQ�03$

system, and closure of an area to extraction of all fish or living 
resources means just that – it is the core principle for category 
I-III MPAs as the no-take of mammals, birds and vegetation is 
for terrestrial category I-III protected areas.

������&RPELQHG�RU�DGMRLQLQJ�WHUUHVWULDO� 
DQG�PDULQH�SURMHFWHG�DUHDV�

A separate determination of the relevant IUCN category may 
be appropriate where a predominantly terrestrial protected 
area includes a marine component. In such cases, the two 
components should not necessarily be reported as two separate 

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.kznwildlife.com/old/index.php?/Kosi-Bay-Nature-Reserve-Culture.html
http://www2.gobiernodecanarias.org/agricultura/pesca/reservasmarinas/default.htm
http://www2.gobiernodecanarias.org/agricultura/pesca/reservasmarinas/default.htm
http://channelislands.noaa.gov/marineres/main.html
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
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simply allows for the concept of zoning through, for example, 
a subsequent management planning process. Figure 2 in the 
2008 Guidelines (page 38) gives a decision tree for deciding if 
a zone is suitable for having its own category. IUCN considers 
that in most cases it is not necessary to assign different categories 
to zones in protected areas, but it may be appropriate in much 
larger protected areas where individual zones are almost 
protected areas in their own right.  

Many MPAs are zoned because of their multiple use nature, 
with each zone type having different objectives and restrictions 
(some allowing greater use and removal of resources than  

Table 4: Zone types within the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park14.

Zone Name
(TXLYDOHQW�

IUCN 
category

2EMHFWLYHV Area 
�NPë�

% of
*%503

3UHVHUYDWLRQ�
Zone 

Ia to provide for the preservation of the natural integrity and values of areas 
of the Marine Park, generally undisturbed by human activities.

��� <1

6FLHQWL¿F�
Research Zone

Ia (a) to provide for the protection of the natural integrity and values of areas 
of the Marine Park, generally free from extractive activities; and

(b) subject to the objective mentioned in paragraph (a), to provide 
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�VFLHQWL¿F�UHVHDUFK�WR�EH�XQGHUWDNHQ�LQ�UHODWLYHO\�
undisturbed areas.

155 <1

Commonwealth 
,VODQGV�

II (a) to provide for the conservation of areas of the Marine Park above the 
low water mark; and

�E��WR�SURYLGH�IRU�XVH�RI�WKH�]RQH�E\�WKH�&RPPRQZHDOWK��DQG�

(c) subject to the objective mentioned in paragraph (a), to provide for 
facilities and uses consistent with the values of the area.

185 <1

0DULQH�1DWLRQDO�
Park Zone

II (a) to provide for the protection of the natural integrity and values of areas

of the Marine Park, generally free from extractive activities; and

(b) subject to the objective mentioned in paragraph (a), to provide 
opportunities for certain activities, including the presentation of the values 
of the Marine Park, to be undertaken in relatively undisturbed areas.

114530 33

Buffer Zone IV (a) to provide for the protection of the natural integrity and values of areas 
of the Marine Park, generally free from extractive activities; and

(b) subject to the objective mentioned in paragraph (a), to provide 
opportunities for:

(i) certain activities, including the presentation of the values of the Marine 
Park, to be undertaken in relatively undisturbed areas;

and

(ii) trolling for pelagic species.

9880 3

&RQVHUYDWLRQ�
Park Zone

IV (a) to provide for the conservation of areas of the Marine Park; and

(b) subject to the objective mentioned in paragraph (a), to provide 
opportunities for reasonable use and enjoyment, including limited 
extractive use.

5160 �

+DELWDW�
3URWHFWLRQ�=RQH

VI (a) to provide for the conservation of areas of the Marine Park through 
the protection and management of sensitive habitats, generally free from 
potentially damaging activities; and

(b) subject to the objective mentioned in paragraph (a), to provide 
opportunities for reasonable use.

����� ��

*HQHUDO�8VH�
Zone

VI to provide for the conservation of areas of the Marine Park, while providing 
opportunities for reasonable use.

116530 34

Total ������ ���

14 The GBRMP does not include State islands, intertidal waters, Queensland internal waters, or port areas.

others). Many Australian MPAs have been zoned. One of the 
first was the Great Barrier Reef (GBRMP) Marine Park, with 
zoning initially applied in various sections of the park in the 
1980s-90s. The initial zoning has been periodically reviewed 
and updated, and since 2003 the entire GBR has been covered 
by a single amalgamated Zoning Plan. Zoning schemes 
subsequently implemented by other jurisdictions in Australia 
(e.g. for Queensland (State) Marine Parks and the federal 
marine reserve network) have used the broad zoning framework 
developed for the GBRMP, but have modified this to suit their 
own situations. In all cases, the zones have a statutory basis and 
meet the criteria of the various IUCN categories.  

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.gbrmpa.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/3390/GBRMPA-zoning-plan-2003.pdf
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The GBRMP is a single very large MPA covering 344,400 km2 
on the north east coast of Australia, in which a wide range of 
commercial and recreational activities and uses are allowed, 
including extraction other than mining or drilling for oil. The 
zones are assigned to different categories as shown in Table 4. 

The statutory Zoning Plan for the GBRMP provides details 
on what, and where, specific activities are allowed, and which 
activities require a permit. Within each zone type, certain 
activities are allowed ‘as-of-right’ (that is, no permit is required, 
but users must comply with any legislative requirements in 
force), some specified activities can only be carried out with 
a permit, and some activities are prohibited. All the zones are 
mapped, recognised in law, and have unambiguous objectives 
that mean they can each be assigned to an IUCN category. 

�����9HUWLFDO�]RQLQJ

In a very few cases, parts of MPAs have been formally verti-
cally zoned, to take account of the three-dimensional nature of 
the marine environment. Thus a zone may be distinguished for 
part of the water column with a different management regime 
from that of the seafloor: benthic fishing is usually prohibited 

http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/huon/index.html
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Fishing and extraction of wild living resources is still very wide-
spread in the marine environment, and more so than on land 
(marine fisheries are the last wild commercial ‘harvest’ in the 
world), though hunting is obviously a significant issue for some 
terrestrial protected area. Many people thus still make their liv-
ing from the exploitation of wild marine resources. As a result, 
the conflict between fishing and MPAs tends to be a much 
greater issue than that between extraction of living resources in 
terrestrial protected areas.  

����5HODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
FDWHJRULHV�DQG�GLIIHUHQW�DFWLYLWLHV

This has implications for assignment of the IUCN protected 
area management categories to MPAs. In the conservation 
community as a whole, there is a general understanding that 
the more highly protected areas (Categories I-III) should be 
closed to extraction, and as a result these categories have be-
come associated with no-take areas. However, there are many 
who feel that limited extraction (whether for research or tra-
ditional use) carried out under appropriate management can 
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The extensive debate that has resulted (for example, Fitzsimons 
(2011) and Robb et al. (2011)15) has meant that people may 
forget that categories are not applied to protected areas according 
to management regimes (and therefore the activities being seen 
to occur), but rather according to the stated objectives. From 
IUCN’s point of view, the key point is that all activities that are 
allowed to take place within a protected area must be compatible 
with its stated conservation management objectives regardless 
of the IUCN category. If categories are assigned according to 
the management objective of an MPA, the issue of whether 
it is no-take should not be a priority during the assignment 
process, as strict regulation of exploitation is a management 

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
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should not be permitted in category I to IV MPAs. For  
example, the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Act 1975 
specifically prohibits all mining within the boundaries of the 
Great Barrier Reef Region. 

Carefully managed mining that has been risk assessed as 
causing minimal impact in a small discreet part of an MPA 
may be permissible depending on national legislation relating 

to mining in protected areas generally or in a specific MPA but 
these areas should be assigned as category V or VI. In 2000, 
IUCN called for a moratorium on subsurface exploitation 
in categories I-IV, and in 2008 extended this to a call for a 
moratorium on categories V and VI as well (IUCN Resolution 
4.136, Barcelona). However, as yet, no such agreement has 
been reached.

Table 6: Compatibility of fishing/collecting activities in different management categories – a preliminary assessment.
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Once an IUCN category is assigned and governance type 
allocated, the information should be reported to the UNEP 
World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC), 
so that information can be included in the World Database 
on Protected Areas (WDPA) and the UN List of Protected 
Areas. The WDPA is a joint product of UNEP and IUCN, 
prepared by UNEP-WCMC and IUCN WCPA working 
with governments, the Secretariats of MEAs (Multilateral 
Environmental Agreements) and collaborating NGOs. 
Reporting to the WDPA is described in the 2008 Guidelines 
(Chapter 4, pages 40-41) and is the same for both terrestrial 
and marine protected areas.  Since the process for reporting has 
expanded since 2008, it is summarised here.

There are two ways to report the assignment of a category onto 
the WDPA:

•	 Official reporting: The official UN reporting system 
for protected areas requires that the information held on 
protected areas be approved by governments. Reporting is 
voluntary, but is requested by a number of UN resolutions 
and policies, most recently in the CBD Programme of Work 
on Protected Areas. This form of reporting is government-
led, and the process is managed by UNEP-WCMC. Further 
details are given in the 2008 Guidelines (Chapter 4).

•	 Individual site reporting via the internet: It is now 
possible for anyone interested in protected areas to provide 
information and feedback to the WDPA. The public 
interface protectedplanet.net allows viewers to explore the 
world of protected areas through user friendly maps, pictures 
and information and, through a link with Wikipedia, to add 
information about individual sites. Core data on MPAs held 
on the WDPA is also available via the MPA-specific site 
protectplanetocean.net. MPA information can be accessed 
at this site via the interactive Marine Protected Area (iMPA) 
pages, which also allow MPA information to be edited and 
added. Full instructions concerning editing and adding 
information to the site (via the Google Groups application), 
and processes for checking this information, are provided on 
the iMPA site and updates to the core data are synchronised 
with the WDPA on a regular basis. Detailed Data Standards 
for the World Database on Protected Areas are available17. 

For areas in the high seas, and thus outside the extent of any 
national jurisdiction, the reporting mechanism has yet to be 
developed.

17 These can be downloaded from http://www.wdpa.org/

��	� 5HSRUWLQJ�WR�WKH�:RUOG�'DWDEDVH�
RQ�3URWHFWHG�$UHDV�DQG�WKH�81�
/LVW�RI�3URWHFWHG�$UHDV

�����5HSRUWLQJ�PXOWLSOH�FDWHJRULHV�ZLWKLQ� 
D�SURWHFWHG�DUHD

The reporting of categories for protected areas where different 
zones have different categories (such as the Great Barrier Reef ) 
is described in the 2008 Guidelines (Chapter 4, pages 36-37) 
and in section 5.4 above. In the context of MPAs, two situations 
are worth further discussion:

•	 When reporting “nested” protected areas it is important 
to ensure spatial data is correct to avoid double counting, 
and so that databases do not overstate the amount of land or 
sea that has been designated. For example, the Great Barrier 
Reef Marine Park is sometimes reported as being category VI 
overall, but within this broad area several other categories are 
also recognised, i.e. Ia, II, IV and VI, (see examples given in 
previous sections). In the case of the Macquarie Island Com-
monwealth Marine Reserve (category IV), over one third of 
the reserve (58,000 km2 out of a total of 162,000 km2) is 
designated IUCN category Ia Highly Protected Zone.  

•	 Vertical zonation can result in double counting when re-
porting on the IUCN categories. IUCN’s current advice is 
that MPAs with vertical zoning should be reported accord-
ing to the least restrictive category that has been applied 
within the site due to IUCN’s serious concerns with compli-
ance and enforcement. For example, if the benthic system 
is strictly protected and the pelagic area is open to managed 
resource use compatible with category VI, the whole area 
should be assigned a category VI. Thus Huon Common-
wealth Marine Reserve (see section 5.5) should be reported 
as IV even though the seabed is categorised as Ia.  

http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.protectedplanet.net/
http://www.protectplanetocean.org
http://www.wdpa.org/
http://www.iucn.org/about/union/commissions/wcpa/wcpa_puball/wcpa_pubsubject/wcpa_categoriespub/?1662/Guidelines-for-applying-protected-area-management-categories
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/macquarie/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/macquarie/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/huon/index.html
http://www.environment.gov.au/coasts/mpa/southeast/huon/index.html
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Annex 1. 
7KH�,8&1�SURWHFWHG�DUHD�PDWUL[�� 
D�FODVVL¿FDWLRQ�V\VWHP�IRU�SURWHFWHG�
DUHDV�FRPSULVLQJ�ERWK�PDQDJHPHQW�
FDWHJRU\�DQG�JRYHUQDQFH�W\SH
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Category Ia: 

South Orkney Islands Southern Shelf MPA 

•	 The protection of representative examples of marine 
ecosystems, biodiversity and habitats at an appropriate scale 
to maintain their viability and integrity in the long term.

•	 The protection of key ecosystem processes, habitats and 
species, including populations and life-history stages.

•	 The establishment of scientific reference areas for 
monitoring natural variability and long-term change or 
for monitoring the effects of harvesting and other human 
activities on Antarctic marine living resources and on the 
ecosystems of which they form part.

•	 The protection of areas vulnerable to impact by human 
activities, including unique, rare or highly biodiverse 
habitats and features.

•	 The protection of features critical to the function of local 
ecosystems.

•	 The protection of areas to maintain resilience or the ability 
to adapt to the effects of climate change.

Category II: 

Mu Koh Surin Marine National Park, Thailand

The main objectives of the park are:

•	 Preserve and conserve natural resource and the environ-
ment in a condition whereby they can provide sustainable 
benefits to society.

•	 Provide opportunities to the public for education, research 
and recreation that is within the park’s carrying capacity.

Category IV: 

Macquarie Island Commonwealth Marine Reserve18 (with 
a category Ia zone) 

Strategic Objectives for the Marine Reserve as a whole:

1.	To protect the conservation values of the south-eastern 
portion of the Macquarie Island Region including 
protecting:

•	 the migratory, feeding and breeding ranges of marine 
mammals and seabirds.

18 This is called the Macquarie Island Marine Park in the 2001-2008 Man-
agement Plan

�v��



Guidelines for applying the IUCN Protected Area Management Categories to Marine Protected Areas

34

Management strategies for the Habitat/Species 
Management Zones (Category IV) are:

•	 No mining operations, including petroleum and/or mineral 
exploration or extraction.

•	 Commercial fishing in accordance with a fishing concession 
granted by AFMA will be allowed in the Marine Park, 
subject to determinations or permits made by the Director 
under EPBC Regulations.

•	 Limited commercial tourism will be allowed under a permit 
issued by the Director under the EPBC Regulations.

•	 Scientific research that is compatible with the strategic 
objectives of the Marine Park and management goals for 
this zone will be allowed.

•	 In accordance with the EPBC Regulations, no dumping of 
waste or littering.

Additional management goals and management strategies 
relate specifically to scientific research and monitoring in the 
Marine Park.

Category IV: 

South Water Caye Marine Reserve, Belize  
(Wildtrack, 2009)19

Overall goal: 

To provide for the protection, wise use, understanding, and 
enjoyment of the natural resources of South Water Caye 
Marine Reserve in perpetuity.

Objectives: 

http://www.maia-network.org/homepage/marine_protected_areas/mpa_data_sheets/an_mpa_datasheet?wdpaid=388659&gid=178
http://www.maia-network.org/homepage/marine_protected_areas/mpa_data_sheets/an_mpa_datasheet?wdpaid=388659&gid=178
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