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MPAs can be crucial for sustainable conservation strategies, however they are only effective 
if designed with due consideration of adjacent coastal communities who rely on those areas 
for their livelihoods, food security and cultural practices. Based in South Africa, the objective 
of my research is to investigate the different perceptions of stakeholders about the rezoning 
of Africa’s oldest marine protected area and the resulting contestations over community 
rights and access, protection vs. use, and the implications for marine governance and human 
rights. In South Africa, MPAs created prior to 1994 (the end of the Apartheid era) 
disregarded local communities access rights to the coast and removed access entirely, with no 
consultation, marginalizing local people.  

In December 2016 the Tsitsikamma National Park Marine Protected Area was rezoned from a 
no-take to a partially open protected area with the aim of re-addressing historical exclusion 
and provide equitable access and benefits to adjacent communities. However, the rezoning 
was conducted for the interests of recreational fishers, while there was inadequate 
consultation with the community. The location of open access areas for angling has increased 
the tension between the regulating authority and the community. There has also been a 
subsequent national outcry from the public, conservation non-governmental organization 
(NGO) representatives, fisheries scientists and marine biologists who view the re-zoning as 
having been politically motivated, and detrimental towards marine conservation objectives.  

To examine this situation and the implications for sustainable marine governance, my 
research draws on 56 semi-structured key informant interviews from the nine different 
communities adjacent to the Tsitsikamma MPA, as well as with scientists, NGO and 
government officials.  A focus group with eight representatives from South African National 
Parks (the regulating authority) was also undertaken. Several key findings emerge from this 
research. First, a lack of consultation and feedback in regard to regulation changes leads to 
mistrust of other stakeholder groups and increased contestation. Second, different stakeholder 
groups can perceive the same situation in different ways, but there are shared perspectives 
about suitable consultation and contextually appropriate management inputs. Had those 
shared perspectives been incorporated as a baseline to decide what rules should be 
implemented, a regulation change that is perceived as acceptable across all stakeholder group 
would have been more likely. Third, using a bottom-up transdisciplinary approach that 
combines inter-generational local ecological knowledge, management practice from 
practitioners and expert knowledge from researchers would be the foundation for a more 
legitimate set of access rules that the managing authority and communities could legitimately 
and effectively use to govern marine resources. In conclusion, without careful consideration 
of community needs and benefits balanced with environmental goals in the context of marine 
governance, opposition and inequality will emerge and undermine opportunities for 
sustainable social and ecological outcomes. 
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