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Marine ecosystems and humans exists as coupled social ecological system where the 

wellbeing and existence of each are interdependent. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are the 

primary tool to conserve marine systems for livelihoods, but their management is fraught 

with social and ecological challenges. Many of these challenges relate to cross-scale 

interactions and trade-offs brought about by the radically open nature of MPAs, and the 

dynamic nature of the ocean, which may exacerbate scale mismatches in the application of 

global, national, and local policies. To account for scale mismatches in temporally and 

spatially variable environments, MPA management needs to take a systemic approach to 

MPAs, looking beyond only individual MPAs. 

Spatial resilience thinking has emerged as a theoretical lens through which the design and 

conceptualisation of MPAs can account for drivers at different scales as well as relevant 

variables inside and outside the system of interest, thus encouraging a more ecosystem-based 

approach to marine spatial management. 

Here we apply a spatial resilience lens to analyse scale mismatches related to national and 

local management policies in South Africa. Using a regulation-based classification system for 

MPAs, we first categorised South African MPAs according to their gazetted management 

plans and regulations to identify the similarities and differences at the park level. Next, we 

carried out interviews and a matrix to gain a deeper understanding of the alignments and 

mismatches between national policy and local scale management, with a focus on the 

ecosystem service and benefits provision. We identified several South African MPA types 

based on the activities allowed and zonation patterns within the park, ranging from no-

take/regulated access to weakly moderated extraction. Furthermore, we found that 

compartmentalisation of legislation at the national level lead to confusion and misalignments 

at the local level, while the legislation is sound the weaknesses appear to be in the application 

of the acts. Local level policy plans were better suited to the local communities’ needs, 

however issues such as lack of trust and the legacy of apartheid have posed challenges to 

these relationships. Our study contributes to the understanding of the connectivity of 

government and management structures. Furthermore, it provides insight into how cross-scale 

alignments and mismatches in policy impact on local communities and marine ecosystems. 

Thus, adding to our understanding of the role of spatial resilience in MPA design. 
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