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Executive Summary 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) can have benefits for local communities but they can 

also have negative social impacts especially when communities are not equitably included in 

decision making processes i.e. procedural equity. As equity is becoming more prominent with 

targets like “30 by 30” calling for “equitable governance” of MPAs, it is important to think about 

what equity means in practice and to identify what MPA managers are doing to govern equitably. 

We analyzed global survey results from the Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT) 

and the World Bank Scorecard (WBSD) to assess MPA managers/stakeholders perceptions of 

local community involvement in MPA management decisions. The specific questions we 

analyzed from the surveys were: “Do local communities resident or near the protected area have 

input to management decisions?”, “Do indigenous and traditional peoples resident or regularly 

using the protected area have input to management decisions?” (Stolton et al., 2007) and “Do 

stakeholders have meaningful input to management decisions?” (Staub & Hatziolos, 2004). 

These questions included quantitative data where managers/stakeholders answered the questions 

using a Likert scale (0-3) and qualitative data which includes comments explaining the 

quantitative assessments. We used the quantitative data to create a global map of procedural 

equity which had 367 MPAs and a graph of procedural equity by governance type. We used the 

qualitative data to find what activities and strategies managers were using to improve inclusive 

decision making as well as what barriers and enablers managers were facing when trying to 

include local communities in decision making.  

Our findings indicated that there were some countries that had groups of MPAs with no 

clear patterns of equity while other countries/areas had patterns of low and high procedural 

equity. Many of the groups of MPAs with high/low equity were managed by the same agencies 

which may explain why they had similar patterns of equity. The countries with lower equity can 

be targets for funding/governing agencies that are interested in improving procedural equity in 

MPAs through programs that give locals resources and agency to participate in decision making 

processes. Our findings for governance type showed that it had no significant effect on 

procedural equity, however, there were many more state governed MPAs (170) than any other 

governance type (<50) which made them hard to compare. For the qualitative results, 

respondents cited advisory bodies and consultative meetings as the most common activities 

associated with inclusive decision making. Pre-existing social context was the category with the 

most barriers to inclusive decision making. Insufficient communication was a common barrier to 

inclusive decision making but open, transparent communication was also cited as an enabler 

which shows that communication could be a good starting point to improve inclusive decision 

making. Inclusion of locals in the design/creation of the MPA was not cited often which can’t be 

changed for existing MPAs but could be considered for new MPAs. The most cited strategy to 

address the barriers or enhance the enablers was improving the relationship between 

communities and management.  

 There is currently not much research on how MPA managers are incorporating 

procedural equity in MPAs. Our research provides a baseline of what some of the main activities 

managers are carrying out/strategies they are planning to improve inclusive decision making and 

the main barriers they are facing/enablers they are leveraging in the process. These results 

highlight areas for further research and potential barriers managers might face when pursuing 

inclusive decision making as well as enablers they can leverage. NGOs, funding agencies and 

governing agencies can use these results to identify areas that they could prioritize for equity 

interventions and effective ways to improve equity in those regions.  



Global Assessment of Perceptions of Procedural Equity in Marine Protected Areas 

  

Abstract: 

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) can benefit local communities but they can also have 

negative social impacts especially when communities are not equitably included in decision 

making processes i.e. procedural equity. As equity is becoming more prominent with targets like 

“30 by 30” calling for “equitable governance” of MPAs, it is important to think about what 

equity means in practice and to identify what MPA managers are doing to govern equitably. We 

analyzed global survey results from the Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool and the World 

Bank Scorecard to assess MPA managers/stakeholders perceptions of local community 

involvement in MPA management decisions. We created a global map of procedural equity for 

367 MPAs and found some countries had groups of MPAs that had high or low equity while 

other countries had no distinct equity patterns. Our findings also showed that governance type 

had no significant effect on procedural equity, however, there were many more state governed 

MPAs (170) than any other governance type (<50). Respondents cited advisory bodies and 

consultative meetings as the most common activities associated with inclusive decision making. 

Pre-existing social context was the category with the most barriers to inclusive decision making. 

Insufficient communication was a common barrier to inclusive decision making but open, 

transparent communication was also cited as an enabler which shows that communication could 

be a good starting point to improve inclusive decision making. The most cited strategy to address 

the barriers or enhance the enablers to inclusive decision making was improving the relationship 

between communities and management. This research will help elucidate areas that potentially 

need equity interventions and what is currently being done/could be done to include local people 

in decision making.  

 

Introduction: 

The creation of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) will likely increase in the coming years 

with goals like “30 by 30” calling for 30% of global oceans to be protected by 2030 (Jones et al., 

2020). The Global South is expected to be targeted since many areas in the Global South have 

high biodiversity (Woodley et al., 2019). Most MPAs exist in nearshore waters so they will have 

social, environmental, and political impacts on local communities (UNEP-WCMC, 2021). MPAs 

can have benefits for the environment (e.g., increased fish biomass, genetic diversity, habitat 

protection, ecosystem resilience, larval export, coastal protection) and local communities 

(increased catch, material wealth) especially with adequate capacity (Gill et al., 2017; Grorud-

Colvert et al., 2021). However, the creation of MPAs have also led to disenfranchisement and 

displacement of local and indigenous communities (Gill et al., 2023).  

While local communities may experience benefits in some cases, marginalized 

communities that are most dependent on the marine environment for subsistence or their 

livelihoods are also more vulnerable to potentially bearing more costs of MPAs (Grorud-Colvert 

et al., 2021; Zafra-Calvo et al., 2019; Sowman & Sunde, 2018). This can occur due to limited 

capacity and resources of these groups to gain justice (Zafra-Calvo et al., 2019). Since they are 

dependent on the environment for food and resources, they may also be likely to not follow MPA 

rules so they can survive (Grorud-Colvert et al., 2021, Dawson et al., 2018). This creates the 

grounds for ‘paper parks’ where an MPA is established but the rules aren’t followed or enforced 

(Relano & Pauly, 2023). 



It is important to pursue equity and include local communities in the decision-making 

processes around creating and managing MPAs to prevent ‘paper parks’ but also for ethical 

reasons, so people are not disenfranchised and are treated fairly (Gurney et al., 2021; Law et al., 

2018). According to Law et al. (2018) equity is the “fair or just treatment of individuals or 

groups”. Fairness is a universal, although subjective, concept and when something is perceived 

as unfair that can lead to conflict (Haidt, 2012; Pinker, 2002; Prilleltensky, 2012; Gurney et al., 

2021). Particularly, when a policy is perceived as unfair community members are less likely to 

follow it which limits policy effectiveness (Gurney et al., 2014; Gurney et al., 2021). This 

becomes more complex when you consider that equity is multidimensional so improving equity 

in one aspect may lead to an increase or decrease of equity in another aspect. For example, an 

increase in food security from an MPA is often associated with an increase in income but an 

increase in income can also lead to conflict over resource rights (McDermott et al., 2013; Law et 

al., 2018; Gill et al., 2019). Also, equity for one person or group could hinder the equity of 

another group so it is important to identify who is most vulnerable in a community (Crosman et 

al., 2022; Gill et al., 2019). Despite the complexity of equity, many authors have created detailed 

frameworks for identifying and measuring equity. 

  

Procedural Equity & MPAs:  

A common framework of equity includes the dimensions distribution, recognition and 

procedure which are all dependent on context/enabling conditions (McDermott et al., 2013; 

IIED, 2016).  Distributional equity is “how costs and benefits are shared among stakeholders” 

(McDermott et al., 2013; IIED, 2016). Recognition means “acknowledging and respecting the 

legitimacy of rights, values, interests, priorities and human dignity” (IIED, 2016). Procedural 

equity refers to inclusion of all actors in decision making processes (McDermott et al., 2013; 

IIED, 2016). Distribution, procedural and recognition are interrelated and impact each other 

(McDermott et al., 2013; IIED, 2016; Ruano-Chamorro et al., 2022).  

Recognition is critical to procedural equity because if all stakeholder groups are not 

recognized then they will not be included in making decisions (Ruano-Chamorro et al., 2022; 

McDermott et al., 2013). Procedural equity, in turn, can improve distributional equity by giving 

people agency over decisions that determine how resources are distributed (McDermott et al., 

2013; IIED, 2016). Procedural equity is particularly relevant but often ignored regarding coastal 

and marine conservation projects (Blythe et al., 2023). Procedural equity should be considered 

from a project's conception through each step of the decision-making process because, for 

example, if locals do not like how an MPA was made then it may be harder to include them in 

management decisions if they are opposed to the existence of the MPA (IIED, 2016; McDermott 

et al., 2013, Law et al., 2018). This can be done at a basic level of including everyone equally or 

it can be done more comprehensively by recognizing whose voices have been marginalized in a 

community and giving them more agency (McDermott et al., 2013, Ruano-Chamorro et al., 

2022). Identifying who is most vulnerable in a community and building their capacity to 

participate in decision making is critical to effective procedural justice (Suiseeya & Caplow, 

2013; Ruano-Chamorro et al., 2022; Gill et al., 2019). If groups are allowed to participate but 

their opinions are not actually considered this can lead to a “legitimacy paradox”, where the 

more they participate, the less legitimate they view decisions that are made (Fudge, 2018; 

Ruano-Chamorro et al., 2022).  

            In this study, we are particularly interested in procedural equity and how local 

communities are involved in the management of MPAs since historically procedural equity has 



been ignored in marine conservation (Blythe et al., 2023). Ruano-Chamorro et al (2022) posits a 

framework of procedural justice that includes 11 criteria grouped under 3 dimensions, all of 

which are underpinned by recognition. The first dimension is ‘decision-making process 

properties’ which includes the criteria: transparency, accountability, neutrality, correctability, 

ethicality and trustworthiness. The second dimension is ‘agency’ which includes the criteria: 

voice, decision and capabilities (Ruano-Chamorro et al., 2022). The third dimension is 

‘interpersonal treatment’ which includes the criteria: respect and politeness (Ruano-Chamorro et 

al., 2022). This framework is useful when thinking about procedural equity because it identifies 

properties which can make decisions more equitable and what is needed for people to not just 

have a say in decisions but actual agency over decisions.  

  

Social Impacts of Marine Protected Areas: 

            Currently 80% of MPAs globally are state managed and only 51% had ‘inclusive 

decision-making arrangements’ (Gill et al., 2017). This may have wide ranging social impacts on 

local communities because it can affect the ability of communities to have agency in decisions 

about how the MPA is managed.  

Most MPAs do not just have positive or negative social impacts; they normally have 

synergies and tradeoffs (Gill et al., 2019). For example, increased income can often be associated 

with improved food security while loss of fishing grounds was associated with lower food 

security (Gill et al., 2019). A common tradeoff in MPA outcomes that Gill et al (2019) found 

was the increased agency through the political empowerment of one group can often lead to 

increased conflict with other community groups. Another study in Kenya showed that MPAs 

displaced local fishers but they also had higher catch because of an adjacent MPA (Cinner et al., 

2014, Gill et al., 2019). Marginalized communities that depend on the marine environment for 

subsistence are vulnerable to bearing more negative social impacts of the MPA (Grorud-Colvert 

et al., 2021; Zafra-Calvo et al., 2019; Sowman & Sunde, 2018). This can occur due to limited 

capacity and resources of these groups to gain justice (Zafra-Calvo et al., 2019). Since they are 

dependent on the environment for food and resources, they are also likely to not follow MPA 

rules so they can survive (Grorud-Colvert et al., 2021, Dawson et al., 2018). This creates the 

grounds for ‘paper parks’ where an MPA is established but the rules aren’t followed or enforced 

(Relano & Pauly, 2023). Gill et al (2019) suggests using a vulnerability framework when 

pursuing equity with the goal of promoting positive synergies for marginalized groups and 

creating tradeoffs that redistribute power to more vulnerable groups. Also, “no-take” MPAs can 

lead to more conflict and negative socioeconomic impacts especially when peoples’ livelihoods 

depend on fishing while sustainable use MPAs (allows fishing but with limits depending on fish 

stock statuses), are more likely to lead to positive socioeconomic impacts (Oldekop et al., 2016, 

Sowman & Sunde, 2018, Bennett and Dearden, 2014). 

 

Issues of environmental justice and inequity have mostly been studied for terrestrial 

systems with a gap in studies on marine systems (Blythe et al., 2023). While there is some 

research on the socioeconomic and governance impacts of MPAs, most of these studies examine 

just one MPA instead of more detailed, global studies (Sowman & Sunde, 2018; Ban et al., 

2019). There have been a few global assessments of equity in marine conservation (Blythe et al., 

2023; Gill et al., 2023; Zafra-Calvo et al., 2019), but more specific global assessments on 

procedural equity in marine systems are needed.  



            In this study, the main goals were to address some of these gaps by: (1) assessing the 

level of procedural equity in MPAs globally, primarily in the Global South, (2) examining the 

relationship between MPA procedural equity and governance type (e.g. state, co-managed, 

community managed), (3) identifying what current activities or actions MPA managers associate 

with/create to facilitate local involvement in decision making, (4) identifying pre-existing social, 

environmental or governmental barriers and enablers to local involvement in decision making 

and, (5) identifying strategies MPA managers are considering to address barriers and leverage 

enablers to local involvement in decision making.   

  

Methods: 

           We used global data from the Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT) and the 

World Bank Scorecard (WBSD) to assess local involvement in MPAs. The METT is a 

management assessment survey given to protected areas that recieve funding from the Global 

Environment Facility (GEF) and other donors (Coad et al., 2015). The WBSD is similar except it 

includes only marine protected areas (Staub & Hatziolos, 2004). Data was assessed from three 

different versions of the METT – METT 1, METT 1.3 and METT 3 (data ranged from 2004-

2017) which were sourced from the Global Database for Protected Area Management 

Effectiveness. (Coad et al., 2015; Stolton et al., 2007). We also assessed an additional METT 3 

survey that was sourced by Conservation International.  

                  The METT survey includes 30 questions given to protected area managers/stakeholders 

about how the protected area is managed and the WBSD has 34 questions about how MPAs are 

managed (Stolton et al., 2007; Staub & Hatziolos, 2004). Each survey has a question about 

stakeholder/community engagement: “Do local communities resident or near the protected area 

have input to management decisions?”, “Do indigenous and traditional peoples resident or 

regularly using the protected area have input to management decisions?” and “Do stakeholders 

have meaningful input to management decisions?” (Stolton et al., 2007, Staub & Hatziolos, 

2004, Table 1). These questions included quantitative data where managers/stakeholders 

answered the questions using a Likert scale (0-3) and qualitative data which includes comments 

explaining the quantitative assessments as shown in Table 1 (Stolton et al., 2007). A score of “0” 

means that there is “no input” of locals/indigenous groups/stakeholders (depending on the 

question) in MPA management decisions, “1” means there is “some input… but no direct 

role/involvement in management”, “2” means communities “directly contribute to some 

(management) decisions” and “3” means communities “directly participate in all relevant 

(management) decisions” (Table 1). We also looked at the responses to additional points 24a, 

24b and 24c but we only included the responses that directly related to our research questions so 

24a was included often but 24b and 24c were less relevant (Table 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 1: Management Effectiveness Track Tool (METT) and MPA World Bank Scorecard 

(WBSD) survey questions-  Question 23, 24 are from METT while question 15 is from WBSD 

 

 

 
 

Combining Datasets & Spatial MPA Data: 

 Each version of the METT survey had similar questions but in different orders with 

different column names. We standardized all the column names in each dataset to match the 

column names in METT 3 and any that didn’t match to METT 3 were matched to METT 1. Once 

each dataset was standardized and aligned, we combined all the datasets into one dataset with a 

column identifying which dataset each entry was from. To identify which entries were MPAs, we 

joined the combined dataset to the World Database on Protected Areas (WDPA) (March 2024 

version), using the WDPA ID column and the Marine Protected Areas spatial database created 

by Gill et al 2017. The WDPA database has a marine column with values, “0 (100% terrestrial 

PA), 1 (coastal: marine and terrestrial PA) and 2 (100% marine PA)” (UNEP-WCMC, 2016). 

We filtered the data to only include 1 and 2 - coastal and marine protected areas (UNEP-WCMC, 

2016).  

 We pulled spatial data (shapefiles) from the WDPA that matched the WDPA IDs from 

the MPAs in our combined database using the wdpar function in R. We joined the spatial data 

(WDPA and Gill et al., 2017) with the combined database using the most recent assessments for 



each MPA to create a shapefile of our combined data. The shapefile was then imported into 

ArcGIS Pro and symbolized with a graduated color scheme.  

  

Governance Type Statistics: 

 The METT surveys had information about the management authority for each MPA. 

Respondents could check the following options: state (national government), community, 

substate (local government), private and NGO. We put any responses that were true for both 

state and another management authority in its own column called “shared” to denote shared 

management. We compared procedural equity between state (state, sub-state) and non-state 

(community, shared, private, NGO) authorities using a Mann-Whitney U test which is a non-

parametric test for two groups. This test determines the probability that procedural equity 

distribution for state authorities is the same as for procedural equity distribution for non-state 

authorities as the null hypothesis. 

 

Thematic Coding of Procedural Equity Data:  

 Once the data was filtered to only include coastal and marine protected areas, there were 

890 responses although not all of them had the “Comments” and “Next steps” sections filled out. 

We were interested in coding for 4 questions: 1) What actions/activities do respondents (e.g. 

MPA managers) associate with/carry out to facilitate local involvement in decision making?, 2) 

What are some of the barriers to local involvement in decision making?, 3) What are some of the 

enablers to local involvement in decision making? and, 4) What strategies are respondents 

considering or applying to address barriers (or to leverage enablers)? We created subcategories 

for question 2 and 3 of “endogenous” and “exogenous”. “Endogenous” referred to 

barriers/enablers that were attributes or processes of the MPA including its management and 

“exogenous” referred to factors that were beyond the control of or pre-dated the MPA.  

We used both inductive and deductive thematic coding to analyze our data. Inductive 

coding refers to reading through the data first and then coming up with themes while deductive 

coding relies on pre-existing knowledge/frameworks to come up with themes (Naeem et al., 

2023). Since we already had our 4 research questions defined, we started by using a deductive 

coding approach. A collaborator and I independently identified quotes from each response that 

answered our research questions. For the responses that we coded differently, a third collaborator 

was the tiebreaker. For example, if one person coded a response as an activity but the other 

person coded it as an enabler then the third person would decide whether it was an activity or 

enabler. After we finalized which responses answered our questions, we used an inductive 

coding approach to read through the quotes we selected from the responses and identified 

common themes for each question. An example of a theme we found for activities was 

“Existence of advisory/consultative body” (Table 2). Then, we read through the quotes again and 

coded the responses based on our identified themes (Table 2, 3, 4, 5). These themes were further 

grouped into broader categories for each question (Table 2, 3, 4, 5). For example, the themes 

“Lack of capacity”, “Insufficient communication” and “No official management plan” were all 

grouped into the category MPA management (Table 3). For barriers and enablers to inclusive 

decision making, the endogenous categories (within MPA) were “MPA design”, “MPA 

management”, “MPA governance” and “Relationship” (Table 3, 4). The exogenous categories 

(outside of MPA) were “Political context” and “Social context” (Table 3, 4). Some of the 

categories for activities and strategies were analogous i.e. “Advisory bodies'' and “Planned 

advisory bodies” but others were not i.e. “Design” and “Relationship Improvement'' (Table 2, 5). 



The strategies for inclusive decision making addressed some of the barriers to inclusive decision 

making, for example, the “Relationship Improvement” category has the theme “Increasing 

communication & relationship building” which helps address the barrier “Insufficient 

communication. (Table 3, 5). 

 

 

 

Table 2: Actions & activities associated with/created to facilitate local involvement in decision 

making 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 3: Pre-existing social, environmental or governmental barriers to local involvement in 

decision making in MPAs 

 



Table 4: Pre-existing social, environmental or governmental enablers to local involvement in 

decision making in MPAs 

 

 
 



Table 5: Strategies to address barriers or leverage enablers to local involvement in decision 

making 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Results: 

Global Procedural Equity: 

 Figure 1 shows a map of the 367 MPAs with the light yellow/pink representing lower 

procedural equity scores and the darker pinks representing higher scores. There were 72 MPAs 

with a score of 0 (no local input into management decisions), 132 MPAs with a score of 1 (some 

local input into discussions relating to management), 113 MPAs with a score of 2 (locals 

“directly contribute to some decisions relating to management”) and 50 MPA with a score of 3 

(locals directly participate in all relevant management decisions) (Table 1, Figure 1). Thus, there 

were more MPAs with mid-range scores (1, 2) where there is “some involvement” of locals in 

decision making than the more extreme scores (0, 3). In Russia, eastern Europe and part of the 

middle east (Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, Iran), most of the MPAs had low procedural equity with 

scores of 0 and 1. In the Caribbean, the MPAs around Cuba also had low procedural equity with 

scores of 0 and 1 while the MPAs around Jamaica had higher procedural equity with scores of 2 

and 3. In Southeast Asia, Indonesia had variable scores with most areas having lower procedural 

equity with some spots of high procedural equity. Around West Papua, the MPAs had high 

procedural equity with scores of 3.  

 

 
Figure 1: Map of Perceptions of Procedural equity in Marine Protected Areas  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



MPA Governance & Procedural Equity: 

 170 MPAs were state (national government) managed, 8 had shared management, 15 

were community managed, 28 were managed through local governments (sub-state), 2 were 

privately managed and 14 were managed by an NGO (Figure 2). We compared state (state, sub-

state) to non-state governance (shared, community, private, NGO) through a Mann-Whitney U 

test and got a p-value of 0.286. This shows there is no significant difference between state and 

non-state governance of MPAs (Figure 3).   

 

 
Figure 2: Procedural equity scores in MPAs by Governance type 

 



 
Figure 3: Procedural equity scores for state vs. non-state governed MPAs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Activities, Barriers, Enabler and Strategies related to Procedural Equity: 

We found 306 responses related to our research questions with 143 responses coded for 

activities, 141 coded for barriers, 62 coded for enablers and 114 coded for strategies. For 

activities that managers associated with inclusive decision making, we found 5 broader level 

categories with multiple themes. The main categories were advisory bodies, consultative 

activities, joint management, design and decentralized governance (Table 2). Advisory body, 

which refers to councils or committees that have local representation, was the most common 

theme cited by respondents for activities carried out to improve inclusive decision making (46% 

of total responses for activities) (Figure 4). Consultative activities which refer to meetings and 

direct communications with locals were the next most cited making up 31% of total responses 

for activities (Figure 4). Design (park design, management plan), decentralized governance (co-

management, locally run MPA) and joint management (certain decisions made between 

government and local community) were the least cited at 10%, 9% and 4% respectively (Figure 

4).  

Based on the survey responses, the categories we found for barriers and enablers to 

inclusive decision making were MPA design, MPA management, MPA governance, relationship, 

political context and social context (Table 3, 4). The most cited barriers were related to pre-

existing social context (23%) e.g. conflicting priorities within the community, existing 

community characteristics, and lack of trust between the community and government (Table 3, 

Figure 5). MPA management (20%) and pre-existing political context (20%) were the categories 

with the next most cited barriers. Barriers to inclusive decision making in the MPA management 

category included lack of capacity (ex. staff, funds), insufficient communication (complete lack 

of communication or infrequent, unstructured communication) and no official management plan 

(Table 3).  

The most cited enablers to inclusive decision making were in the categories MPA 

management (32%) and pre-existing political context (29%) (Figure 6). The enablers for the 

MPA management category included having a pre-existing management agreement, open 

communication/transparency, community members as park staff, systematizing needs (through 

surveys) and education/awareness programs for the MPA (Table 4). The enablers related to pre-

existing political context included having an existing enabling legal, regulatory and policy 

framework (e.g. laws the enable inclusive decision making), traditional management of resources 

and local ownership of land/resources (through government) (Table 4). The least cited enablers 

were in the MPA design category (3%) and the relationship (between the local community and 

management) category (3%) (Figure 6). The enablers to the MPA design category included local 

ownership of land/resources (through MPA) and the enablers to the relationship category 

included good relations between management and community (Table 4).  

The categories for strategies that respondents are considering to address barriers or 

leverage enablers to inclusive decision making were planned advisory body, relationship 

improvement, governance change, management plan change and other programs (Table 5). The 

category relationship improvement (50%), which refers to improving the relationship between 

locals and MPA management, had the most cited strategies (Table 5, Figure 7). The strategies for 

relationship improvement included education about the park, socialization processes (allows 

communities to have rights and responsibilities relating the MPA), increasing 

communication/relationship building, increasing support for locals (financial, social), 

encouraging participation/involvement of locals in management and increasing representation of 

local communities in management decisions (Table 5). The categories with the fewest cited 



strategies were governance change (7%) and other programs (5%) (Figure 7). The strategies for 

governance change included decentralized governance and the introduction of a governance 

structure (Table 5). The strategies for other programs included non-governmental schemes, 

payment for ecosystem services schemes, introduction/establishment of the MPA, and 

monitoring mechanisms for involvement (Table 5).  

 

 

 
Figure 4: Number of responses for actions & activities associated with/created to facilitate local 

involvement in decision making as reported by survey respondents (n= 143) 

 



 
Figure 5: Number of responses for barriers to local involvement in decision making in MPAs as 

reported by survey respondents (n= 62) 

 

 
Figure 6: Number of responses for enablers to local involvement in decision making in MPAs as 

reported by survey respondents (n= 114) 

 



 
Figure 7: Number of responses for strategies to address barriers or leverage enablers to local 

involvement in decision making as reported by survey respondents (n= 141) 

 

Discussion: 

Our findings indicated that there were some countries that had groups of MPAs with no 

clear patterns of equity while other countries had patterns of low and high procedural equity. 

Many of the groups of MPAs with high/low equity were managed by the same agencies which 

may explain why they had similar patterns of equity. The countries with lower equity like Cuba 

can be targets for NGOs, funding agencies and governing agencies that are interested in 

improving procedural equity in MPAs through programs that give locals resources and agency to 

participate in decision making processes relating to the MPA. A limitation to our dataset was that 

only countries that were receiving funding from the GEF (and a few other funding agencies) had 

an incentive to take the surveys so countries like the United States, Canada and Australia had 

little to no data. 

Although no significant difference was found in procedural equity between different 

governance types, a limitation was that there was not a lot of data for governance types other 

than state governed so it was difficult to compare the different governance types. There were 

fewer shared and community-based governance compared to state governance of MPAs. The 

reason for more state governed MPAs could be because governments are often the ones that are 

called on to create MPAs (targets like 30 by 30) and for marine spaces governments often have 

jurisdiction. Other factors that could influence MPA governance could be funding from NGOs, 

especially if they are deciding who will be governing and managing the MPA. While 

governments/NGOs may be hesitant to give some of their power to local/other actors, this could 

ultimately benefit them because community members are more likely to follow policies if they 

are part of decision-making processes (Gurney et al., 2014). 



 However, being included in the decision-making process is not always enough. Although 

advisory bodies and consultative activities were highly cited, this does not necessarily mean that 

those activities effectively facilitated decision making. For example, a respondent from Coiba 

National Park in Panama said, “The representative of fishermen in the Park Board indicated that 

it is difficult for them to influence decisions as he in only one.” This shows the need for local 

communities to not only be consulted but effectively included in a way that truly influences 

decisions. Similarly, one of the most cited strategies was relationship improvement and while 

this is a good start it doesn’t necessarily give communities agency over decisions or ensure that 

their opinions are incorporated in the final decision. For both activities and strategies, 

decentralizing governance (making community members co-managers) was one of the least cited 

themes. While the impacts of decentralizing governance on procedural equity in MPAs is still 

being studied, it has the potential to improve procedural equity by giving communities more 

power and agency to influence decisions especially if communities are leading decisions 

(Bennett et al., 2021). Future research should be done on the impacts of decentralization on 

procedural equity especially in the context of MPAs.  

The most cited barriers to inclusive decision making were related to the pre-existing 

social context of the regions the MPAs were in. One theme within the social context category 

included conflicting priorities within a community - a potential way for managers to address this 

is through conflict resolution workshops. Another theme within social context was existing 

community characteristics which included factors like communities (ex. indigenous groups) 

being hard to reach. For example, the respondent from Bay Island Park in Honduras said, “The 

descendants of the indigenous population are inconspicuous” and the respondent from Ilot 

Gabriel and Flat Island Park in Mauritius said, “The nearest local community lives 11km away 

on the North coast of Mauritius.” These barriers could be addressed by having better capacity 

(funds, staff) especially since lack of capacity is one of the main barriers to MPA management 

(Gill et al., 2017). If there is more staff and funding, then managers would have more resources 

to reach out to these local communities that are harder to access.  

The MPA management category had a relatively high percentage of barriers (20%) and 

enablers (32%) (Figure 5). Insufficient communication (none, low frequency) was a barrier 

within the MPA management category and open communication/transparency was an enabler 

(Table 4). Improving communication is relatively more within managements’ control so this is a 

great place for managers to start improving inclusive decision making. One of the main strategies 

was improving relationships with locals by increasing communication so many managers already 

are considering this and if done properly, better communication can lead to more trust which 

would provide a good foundation for more inclusive decision making.  

The least cited enablers were in the MPA design (3%) and relationship (between 

communities and managers) (3%) categories (Figure 6). This low percentage of enablers in the 

relationship category further emphasizes the need for managers to take active steps to improve 

their relations with communities. The low percent of enablers (3%) and activities (9%) in the 

MPA design category does not necessarily mean that there is less inclusion of communities in 

the creation and delineation of MPAs (Figure 4, 6). However, it does warrant further research 

and questions for MPA managers/stakeholders to clarify if/how locals are included in decisions 

related to MPA design. Also, while inclusion of locals in the design of an MPA can’t be changed 

for existing MPAs, it can be considered for new MPAs that have not been developed yet. While 

inclusion of locals in management is important, it is critical to include communities in the actual 



creation of the MPA because if communities are unhappy with the existence/creation of the MPA 

then it will likely be more difficult to include them in management.  

 

Conclusion: 

 There is currently not much research on how MPA managers are incorporating 

procedural equity in their management. Our research provides a baseline of what some of the 

main activities managers are carrying out/strategies they are planning to improve decision 

making and the main barriers they are facing/enablers they are leveraging for inclusive decision 

making. Our research found that state governed MPAs were most common while decentralized 

governance was least common and that pre-existing existing social context had the most barriers 

to inclusive decision making. These results highlight areas for further research and potential 

barriers managers might face when pursuing inclusive decision making as well as enablers they 

can leverage. NGOs, funding agencies and governing agencies can use these results to identify 

areas that they could prioritize for equity interventions and effective ways to improve equity in 

those regions.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Bibliography: 

Ban, N.C., Gurney, G.G., Marshall, N.A. et al. (2019). Well-being outcomes of marine protected 

areas. Nature Sustainability, 2, 524–532.  

 

Bennett, N. J., & Dearden, P. (2014). Why local people do not support conservation: Community 

perceptions of marine protected area livelihood impacts, governance and management in 

Thailand. Marine Policy, 44, 107–116.  

 

Bennett, N. J., Katz, L., Yadao-Evans, W., Ahmadia, G. N., Atkinson, S., Ban, N. C., Dawson, 

N. M., de Vos, A., Fitzpatrick, J., Gill, D., Imirizaldu, M., Lewis, N., Mangubhai, S., Meth, L., 

Muhl, E.-K., Obura, D., Spalding, A. K., Villagomez, A., Wagner, D., … Wilhelm, A. (2021). 

Advancing Social Equity in and Through Marine Conservation. Frontiers in Marine Science, 8.  

 

Bennett, N.J. and Satterfield, T. (2018). Environmental governance: A practical framework to 

guide, design, evaluation, and analysis. Society for Conservation Biology, 11(6), 1-13.  

 

Blythe, J. L., Gill, D. A., Claudet, J., Bennett, N. J., Gurney, G. G., Baggio, J. A., Ban, N. C., 

Bernard, M. L., Brun, V., Darling, E. S., Franco, A. D., Epstein, G., Franks, P., Horan, R., 

Jupiter, S. D., Lau, J., Lazzari, N., Mahajan, S. L., Mangubhai, S., … Zafra-Calvo, N. (2023). 

Blue justice: A review of emerging scholarship and resistance movements. Cambridge Prisms: 

Coastal Futures, 1, e15.  

 

Cinner, J.E., Daw, T., Huchery C., Thoya, P., Wamukota, A., et al. (2014). Winners and losers in 

marine conservation: fishers’ displacement and livelihood benefits from marine reserves. Society 

& Natural Resources, 27(9), 994–1005  

 

Coad, L. et al. (2015) Measuring impact of protected area management interventions: current and 

future use of the Global Database of Protected Area Management Effectiveness. Philos. Trans. 

R. Soc. B Biol. Sci. 370, 20140281. 

 

Crosman, K. M., Allison, E. H., Ota, Y., Cisneros-Montemayor, A. M., Singh, G. G., Swartz, 

W., Bailey, M., Barclay, K. M., Blume, G., Colléter, M., Fabinyi, M., Faustman, E. M., Fielding, 

R., Griffin, P. J., Hanich, Q., Harden-Davies, H., Kelly, R. P., Kenny, T.-A., Klinger, T., … 

Spalding, A. K. (2022). Social equity is key to sustainable ocean governance. Npj Ocean 

Sustainability, 1(1), 1–9.  

 

Dawson, N., Martin, A., & Danielsen, F. (2018). Assessing Equity in Protected Area 

Governance: Approaches to Promote Just and Effective Conservation. Conservation Letters, 

11(2), e12388. 

 

Day, J., Dudley, N., Hockings, M., Holmes, G., Laffoley, D., Stolton, S., Wells, S. and Wenzel, L. 

(eds). (2019). Guidelines for applying the IUCN protected area management categories to marine 

protected areas. Second edition. IUCN, Gland, Switzerland.  

 

Fisher, R.J., (1989). Indigenous systems of common property forest management in Nepal. 

Working Paper No. 18. Environmental and Policy Institute of East West Center, Hawaii.  



Franks, P. and Schreckenberg, K. (2016). Advancing equity in protected area conservation. 

IIED. Available at https://www.iied.org/17344iied 

 

Fraser, N., (2009). Scales of Justice: Reimagining Political Space in a Globalizing World 

Columbia University Press. 

Fudge, M. (2018). Participation and representation in governing multiple-use marine ecosystems. 

Australian Journal of Maritime & Ocean Affairs, 10, 263–279.   

Gill, D. A., Blythe, J., Bennett, N., Evans, L., Brown, K., Turner, R. A., Baggio, J. A., Baker, D., 

Ban, N. C., Brun, V., Claudet, J., Darling, E., Di Franco, A., Epstein, G., Estradivari, Gray, N. J., 

Gurney, G. G., Horan, R. P., Jupiter, S. D., … Muthiga, N. A. (2023). Triple exposure: Reducing 

negative impacts of climate change, blue growth, and conservation on coastal communities. One 

Earth, 6(2), 118–130.  

 

Gill, D. A., Cheng, S. H., Glew, L., Aigner, E., Bennett, N. J., & Mascia, M. B. (2019). Social 

Synergies, Tradeoffs, and Equity in Marine Conservation Impacts. Annual Review of 

Environment and Resources, 44(Volume 44, 2019), 347–372.  

 

Gill, D.A., Mascia, M.B., Ahmadia, G.N., Glew, L., Lester, S.E. et al. (2017). Capacity shortfalls 

hinder the performance of marine protected areas globally. Nature, 543(7647), 665-669.  

 

Grasso, M., (2007). A normative ethical framework in climate change. Climatic Change, 81, 

223–246. 

 

Gurney, G.G., Cinner, J., Ban, N.C., Pressey, R.L., Pollnac, R., Campbell, S.J., Tasidjawa, S., 

Setiawan, F., (2014). Poverty and protected areas: An evaluation of a marine integrated 

conservation and development project in Indonesia. Global Environmental Change, 26, 98–107.  

 

Gurney, G. G., Mangubhai, S., Fox, M., Kiatkoski Kim, M., & Agrawal, A. (2021). Equity in 

environmental governance: Perceived fairness of distributional justice principles in marine co-

management. Environmental Science & Policy, 124, 23–32.  

 

Grorud-Colvert, K., Sullivan-Stack, J., Roberts, C., Constant, V., Horta E Costa, B., Pike, E. P., 

Kingston, N., Laffoley, D., Sala, E., Claudet, J., Friedlander, A. M., Gill, D. A., Lester, S. E., 

Day, J. C., Gonçalves, E. J., Ahmadia, G. N., Rand, M., Villagomez, A., Ban, N. C., … 

Lubchenco, J. (2021). The MPA Guide: A framework to achieve global goals for the ocean. 

Science (New York, N.Y.), 373(6560), eabf0861. 

 

Haidt, J. (2012). The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by Politics and Religion. 

Pantheon/Random House, New York, NY, US.  

Jones, K.R., Klein, C.J., Grantham, H.S., Possingham, H.P., Halpern, B.S., Burgess, N.D., 

Butchart, S.H.M., Robinson, J.G., Kingston, N., Bhola, N., Watson, J.E.M., (2020). Area 

Requirements to Safeguard Earth's Marine Species, One Earth, 2(2), 188-196. 

https://www.iied.org/17344iied


Jupiter, S. (2017). Culture, Kastom and conservation in Melanesia: What happens when 

worldviews collide? Pacific Conservation Biology, 23, 139–145.  

Law, E. A., Bennett, N. J., Ives, C. D., Friedman, R., Davis, K. J., Archibald, C., & Wilson, K. 

A. (2018). Equity trade-offs in conservation decision making. Conservation Biology, 32(2), 294–

303.  

Lee, E. (2016). Protected areas, vountry and value: The nature-culture tyranny of the IUCN’s 

protected area guidelines for Indigenous Australians. Antipode, 48, 355–374.  

Lockwood, M., Davidson, J., Curtis, A., Stratford, E., & Griffith, R. (2010). Governance 

principles for natural resource management. Society and Natural Resources, 23, 986–1001.  

McDermott, M., Mahanty, S., & Schreckenberg, K. (2013). Examining equity: A 

multidimensional framework for assessing equity in payments for ecosystem services. 

Environmental Science & Policy, 33, 416–427.  

 

Myers, R. and Muhajir, M. (2015). Searching for Justice: Rights vs ‘Benefits’ in Bukit Baka 

Bukit Raya National. Conservation Society, 13, 370–81 

 

Naeem, M., Ozuem, W., Howell, K., & Ranfagni, S. (2023). A Step-by-Step Process of Thematic 

Analysis to Develop a Conceptual Model in Qualitative Research. International Journal of 

Qualitative Methods, 22, 16094069231205789.  

 

O.E.D., (2023). Oxford English Dictionary. Online at: http://oxforddictionaries.com 

 

Oldekop, J.A., Holmes, G., Harris, W.E., Evans, K.L. (2016). A global assessment of the social 

conservation outcomes of protected areas. Conservation Biology, 30, 133–141.  
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