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Private Sector Management
of Marine Protected Areas:
The Chumbe Island Case
SIBYLLE RIEDMILLER

1This paper is based on a presentation to the ICRI-International Trop-
ical Marine Ecosystems Management Symposium (ITMEMS), No-
vember 23–26., 1998, Townsville, Australia. A shorter version has
been published in the InterCoast Newsletter, No. 34, Spring 1999,
Coastal Resources Center, University of Rhode Island, USA.

ABSTRACT
The number of privately managed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
is small but increasing. Chumbe Island Coral Park (CHICOP),
established in 1991 and possibly the first fully functioning
MPA in Tanzania, provides an interesting illustration of issues
that arise with the instalment of a privately created and
managed protected area. Challenges caused by the legal and
institutional environment for private investment in conserva-
tion resulted in much higher costs than originally anticipated.
The history of CHICOP, management experiences, problems
and achievements in the legal and institutional environment of
Zanzibar, Tanzania are described and lessons learned are
summarised. Management costs of the privately established and
managed park are only a fraction of what is normally needed
for donor-funded projects through government agencies. Out
of necessity, income-generating activities are more developed
and successful, thus creating much better prospects of sustain-
ability. Risks for private investors remain high though due to the
generally unfavourable investment climate, the volatile tourism
market and the lack of long-term security of tenure. Because of
these risks, and the more noticeable conservation impact on the
ground, a case is made for more donor support to direct
resource users from both the informal and formal private
sectors, including to privately managed marine protected areas.1

1. INTRODUCTION

It is widely recognised that Marine Protected Areas
(MPAs) play a crucial role both in biodiversity conserva-
tion and in coral and fish stock replenishment. The
main obstacle to successful management of tropical
coastal ecosystems including protected areas is the lack
of political will and/or financial resources. This has led
to a large number of so called ‘paper parks’, i.e. parks
that only exist in the books, but where no active man-
agement is present. The main reason is that governments
assign low priority and insufficient financial resources to
pay for the infrastructure, training, education, and a
host of recurrent costs, despite the true benefits generat-
ed by protected areas. This is especially true in develop-
ing countries.

Besides government funding, revenues for park man-
agement can be generated from activities in and around
the protected area. User fees, accommodation charges,
tour guide services, royalties, charges on research and
fees for game permits, restaurant charges and private
donations are other potential sources of revenues (Dixon
& Sherman 1990). These could help the park become a
conservation success without being a financial burden to
the government and the donor community.

One step beyond this option are so-called entrepre-
neurial marine protected areas (Colwell 1998), where
the government has actually handed over the day-to-day
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management to a private entity, typically an ecotourism
establishment or an NGO. This can be done for part of
the total management, such as day-to-day enforcement
but it can also be a complete hand-over of responsibili-
ties, for instance through a performance contract. It is
also possible that private entities, be they enterprises or
NGOs, can actually buy up or lease certain areas of high
biodiversity with the aim of protecting the biodiversity
of these areas. For instance, The Nature Conservancy
(TNC) buys large amounts of land in the United States
with endangered resources and manages these privately.
In the Netherlands, the Stiching Natuurmonumenten,
the largest Dutch environmental NGO, similarly owns
considerable areas of land, wetland as well as cultural
heritage sites that the foundation keeps under protected
management.

In this paper, a private entity, the Chumbe Island
Coral Park Ltd., is discussed as an example of a protected
area that has been privately created through agreements
with the local government and where the private entity
is trying its best to balance conservation management
and commercial feasibility.

Though operations follow commercial principles, the
project is non-commercial, as profits from the tourism
operations are -re-invested in conservation area manage-
ment and free island excursions for local schoolchildren.
The overall aim is to create a model of sustainable con-
servation area management where ecotourism supports
conservation and education.

The paper is structured as follows. Sections 2 and 3
look at private protected areas as a conservation manage-
ment model and at the legal and institutional aspects of
this model, with specific reference to the Chumbe Island
case study. Section 4 gives a brief history of the Chumbe
Island Coral Park. Section 5 discusses the financial via-
bility of the Park. Section 6 discusses the lessons learned
from the Chumbe case. Finally, sections 7 and 8 discuss
the challenges in coral reef conservation and outline
some major conclusions.

2. PRIVATE PROTECTED AREAS AS A CON-
SERVATION MANAGEMENT MODEL

In spite of the considerable economic potential of nature
reserves through tourism, the sustainable management
of nature reserves by central government agencies has
proven difficult in many African and Asian countries.
This is because supportive institutions are often weak
and revenues generated by tourism are normally not re-
invested in the management of the reserve and in related
services. In addition, nature reserves managed by gov-
ernments often suffer from conflicting interests among
different user groups, particularly between traditional
users and tourism interests.

Attempts are being made to overcome these problems
by devolving authority for wildlife conservation to local
communities. These efforts are increasingly favoured by
donor agencies and therefore attract considerable fund-
ing. However, government agencies find it difficult to
actually transfer authority and funds to local levels, and
local communities have limited management capabili-
ties, particularly where there is no tradition of resource
management (Scheinman & Mabrook 1996). As a con-
sequence, privately managed protected areas are now
beginning to be acknowledged as a viable alternative.
Indeed, all over the world, new environmental legisla-
tion is being put in place to specifically allow for pro-
tected area management powers to be delegated to pri-
vate entities. This has also occurred in Zanzibar.

A review of private wildlife conservation initiatives in
selected African countries showed that more than half of
all protected areas in South Africa are under private
ownership and management. Namibia, Botswana and
Kenya also have a considerable number of private pro-
tected areas (Watkins et al. 1996). As the authors ob-
served, “Countries which have had free-market econo-
mies for a long time and in which the purchase of
freehold property is permitted, have attracted private
individuals and corporate bodies to invest in conserva-
tion-oriented initiatives”.

The study further concluded that “The private sector
makes an invaluable contribution to biodiversity conser-
vation”, and that “Private protected areas provide a vari-
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ety of important conservation and other services. These
include providing safe havens, the breeding of endan-
gered species in the wild for subsequent re-introduction,
ecological tourism and sustainable use of wildlife”. In
some cases, the conservation role of private protected
areas is crucial for the survival of particular endangered
species. The overall conclusion of the study was that
“There is much to learn from the private sector, particu-
larly with respect to the economics of managing protect-
ed areas through sustainable use of wildlife resources,
ecotourism and other enterprises”.

The private sector is also beginning to be seen as
a management option for marine protected areas
(MPAs). Reviewing cases of successful private initiatives
in coral reef conservation in the Philippines and Hon-
duras, Colwell (1999) suggested that ‘entrepreneurial
MPAs’ may perform several valuable functions. They
protect discrete areas that serve as refuges for threatened
marine life, build local capacity in MPA awareness, sup-
port and management, act as test cases for MPA man-
agement techniques and provide core areas around
which larger MPAs could be developed. By establishing
effective on-site management more easily than with
more traditional government-formed MPAs, entrepre-
neurial MPAs provide the quick success stories that
planners and managers need in order to convince a
broader audience of the value of MPAs. Colwell con-
cludes that “for the immediate future, private manage-
ment of small-scale MPAs may well be the key to suc-
cessful conservation in a number of coral reef areas that
otherwise would have little or no hope of meaningful
protection”.

Though endowed with a wealth of natural resources,
which have a high conservation value, Tanzania so far
has not attracted private investment in conservation.
Two decades of poor economic policy resulted in the
near collapse of the economy and made the country
highly dependent on donor funding. This was com-
pounded by the fact that tourism was not encouraged
until recently and therefore the full revenue potential of
conservation areas could not be realised. However,
changes in donor policies have encouraged Tanzania

since the mid-eighties to undergo policy reforms in the
direction of economic liberalisation and environmental
sustainability. Private investment is encouraged in general
and tourism is expected to become one of the leading
economic sectors in the country, with an official emphasis
on the concept of ecotourism.

On the conservation side, Tanzania traditionally has a
well-established system of world-renowned terrestrial
protected areas, while the several marine parks designated
along the coast in the early seventies exist on paper only
(Jameson et al. 1995), as rampant dynamite fishing and
other destructive fishing methods have damaged many
coral reefs most likely beyond recovery (UNEP-RSRS
1989).

3. THE LEGAL AND
INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENT

At the start of the CHICOP project in the early nineties,
liberalisation of the economy had been initiated. How-
ever, the still predominantly state-controlled legal and
institutional environment of Zanzibar/Tanzania did not
yet encourage private investment nor non-governmental
initiatives in conservation. Legislation needed for the
registration of NGOs was not available before 1995, and
there was no explicit policy and legal framework for
environmental conservation or institutions for manag-
ing protected areas in Zanzibar.

While coastal communities depend on fishing and
possess a wealth of traditional environmental knowledge
(Tobisson et al. 1998), reef management is only begin-
ning to be seen by communities as a necessity (Schein-
man & Mabrook 1996). In the national language
Kiswahili, corals are mostly referred to as ‘mawe na
miamba’, stones and rocks. Formal education does also
not yet provide environmental information on this im-
portant natural resource, as revealed by an analysis of the
syllabi of primary and secondary education (Riedmiller
1991, 1995). As a result, decades of destructive fishing
methods, such as blast fishing, coral smashing to chase
fish into encircling fishing nets and beach-seining, have
until recently met with little public and governmental
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concern (UNEP-RSRS 1989; Horrill 1992; Guard
1997).

At the same time, Chumbe Island, a small coral is-
land of approximately 22 hectares off the coast of Zanzi-
bar, presented a rare chance for coral reef conservation
along a coast otherwise subjected to heavy overfishing.
Moreover, it was not included in any proposal for estab-
lishing marine protected areas in the country. The island
was uninhabited and seemed to face little immediate
threat. Fishing was traditionally not allowed on its west-
ern side bordering the strategically important shipping
channel between Zanzibar and Dar es Salaam, as small
boats would have obstructed large vessels. For many
decades the area surrounding the island was also a mili-
tary area where the army routinely conducted shooting
range exercises from the adjacent coast. In addition, few
boatmen could then afford an outboard engine to go to
this most distant of the islets surrounding Zanzibar
town.

4. HISTORY OF CHUMBE ISLAND CORAL PARK

Chumbe Island Coral Park Ltd. (CHICOP) was estab-
lished in 1991 as a privately funded and managed reef
and forest conservation project covering the whole of
Chumbe Island and the fringing reef on its western side.
Conservation management involved capacity building
and raising of awareness of local fishers (training of
rangers and their interaction with fishers) and govern-
ment officials (through an Advisory Committee), state-
of-the-art environmental design of tourism facilities, na-
ture trails and close monitoring.

Though privately funded (with some donor inputs
covering about a third of the investment costs), the
project is non-profit-oriented. Revenue from ecotourism
is to be re-invested in conservation area management.
Permitted uses of the park include research, education
and recreation (swimming, snorkelling, underwater
photography). Extractive and destructive activities, such
as fishing, anchorage, collection of specimens (even for
research) are not allowed.

Project activities from 1991–1999 were:

● Gazetting of the Western reef and the island was
negotiated from 1991;

● Former fishermen were employed and trained as park
rangers by expatriate volunteers from 1993, in inter-
action with fishers, monitoring techniques and tour-
ist guidance skills;

● Baseline surveys and species lists on the island’s flora
and fauna were produced with the help of volunteers
and some limited donor funds, from 1993;

● Research is co-ordinated with the Institute of Marine
Sciences of the University Dar es Salaam, and an
Advisory Committee was established, with represent-
atives of the Departments of Fisheries, Forestry and
Environment, the Institute of Marine Sciences and
village leaders of neighbouring fishing villages;

● A Management Plan 1995–2005 was produced in 1995
to guide project operations thereafter (CHICOP 1995);

● Forest and marine nature trails were established from
1993 together with the production of information
material in English and Kiswahili;

● Rats (Rattus rattus) were eradicated in 1997;
● A Sanctuary for the highly endangered Ader’s duiker

(Cephalopus adersi) is being established from 1997;
● The ruined lighthouse keeper’s house was rehabilitated

as Park HQ/Visitors’ Centre 1997–98;
● Seven visitors’ bungalows (‘eco-bungalows’) and the

Visitors’ Centre were constructed according to state-
of-the-art eco-architecture (rainwater catchment, solar
water heating, vegetative filtration of greywater, com-
post toilets, photovoltaic power generation).

Free excursions to the island are offered to local school-
children during the off-season. Tourism operations (day
excursions and overnight stay) started in 1998, but have
not reached economic levels yet.

After some rather ‘political’ challenges to the conser-
vation status of the area (including negative press cam-
paigns) in the early years, there are now no major prob-
lems with infringements from fishers or other users, and
the project is well accepted by the local communities
(Carter et al. 1997). An indicator of this is the number
of monthly incidents (attempted fishing or anchorage)



232

Figure 1. Number of monthly incidents of attempted fishing or anchoring within the protected area in Chumbe (1993–1998).
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in the closed area, as recorded by the park rangers from
1992 to 1998 (see figure 1).

As a result of successful management, the coral
reef has become one of the most pristine in the region,
with 370 species of fish (Fiebig 1995) and over 200
species of reef-building corals, at least 90% of all those
recorded in East Africa (Veron, pers.com. 1997). In ad-
dition, the coral communities in the sanctuary survived
the 1998 bleaching event relatively unscathed. The for-
est covering the island is one of the last pristine ‘coral
rag’ forests in Zanzibar (Beentje 1990) and has now
become a sanctuary for the highly endangered Aders’
Duiker (Cephalophus adersi) which is being translocated
from the main island of Zanzibar (Unguja) where it is
facing extinction from poaching and habitat destruction
(Kingdon 1997). The island also has a large population
of the potentially endangered Coconut crab (Birgus la-
tro) recorded as ‘data deficient’ in the IUCN Red data
book, and had in 1994 a large breeding population of
Roseate terns (Sterna dougalli) classified as ‘rare’ (Iles
1995).

CHICOP is registered with the World Conservation
Monitoring Center (WCMC) and has been chosen for
presentation at the EXPO 2000 World Exhibition in
Hannover, Germany for its achievements in private con-
servation area management and the innovative eco-
architecture of its buildings. The project has won the
1999 British Airways Tourism for Tomorrow Award,
both for the Southern Region (comprising the whole of
Africa, Middle East, Indian subcontinent) and the
world, and after that it has also won the 2000 UNEP
Global 500 Award.

5. PROJECT COSTS

The original feasibility study of 1991 provided for an
investment of little more than US $ 200,000 in order to
establish the park and to construct a visitors’ centre and
10 guest bungalows. Revenue for running the park was
to be generated with diving, snorkelling, glass-bottomed
boat trips, nature trails, overnight accommodation and
restaurant services. Payback of the investment was ex-
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pected to start after three years with an internal rate of
return (IRR) of 27%.

However, unexpectedly three more years had to be
spent in negotiating the official gazettement of the is-
land as a protected area, the several management con-
tracts, land lease, licenses and building, research, work
and residence permits. Thus, the feasibility study had to
be updated in 1994 based on an adjusted project design
and more realistic conservation costs, resulting in more
than three times the original investment. The projected
prices for overnight accommodation had to be doubled.

According to Soley (1997), by mid 1997 conserva-
tion costs accounted for 52% of the investment realised
so far, while 9% had been spent on educational pro-
grams (nature trails and information materials). The re-
maining 39% were used for building the tourism infra-
structure (visitors’ centre and seven eco-bungalows). In
addition, by then altogether 171 person months of pro-
fessional volunteer work (154 at senior level) had been
contributed to the project, but were not included in the
above calculation.

An economic analysis in 1998 (Neckening 1998) cal-
culated the overall investment made by then to nearly
1.2 Million US$, out of which 220,000 US$ were grants
from a variety of donors for several non-commercial
project components. As commercial operations were to
start in mid 1998, the objective of this study was to
propose a commercially viable price structure for the
reserve. The finding was that a net, all-inclusive over-
night price (excluding agents’ commission) of US$ 200
per person and an occupancy rate of at least 41% were
needed to reach the break-even-point for running costs
without capital payback. The grant component of the
project costs had not been included here.

Presently, in the second year of commercial opera-
tions, the Chumbe project still receives less than this
amount per guest and has a lower occupancy rate than
required. Thus, the project is maintained with very cost-
conscious operations and has required the continued
volunteer work of the owner and other expatriate man-
agement staff. A recent update of the feasibility study
based on nominal costs (not including volunteer work

and opportunity costs) produced an IRR of 9% and a
capital payback period 7 years. This is certainly less than
what most investors in tourism facilities in Tanzania
would consider attractive.

6. LESSONS LEARNED

6.1 On the Positive Side: Coral Reef Conservation
Can Work on the Ground!

The Chumbe experience suggests that private manage-
ment of marine protected areas is technically feasible
and efficient, even when government enforcement is not
available or is ineffective. This is probably the case for
coral reefs that are not yet over-exploited by communi-
ties depending on them for their survival, or by com-
mercial fisheries.

A private protected area such as Chumbe can provide
important community benefits, particularly in capacity
building, biodiversity conservation and restocking of
fisheries resources. The Chumbe Reef Sanctuary and
Forest Reserve provide a safe haven for endangered spe-
cies and breeding grounds for corals, reef fishes and
other marine and forest organisms that are under threat
elsewhere. Depleted areas downstream may have seen
their fisheries stock enhanced by the Chumbe Sanctuary.
The main positive aspects are:
● The hands-on approach to capacity building and moni-

toring through inexpensive on-the-job-training of local
fishers by volunteers has produced very competent and
committed park rangers. They are stationed on the is-
land and manage the Reef Sanctuary with no means of
enforcement other than persuasion of their fellow fish-
ers. Lacking policing power, the rangers interact with
fishers by stressing the role of the protected area as a
breeding ground for fish. This has proven very success-
ful. Village fishers now generally respect the park
boundaries and report that catches outside the bound-
aries have increased. Any event or infringement is
closely monitored and observations on any major
change in the coral reef, such as storm or coral
bleaching, are also recorded by the rangers.
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designed with the assumption that the private sector is the antagonist
and procedures and regulations are formulated under the assumption
that the private sector is guilty until proven innocent. This approach
has resulted in particularly cumbersome regulations. In addition, the
controls have given government officials wide discretionary powers
which have encouraged corruption. Although taxes have been simpli-
fied and lowered, they remain numerous, ambiguous and complex. In

Tanzania, officials at one prominent business organization estimate
that 80% of all businesses must cheat to survive — and tax liabilities
can represent as much as 60% of gross revenue.” He concludes that
“the combination of the ambiguous environment and high taxes creat-
ed a hothouse for corruption. Business people need to pay bribes to
survive and remain competitive. Not surprisingly, civil servants per-
ceive business people as corrupt, which leads them to erect more
controls and more stringent regulatory processes, resulting in even
longer delays. In reaction, businesses resort to bribes to accelerate the
process. As a result, a vicious cycle of increasing delays (and) corrup-
tion is created for formal sector enterprises.”
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● The project has also helped to raise conservation aware-
ness and understanding of the legal and institutional
requirements among government officials. Seven Gov-
ernment departments were involved in negotiating the
project in the initial phase and were represented on the
Advisory Committee. This has enhanced political sup-
port and prepared the ground for improvements in Zan-
zibar’s legal framework to support conservation projects.
In Zanzibar, environmental legislation passed in 1997
provides for private management of protected areas.

● With an overall investment of US$ 1.4 million over
nine years at 1999 prices, the cost of private manage-
ment is probably considerably lower than would have
been the case with a donor-funded project through
the usual government mechanisms.

● Most importantly, it can also be argued that there are
better prospects for sustainability, as the incentives to
struggle for cost effectiveness and commercial survival
are much stronger for private operations than for
donor-funded and government-run projects.

6.2 On the Negative Side: Coral Reef Conservation
Is a High Commercial Risk Under Developing
Country Conditions

● As is widely perceived among investors, the regulatory
environment is characterised by cumbersome bureau-
cratic requirements with wide discretionary powers
for government officials (Rauth 1997). This encour-
ages rent-seeking and delays operations, thus increas-
ing investment insecurity and costs, and creating ob-
stacles to innovative and environmentally-friendly
project designs.2

● Investment security is reduced by the fact that land
tenure in Tanzania and Zanzibar is only available on
leasehold, in contrast to other African countries, such
as South Africa, Namibia, Botswana, Kenya, which
allow freehold and have attracted considerable private
investment in protected areas (Watkins et al. 1996).
The above situation could be offset to a certain de-
gree by legal provisions creating special incentives for
investment in environment and conservation, such as
long-term land lease and management rights, reduc-
tion of, or exemption from land rents, licenses, fees
and taxes. However, these are not readily granted
(Sterner & Andersson 1998).

● The logistical requirements of building on an island
greatly increase development costs. In particular the
innovative technology for water and energy provi-
sion, as well as the commitment to minimise degra-
dation of the island environment can be cost-prohibi-
tive. A compost toilet, for example, which operates
without producing any sewerage, costs about five
times the price of a flush toilet. Water, sand, timber
for the building operations and firewood for cooking
meals for the building workers and staff have to be
purchased and transported to the island at a high
cost.

● Another risk is that capital recovery from investment
in conservation is typically dependent on one single
sector of the economy: tourism. The tourism industry is
particularly volatile and sensitive to political turmoil
(often associated with election periods), adverse
weather conditions (El Niño) and perceived security
and health risks. In 1997 and early 1998, East Africa
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as a whole had more than its fair share of these prob-
lems, with an immediate, and sometimes drastic de-
cline in tourist arrivals.

The increased investment costs and the continuing bur-
den of government licenses, fees and taxes has forced
CHICOP to revise the price structure for tourist opera-
tions and to target the higher end market. The afore-
mentioned financial analysis conducted in 1998 estab-
lished that access to this market requires further invest-
ment in marketing rather than in conservation. While it
is a challenge to train park rangers and local staff for the
demanding logistical and service expectations of that
particular market, there is also a potential conflict with
the commitment to offer free island excursions to local
school-children.

In addition, realistic price levels that reflect conserva-
tion costs are difficult to realise as long as unmanaged
and donor-managed wilderness areas can be accessed at
very low cost (though still charging high prices) by the
tourism industry. It can be said that Chumbe Island may
face ‘unfair competition’ from destinations subsidised
with donor funds.

7. CHALLENGES IN
CORAL REEF CONSERVATION

The policy discourse on conservation issues in African
countries is dominated by international conservation
and donor organisations that also provide most of the
funding. Though the role of the private sector is increas-
ingly acknowledged in principle (Moffat et al. 1998),
sufficient attention has yet to be paid to the particular
constraints that (even non-profit and charitable) private
initiatives face on the continent.

The Chumbe case demonstrates that private commit-
ment to and investment in conservation on the African
continent as well as in many other developing countries
can pose a high commercial risk. This is the result of an
often poor investment climate, particularly due to the
lack of long-term security of tenure and the costs of
bureaucratic red-tape. In addition, conservation pro-

grammes in large parts of Sub-Saharan Africa depend on
donor funding and do not require income from tourism
and other sustainable uses. Though more attention is paid
to ‘sustainability’, this concept is in its early stages of
implementation. This crowds out conservation-oriented
investors who cannot compete in a climate where park
management is funded by external grants that some-
times tolerate the high overheads of state-run institu-
tions. This situation perpetuates a systematic cycle of
non-sustainability in the economic management of the
resources (Cairncross 1991).

The difficult investment climate for private initiatives in
conservation is compounded by a general ideological cli-
mate among governments and large sections of the donor
community that is sceptical of private sector initiatives.
Colwell (1999) reflects this scepticism in his assessment
of two examples of entrepreneurial MPAs. He states that
such private initiatives are “only appropriate where the
government or local community is unable or voluntarily
chooses not to exercise its right to manage local marine
resources.” He adds that “there is a great potential for
abuse of power by a resort or other commercial entity
which has profit as its primary motive and does not answer
to a public constituency”, and suggests that “the resort’s
activities, including disposal of sewage and solid waste,
coastal clearing and construction, and recreational use of
the marine resources, must be subject to scrutiny by a
government agency, NGO or other unbiased observer.”

It is suggested that there are certain common assump-
tions among donor and conservation agencies that
hinder private-sector investment in conservation. These
assumptions include:
● local communities, by way of their close relationship

with their surrounding environment, have an inher-
ent proprietary right to use and manage these marine
and other resources;

● government agencies, donor bureaucracies, NGO
representatives and researchers are not stakeholders,
but ‘unbiased observers’ that are answerable to public
constituencies;

● there is a lack of compatibility between the private
sector’s profit motive and conservation or good envi-
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ronmental practices, and therefore this sector needs
to be controlled and regulated to adhere to certain
minimum standards.

However, these assumptions can be challenged with evi-
dence from Tanzania. It is argued below that local com-
munities respond to similar economic motives as the
private sector and, indeed, form an integral part of this
sector. It is also argued that governments, donor agen-
cies and NGOs are neither unbiased nor always answer-
able to public constituencies, and that finally, given the
right incentives, the private sector may have an interest
in conservation.

7.1 The Fishery Sector Is Also Profit-Oriented

Traditional resource users often have a close relationship
to the natural environment and an innate sense of bal-
ance in their exploitation of these resources. However, it
should not necessarily be assumed that traditional fish-
ers or resource users from the informal sector have a
greater incentive to protect their resource base than any
other resource user.3

In Tanzania, where the fisheries sector still appears
dominated by traditional artisanal or ‘subsistence’ fish-
ers, there is growing evidence that these form part of
sometimes far-reaching trade networks that supply both
expanding urban markets and distant rural areas. Some
urban and rural leaders and business people finance and
operate ‘dynamite’ boats to distant reefs, provide explo-
sives to local fishers and buy their produce, harnessing
the incentive that often accompanies conditions of pov-
erty among the fishers (Guard 1997). Dried sardines
(dagaa) from the coast are traded as staple food for the
majority of the population and provide the cheapest
source of protein to rural areas in the interior of the
country, sea cucumbers are exploited for export to Asian
markets (Semesi et al. 1998), and lobsters are over-
harvested for the growing tourism industry (Bakari &

Andersson 1998). Most of these trade networks belong
to the informal economy and may not appear in trade
statistics, but form a highly organised part of the private
sector nevertheless.

7.2 Tourism Operators Are Often Also Interested
in Marine Conservation

Contrary to common perceptions, private-sector resort
managers and dive operators may have a strong interest
in helping manage and preserve coral reefs, particularly
when their customers are environmentally aware, and
demand and acknowledge such commitment. Along the
Tanzanian coast, dynamite fishing practised by rural
fishing communities has for decades been and continues
to be the greatest threat to coral reefs. Little was done to
prevent it until 1997, when a private tourist hotel, fear-
ing for the safety of its diving clientele, initiated a press
campaign that was fuelled by strongly-worded letters to
local newspapers from former guests. As the country’s
image as an emerging tourist destination was at stake,
this for the first time generated enough political will to
initiate drastic action. The navy was summoned and
succeeded in reducing dynamite fishing at least along
the reefs closer to shore. As a welcome side effect, this
also increased political support for donor-funded re-
gional projects working with fishing communities in the
Mtwara (Luhikula 1999) and Tanga regions (Horrill &
Makoloweka 1998).

There is reason to believe that the marketing value of
environmentally certified construction practices in re-
sorts adjacent to coral reefs, and the proper management
of recreational activities, give stronger incentives to owners
and operators, than the inspection visits of (sometimes
rent-seeking) government officials proposed by Colwell
(1999). Prestigious awards such as the British Airways
Tourism for Tomorrow Award, for example, provide valu-
able marketing publicity that small resorts would nor-
mally find hard to afford.

Moreover, marine and dive tourism can increase the
economic value of coral reefs and thus promote greater
awareness and appreciation of a resource that previously
was taken for granted and often traditionally believed to
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be inexhaustible (Scheinman & Mabrook 1996). The
marine tourism market may attract local investors with
little previous knowledge of and interest in marine re-
sources and coral reefs, and thus increase political sup-
port for reef conservation. In Tanzania for example,
where the recreational preferences of urban elites do not
include marine sports and swimming is not considered a
useful skill, attitudes are now beginning to change with
the growing tourism industry.

7.3 Government and Donor Agencies
Are Stakeholders with Institutional Interests

The direct users of the coral reef resource, such as tradi-
tional and non-traditional fishers and tourism operators,
may have conflicting interests. It is commonly assumed
that government is the appropriate body to mediate
between these competing interests. However, in highly
donor-dependent countries such as Tanzania, both donor
and NGO interests and various forces within the gov-
ernmental bureaucracy, itself, may well prevail over the
interests of direct resource users. For example, while
donor agencies are often under pressure to spend allocated
aid money within a set time frame, international and
local NGOs and national government institutions may
compete for these funds to sustain their operations, or
for direct appropriation. Such institutional interests may
create their own dynamics, for example, by providing an
incentive to increase the weight and complexity of the
bureaucracy in order to justify continued funding. This
may inhibit the effective conservation and sustainable
resource management on the ground that involves local
communities.

Lessons learned by the Mafia Marine Park Project
(MIMP) in Tanzania may illustrate this point. Andrews
(1998), a former technical advisor to the park, observed
that the Act that created the marine park “removed
participation from the local community as many of the
issues now under the Act, had been previously dealt with
through the District Council under the Local Govern-
ment Act. This new arrangement usurped that authority,
added another layer of bureaucracy and failed to inte-
grate the various interests.” He observed that, while

both local communities and tourism operators showed
strong interest in the functioning of the park, an impres-
sive bureaucratic superstructure was created with various
local agencies and individuals competing for institutional
and individual benefits from the generously funded
project. This disillusioned and alienated stakeholders in
the area.

According to Andrews (1998), expectations that
tourism revenue would be able to fund park operations
and even provide social and economic benefits to the
local population did not materialise. However, “when it
was clear that tourism was never going to be in a posi-
tion to fund the park in a sustainable manner, no redress
was made.” He adds that “This put enormous pressure
on the fledgling and struggling tourist operators on Ma-
fia who were major stakeholders but again, were rarely
consulted.”

In practice, and contrary to good intentions stated in
project documents, central and donor-funded manage-
ment bodies may have few incentives and mechanisms
to involve local communities, and even moreso, tourism
operators. The main reason for this is that such manage-
ment bodies are not accountable to local stakeholders,
but rather to the same external funding agencies that are
under spending pressure to compete for ‘good projects’.
In such a situation, an ‘unholy alliance’ may emerge
between donors and recipients, which tolerates even
gross mismanagement of project funds. As Andrews
(1998) observed, the Mafia Island project had “no
mechanisms for the individual donors to communicate
or make funding decisions as a co-ordinated body.
Funding arrangements were independent of each other.
This situation was ruthlessly exploited with many ele-
ments of the project receiving dual funding with con-
flicting objectives.”

Thus, instead of promoting local and community
stakeholders’ interests and participation in the sustain-
able use of their marine resources as intended, the Mafia
Island project was perceived as consuming impressive
funding with little to show in terms of effective manage-
ment of the park on the ground, at least during the first
years of international support (Andrews 1998).
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7.4 NGOs Are Not Always Accountable

Where central governments are perceived as inefficient,
undemocratic and unaccountable, external support for
environmental and conservation projects is increasingly
channelled to non-governmental organisations (NGOs).
However, what is often overlooked is that NGOs are not
accountable by definition or through the mere act of
registration. Public control and political will, appropriate
legislation and supervisory bodies are required to ensure
that NGOs actually fulfil their mandated work and use
their funds effectively. These conditions are not yet fully
given in Tanzania. As elsewhere, the lack of public su-
pervision of NGO activities encourages the formation of
briefcase organisations by civil servants and their social
networks. After decades of donor assistance to govern-
ment, they are the most conversant with application
procedures, terminology and reporting formats of donor
agencies. And where, as in Tanzania, the tax legislation
provides few incentives for charitable contributions of
individuals and business organisations, there is also a
risk of NGOs being formed mainly for access to external
funding, rather than for stewardship for environmental
and community interests. This situation undermines
transparency and accountability to both the members of
a NGO (in case of membership organisations) and the
intended beneficiaries.

8. CONCLUSIONS

The predominant donor perception of the private sector
as being located outside and antagonistic to a sometimes
romanticised ‘local community’ is not helpful for under-
standing stakeholder interests in coral reef management.
Though traditional fisheries and the harvesting of reef
resources may belong to the informal sector of the econ-
omy in many countries, these are still economic activi-
ties that are sometimes highly commercialised. Ignoring
this reality does not help in the identification of genuine
stakeholders.

Viable partnerships for the management of a particu-
lar marine area are more likely when local communities,
traditional fishers and tourism operators are acknowl-

edged as belonging to the (formal and informal) private
sector that responds to similar economic incentives.
Small-scale fishers, shell collectors and seaweed farmers
who depend on reef resources for their survival, may
have more common interests with local tourism and
dive operators than with central government agencies
and foreign-funded NGOs.

In order to safeguard the sustainability of their eco-
nomic activities, tourism operators, fishers and other
resource users have a potential interest in coral reef man-
agement. Involving them in conservation projects and
park management is likely to raise their awareness in this
respect. Of course, outside support would still be re-
quired in certain cases, particularly where threats to coral
reefs originate from distant areas, such as logging, silta-
tion and large-scale infrastructure developments (World
Bank 1999).

It is suggested that the international conservation and
donor community would improve the impact of their
investment in coral reef conservation if project designs
focused more on direct resource users and stakeholders
in a particular area, who have long-term economic in-
centives to co-operate. This may include support to pri-
vate management, particularly where small highly pro-
tected MPAs are created. These have the potential of
providing fish refuges, larval sources and suitable settle-
ment areas, by which adjacent fishing areas are eventually
replenished with marine species through reproduction
or migration. Such well managed small MPAs may be-
come the core of large, multiple use MPAs and free
access areas.

Support to private initiatives may help alleviate the
commercial risks of long-term investment in conserva-
tion and integrate a wider range of stakeholders in coast-
al zone management, and thus improve local political
support to MPAs. Last but not least, donor support for
policy reforms that improve security of tenure and the
investment climate in general may also encourage pri-
vate investment in better environmental practices and
conservation.
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