
A Tracking Tool to Keep MPAs in Check, 
but Huge Challenges to Overcome too 
By  FINSA reporter  02 December 2021 
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Since 2019 just over 5,4% of South Africa’s EEZ are 
legislated as Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). These are 
huge areas in different parts of the country and managing 
and maintaining these effectively involves a tracking tool and 
a plan. At the same time it means overcoming some very real 
challenges. 

Over the past few days’, the Department of Forestry, Fisheries, and the 
Environment (DFFE) has been hosting a 2021 Marine Protected Areas Forum. 
This has been a four-day hybrid event, part attendance in East London, and 
part virtual. It has provided an opportunity to report on the true 

effectiveness of the Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT) used to 

measure the true state of South Africa’s marine protected areas. 

Topics include amongst others, the contributions of MPAs in community 

economic development, community involvement in the management of 
MPAs, youth in MPAs, the role of protected areas in climate change 

resilience, and science as an informant of MPAs. 

To assist, WWF-SA has published a comprehensive 140-page report 
titled State of Marine Protected Area Management Effectiveness in South 
Africa. This is a new report that provides details of all the managing 
authorities and the MPAs under management in the various regions of South 

Africa, what priorities have been identified for each, the barriers to 
management effectiveness, and what the next step/s should be.What Do You 

Really Know About South Africa’s Marine Protected Areas? 

METT-SA 3 

WWF introduced a Management Effectiveness Tracking Tool (METT) to the 
South African marine protected area (MPA) network in 2009. This is geared 

at managers and staff of marine protected areas and in 2018 this was 
adapted by the relevant government departments who are now using the 

tool. 
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The way it works is that it identifies what is needed, what the constraints 
are, and what issues need to be dealt with as a matter of priority. 

Assessments take place every four or five years, the last one in 2018. 

Unfortunately, the results of the 2018 assessment, known as METT-SA 
Version 3 (METT-SA 3), and which took the form of a questionnaire, 

interviews, site visits and discussions, cannot be compared to the two prior 

assessments to monitor progress as the format was completely different. 

To clarify, the assessment is not in any way meant to reflect individual 

performance, nor to compare sites (in this case 27), but there is reliance on 
the professionalism of all employees, as well as the honesty and the correct 

interpretation of the METT-SA 3 to draw accurate results. 

Strengths and weaknesses 

According to the Executive Summary, “Overall, the challenges faced by 
South African MPAs have largely remained unchanged since the previous 

METT assessment.” 

The report identifies current strengths and weaknesses of the METT. The 

strengths are: 

• Functions as an MPA management tool. 
• Designed as an easy site-specific rapid self-assessment tool for 

MPAs to improve management effectiveness. 
• Identifies urgent MPA management actions required to improve 

management effectiveness and allows managers (with assistance 
from their management authority) to record the next steps they 
intend to implement for improvement. 

• Many participants can be involved in the METT process. 

• Allows MPA managers to have direct input in assessing MPA 
management effectiveness. 

• Provides uniform baseline data on MPA management effectiveness 
across the South African MPA network. 

• A relatively inexpensive exercise. 
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Weaknesses 

• Weak in addressing the socio-economic contribution of MPAs to 
adjacent communities and the outcomes of measuring biodiversity 
objectives. 

• The METT does not directly address any issues related to climate 

change. 
• Low scores for certain indicators can reflect the processes and 

systems of management authorities and are not within the control 
of MPA managers. 

• Assessors can interpret METT indicators differently for the same 
MPA, which can result in scoring discrepancies between MPA 
managers and their supervisors. 

• Using the METT does not result in immediate improvements to MPA 

management effectiveness since the METT tracks trends over time. 
• Not being able to measure the trends over time due to the METT 

template changing (e.g. results from Version 3 cannot be directly 

compared to Version I). 

Phased approach 

The WWF-SA report proposes a three-phased approach to achieving optimal 

MPA management effectiveness. 

First, this approach needs regular METT assessments, preferably every five 

years. It explains as follows: 

“The first step of this approach (Phase 1) involves urgently addressing 

priority management effectiveness indicators to achieve a basic management 
level while maintaining indicators that already have a basic or optimal 

management level. 

“Phase 2 begins after all management effectiveness indicators have reached 
a basic management level. This phase involves improving indicators with a 

basic management level to an optimal management level. 
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“Phase 3 then begins after all management effectiveness indicators are at an 
optimal level. At this phase, all management effectiveness indicators should 

continue to be monitored, maintained and managed via regular METT 

assessments to identify and address areas of management concern. 

“Since the METT is a rapid site-level self-assessment tool that identifies 

actions aimed towards optimal management effectiveness, MPA managers 
should be trained in implementing adaptive management to achieve and 

maintain optimal management effectiveness. 

The report also encourages MPA management at MPA network level to 

communicate and work together more. 

“Over time, this phased approach should ultimately result in optimal 

management effectiveness across the entire South African MPA network,” 

says WWF-SA. 

The real issues 

It is clear there are huge gaps in knowledge, know-how, and initiative. 

As the Executive Summary points out: “While certain indicators of MPA 
effectiveness were optimally managed across all MPAs in South Africa, the 

majority of MPAs continue to lack adequate funding, staffing and resources, 
extensive monitoring to inform adaptive MPA management, adequate public 
awareness programmes, effective law enforcement, and adequate cultural 

heritage management.” 

Dr Jackie Sunde of One Ocean Hub Coastal Justice Network thinks that the 
Report is at odds with the real issues that are threatening to undermine the 

sustainability of South Africa’s MPAs. 

One Ocean Hub Coastal Justice Network is a growing network of small-scale 
fisher leaders, environmental justice organisations and researchers who have 
have been responding collaboratively over the past two years to a range of 
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injustices – social, environmental, economic – experienced by coastal 

communities and environments. 

“We have worked collaboratively to respond to the expected negative 
impacts of proposed offshore oil and gas expansion, lack of participation and 
other human rights issues around the creation and planning of marine 

protected areas, policy and management failures towards small-scale 
fisheries, water crises in coastal communities, COVID lockdown-related 

limitations to public participation, and others,” they say. 

This year One Ocean Hub Coastal Justice Network has been helping 
the Eastern Cape Parks and Tourism Agency (ECPTA) consult with small-scale 

fisheries leaders over the implementation of the Amathole MPA. 

Dr Sunde explains : “This METT has been ‘adapted’ for South Africa. It has 
effectively removed content linked to the assessment of all the rights and 
protections afforded indigenous peoples and local communities in relation to 

MPA Governance and management. 

“It does not include them in the assessment at all, nor does it assess quality 
of co-management or community participation in governance and 
management, it does not assess extent of integration of local indigenous and 

other knowledges into management processes. 

“It does not adopt a gendered lens at all or take cognisance of marginalised 

and vulnerable groups. 

“The self-assessment reflects the complete absence of awareness on the part 
of the conservation agencies and staff of their failure to comply with the 
constitutional and legislative provisions for adequate consultation as well as 

some of the international human rights and environmental legal protections 

afforded communities living in and around MPAs.” 

iSimangaliso MPA 
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Citing one of SA’s largest MPAs, iSimangaliso MPA, she says, “the METT 
assessment reflects the issues of community liaison and community support 

rated as ‘GREEN’ (which the report states is ‘optimal management’ and a 

score of 100%). 

Yet this is the same MPA and World Heritage Site where two fishers have 

been shot dead in the past 15 months (Legal Resources Centre 2020, 2021), 
several communities have written to the President to complain about the 
violation of their rights and lack of adequate consultation (Coastal 
Community Group 2016, 2017), and over 10 communities have stated on 

record that they were not consulted in the process of developing the Draft 
Integrated Management Plan for the Isimangaliso World Heritage Area which 
straddles the MPA and determines the governance of the MPA (Coastal 

Justice Network and Masifundise 2021). 

“There is no co-management structure for the fishers from any of the many 

communities that live in an around the Heritage Site and MPA.” 

Read the latest article about the iSimangaliso MPA : Traditional Fishing 

Communities Cast Out as Conservation Turns Commercial 

“Conservation should empower communities to be valued and effective in 

decision-making and management activities,” says Wayne Stanley Rice, an 

interdisciplinary conservation social scientist at the University of Cape Town. 

He writes in an article in The Conversation “The success of community-

conserved areas requires self-motivated local champions who can get things 
done and get people involved. It also takes good communication. Initial and 
ongoing support from the state, non-governmental, private sector and civil 

society partners is essential, too. 

“A potential barrier to success is the relationship between communities and 
partners – especially the government. In South Africa, strained relations 
stem largely from the “people-free” conservation approaches taken during 

the colonial and apartheid regimes. Under apartheid, black people were 
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denied access to and use of land and resources. Many communities were 

even evicted in the name of conservation. 

“Therefore, a key enabler will be improving community perceptions and 
support for conservation by providing redress for these communities. Also, 
where needed, cultural institutions must be revitalised. These include cultural 

rules and practices that regulate the use of natural resources, and respect for 
and effectiveness of traditional leaders to enforce this. If this is achieved, 
and communities can receive a source of income or livelihood from conserved 
areas, they are more likely to protect them. But it’s important to monitor 

initiatives to prevent the capture of benefits by a few local elites.”. 

The Future 

The report concludes that the present METT-SA 3 assessment will serve as 

the baseline for management trends across all South African MPAs over the 

next five-year period. 

The next MPA METT assessment will be performed in 2024, which will allow 

the comparison of results from this report and the monitoring of 

improvements and possible areas of concern. 

“While the METT has contributed to South African MPAs working towards the 

goal of improving management effectiveness, the METT alone cannot assess 
the overall effectiveness of MPAs since it remains essential to determine 
whether South Africa’s MPAs are meeting their (management) objectives,” 

says the report. 

“The South African MPA sector faces many challenges and individuals at all 
levels must work together to develop novel and dynamic solutions. It is 
hoped that the phased approach to achieving optimal MPA management 

effectiveness will be adopted by MPAs and guided by strong intra-agency and 
network-wide collaboration to achieve the ultimate goal of optimal 
management effectiveness across all South African MPAs,” the report 

concludes. 
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Dr S Kirkman of the Department of Forestry, Fisheries and the Environment 

(DFFE) has the last word: 

“Many countries, including South Africa, have been declaring MPAs mainly 
towards meeting their obligations as signatories to international agreements, 
notably to achieve Aichi Target 11: to protect 10% of coastal and marine 

areas by 2020, which is also echoed in the Sustainable Development Goal 

14.5. 

“However, while the challenge of establishing a representative system of 

MPAs is considerable, it is arguably surpassed by the challenge of managing 
MPAs effectively over time. Only by ensuring their effective management can 
MPAs contribute to ambitious overarching goals such as biodiversity 

conservation or fisheries management. 

“Ultimately, evaluation of management effectiveness needs to take into 
account how the MPA is performing in terms of achieving its management 
objectives, which emphasises the need for clear, achievable and measurable 

objectives. 

“Monitoring and evaluating MPA effectiveness is essential for adaptive 
management and its importance is further underscored by an increasing 

need to justify the existence of MPAs, given the growing human population 
especially in coastal areas and increasing demand for ocean space and 

resources from various sectors.” 

                                             ………………………. 

 


