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The Saltwater Environment Alliance (SEA) consists of peak environmental organizations, 
supported by a range of groups and individuals, who are working together for a better protected, 

well managed and healthier NSW marine environment. SEA aims to ensure that marine 
sanctuaries are established in NSW to protect our unique environment and for the benefit of all 

users. For more information visit http://www.sea.org.au/ 
 

 

A report on the 1st International Marine Protected Area Congress (IMPAC 1)
 

Our oceans are beautiful and expansive. Yet beneath the shimmering surface, the life is fading. Oases are turning into deserts and 
species are dying out. Every year, millions of tonnes of marine wildlife are taken from the oceans. Historically our oceans were 
thought to hold infinite marine life. Fish stocks were described as 'inexhaustible' and were free for the taking. However these initial 
views were wrong. Our ocean resources are finite. Consequently marine life is declining…and fast. For years we have been hearing 
about the plight of our oceans and watched helplessly as reports of the demise of marine species were relayed. 
 
In Geelong, Victoria in late October, over 800 delegates from over 70 countries from around the world attended the first 
International Marine Protected Area Congress (IMPAC). IMPAC brought scientists, conservation and fisheries managers, 
practitioners, and NGOs together, to explore potential solutions, to learn more about the latest research, and to come up with a joint 
response to the environmental degradation facing the world’s oceans.   
 
97% of the world's water is held in our oceans. It has been estimated the value of the ecosystem services provided by our world’s 
oceans is over $33 trillion per year!  Earth's oceans provide a varied complex network of habitats, which support billions of life 
forms. These ecosystems are delicate. Each and every marine species is intrinsically linked to others in an intricate food web. 
Affecting the abundance and/or distribution of one species will have numerous consequences on the complex balance of life, which 
forms our marine environment. 

Globally, protective measures for our oceans have been slow, underdeveloped, irrelevant, inconsistent, conflicting or totally absent. 
Currently only 1% the world’s oceans are protected, compared to 12% of the land.  Even less area is fully protected in sanctuary, or 
no-take, zones. 

Recently, our increased understanding has resulted in ocean protection being given a higher priority, and problems have begun to 
be addressed through the creation of marine protected areas (MPAs). Attitudes are slowly shifting, and although adequate 
protection is still a long way off, the declining state of the oceans is no longer being ignored.  

 
 
 
On Tuesday 29 November the NSW Government declared the long awaited zoning plan for the 
Cape Byron Marine Park, boundaries of the new Port Stephens – Great Lakes Marine Park in the 
Manning Shelf region and their intention to create a marine park in the Batemans Shelf region by 
April 2006.  
 
These announcement s are important steps forward in the creation of a system of marine 
sanctuaries in NSW but SEA remains concerned that key habitats will not be protected by these 
parks. Key Grey Nurse Shark habitats remain outside the park boundaries and areas such as 
Lake Cathie and Queens Lake in the Manning have been overlooked.. 
 
On a positive note, the NSW Government committed to declaring the zoning for the Port 
Stephens – Great Lakes Marine Park  by July 2006 and the for the Batemans Shelf marine park 
by the end of 2006. If they meet these deadlines this will be a significant improvement on the time 
taken to activate marine parks.  
 
For more information on the announcements visit www.mpa.nsw.gov.au. 
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The Congress acknowledged that there are serious challenges ahead however stated  
that they are looking towards the future.  Useful ideas emerged including: 
 

·  The need to compile a “How To” guide for MPA creation.  
·  The need to clearly identify the specific role of a MPA before its creation, i.e. What are we protecting?  What are we 

protecting it from?  What are the destructive threats to that habitat?   
·  Measures of effective MPA management should be on-going, and target both management outputs and long-term 

ecosystem and socio-economic outcomes. 
·  The promotion of the concept of marine ecosystem and resource management organisations to bridge the gap between 

conservation and the marine fisheries sector. 
·  The need to develop more robust partnerships/collaborations with all stakeholders and get them more involved in 

management, including the development of robust performance criteria.  
·  The better public packaging of benefits from the creation of MPAs, to counteract the negativity, e.g. ecosystem services 

offered by MPAs.  Better messaging could also include identifying MPAs as ecosystem management tools or a tool within 
an ecosystem-based management system. 

·  An understanding that MPAs are only one management tool of many to ensure the sustainability of the world’s marine 
resources (others include responsible fishing practices, more scientific research, pollution controls, climate change 
controls and over-exploitation controls). 

·  The need to share knowledge more openly – “conservation commons” database. 
·  To accept that there are limitations to our knowledge, but to recognise that if we wait for perfect science we will miss out 

on effective conservation. 
·  To be positive and focus our effort on building resilience. However recognise that for most marine ecosystems, it will not 

be just about resilience, but often about recovery. Sanctuaries areas continue to prove themselves as the most powerful 
tool for eliciting marine ecosystem recovery. 

·  To make improved international cooperation and ocean governance a priority. 
·  That small MPAs can help, but that scaling up, will increase all benefits. 
·  To recognise that protecting marine extensions of terrestrial protected areas offer a valuable opportunity to control land-

based pollutants. 
·  To continue to work hard to maintain marine biodiversity – with a recognition that there is a need to have different 

approaches for different ecosystems. 
 

A mantra often mentioned amongst the delegates was, ‘we have come far, but have far to go, but let’s not give up’. A great deal of 
work has been identified as needing to be done, whilst much was shown to have been achieved. Additionally it was identified that 
“If the perils of our time are unprecedented, then so are the opportunities”. 
 
Graham Kelleher, Australian Senior Advisor with the IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas, best summed up opportunities 
that lie ahead with the following quote: 
“If there was ever a tide in humanity’s relation to the sea, it is now. It is demonstrated in conferences and congresses such as this 
one, in international agreements, in research into marine ecosystems and processes, and their relations to the entire biosphere, 
and in the gradually increasing understanding by human communities of these relations. We should ride this tide for the benefit of 
the world’s oceans and, ultimately, our own.” 
 

Conference proceedings are expected to be available on the IMPAC website www.impacongress.org by early 2006. 
 



 

 
 

Through five themes the conference explored the current situation in MPA design, management and performance. The themes 
were Sustainability and Resilience, Developing MPA Networks, Ecosystem Processes, Effective Management, and Shared 
Stewardship. Each theme had over 30 presentations, and there were over 200 poster presentations. IMPAC 1 also had four cross 
cutting issues: Fisheries, Indigenous and Local Communities, Social and Economic and High Seas, with reports and concluding 
comments on each. 

Key messages that emerged from the Congress include: 
·  Protection of the world’s oceans is an urgent issue. 
·  Adoption of the UN’s 2012 target for establishing a global network of MPAs is vital.  
·  Establishing effective MPAs on the high seas (and placing a moratorium on   bottom trawling in the high seas) must be 

progressed immediately. 
·  All stakeholder must work together, particularly conservation and fisheries sectors. 
·  MPAs can play a crucial role in preventing the collapse of world fisheries. 
·  MPAs displace fishing effort, not eliminate it! 
·  Think big! 

 
 
 
IMPAC 1 recognised that our oceans face overwhelming problems, such as acidification and climate change, but that these issues 
are not on the political agenda.  Many at the conference called for heightening awareness of these issues and the ocean’s provision 
of essential ecosystem services amongst the public, as a way of raising the political profile of ocean governance and management.  
Also highlighted at the conference was the need for scientists to communicate better with the public and governments.  . 
 
Whilst the UN has called for a global network of MPAs to be in place by 2012, Louisa Brook of MPA Global (a collaborative project 
to develop a more robust global marine protected area baseline and to develop alternative scenarios of global MPA networks using 
spatial modelling techniques http://www.mpaglobal.org) identified that at the current rate of declaration we will not achieve such a 
network until about 2060! 
 
Globally, a great deal of research effort is being channelled into MPA design, evaluation and implementation. Our politicians are 
starting to scientists’ callis for more protection for our marine environment however it is up to us, the community, to encourage them 
to move quickly and ensure that our marine wildlife and habitats receive adequate protection before they are damaged beyond 
repair.  
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