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Executive Summary  
The Nature Conservancy (TNC) conducted an analysis of the feasibility and role of Marine Conservation 
Agreements1 (MCAs) for the Eastern Tropical Pacific Seascape2 (ETPS) from August through October 
2010. With a focus on Costa Rica and Panamá, we identified more than 20 existing MCA field projects3 
and 35 new opportunities to protect ocean and coastal biodiversity through MCA-related activities. We 
found one MCA that proposes to achieve sustainable financing in the form of a trust fund for a marine 
protected area network. We also found terrestrial examples of payments for ecosystem services in Costa 
Rica and protected area trust funds in Costa Rica and Panamá that we believe are transferable to MCAs. 
 There are numerous NGOs working along the Pacific Coasts of Costa Rica and Panamá. A few of 
these NGOs are implementing MCAs without fully recognizing the benefits of a rigorous MCA approach. 
Other NGOs are starting to consider using MCAs as a result of recent outreach efforts undertaken by 
Conservation International (CI) and as a result of this MCA analysis. Many other NGOs are working on 
projects with little idea of how MCAs could assist their efforts. While conservation progress is being 
made, a general lack of coordination, common framework, and consistent messaging regarding coastal 
and marine management and MCAs are impeding the full potential of their collective efforts. 

Based on our findings, we developed a typology of MCAs for the ETPS, to include: 
 Acquisitions: land ownership and easements; fishing rights/vessels/gear buy-outs/move-outs/time-outs; 

 Trades: swapping-out and trying-out sustainable fishing gear and techniques; 

 Concessions: receiving government authorizations for coastal areas or activities; 

 Participatory management4 agreements: for area-based management, sustainable uses, and livelihoods;  

 Trust agreements: endowments funds for MPAs with performance-based criteria. 

The most common type of MCA we found currently being used in the study area was some form 
of participatory management agreement. Specifically, management agreements in Costa Rica and 
Panamá are being used by NGOs and other entities to assume full or partial responsibility for the 
management of marine protected areas (MPAs). ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ǎƘǊƛƳǇ ǘǊŀǿƭŜǊ άƳƻǾŜ-ƻǳǘέ a/! ƛƴ 
Costa Rica, which not only provides interesting lessons learned, but opportunities for future application 
of ŀ άōǳȅ-out.έ In general, MCAs are being used within Costa Rica and Panamá to help manage MPAs or 
other area-based designations, help improve the sustainability of fishing, and help local community 
members improve their lives while protecting ocean and coastal ecosystems. 

Significant issues affecting the application of MCAs within the study area were mostly related to 
social, cultural, economic, and legal constraints than to the MCA approach itself. The ineffectiveness of, 
conflicts between, and frequent staff turnover within government agencies were common issues raised. 
Conflicts between industrial and artisanal fishermen were also a common concern. The lack of 
awareness and marine conservation ethic among many stakeholders was also identified as a major 
obstacle. In addition, the need for an overarching, multi-sector marine and coastal management and 
conservation framework was identified on several occasions in Costa Rica and Panamá as a significant 

                                                            
1 Marine Conservation Agreements include any formal or informal understanding in which one or more parties 
commit to delivering explicit economic incentives in exchange for one or more other parties committing to take 
certain actions, refrain from certain actions, or transfer certain rights and responsibilities to achieve agreed-upon 
ocean or coastal conservation goals.  
2 The Eastern Tropical Pacific Seascape includes the Pacific Ocean waters within the territorial jurisdictions of 
Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Panamá. 
3 A single MCA project can include more than one site/activity and one site/activity can include more than one 
MCA; this number serves only to give a general impression of the number of MCA-related efforts that exist. 
4 We use Participatory management to include many types of cooperative or collaborative management which 
serves to share or transfer responsibilities. 
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need. Two important issues specific to Costa Rica to be aware of include: 1) a brewing conflict between 
MPA and Responsible Marine Fishing Area declarations may impede achievement of Forever Costa Rica 
goals; and 2) Territorial Use Rights to Fisheries (TURFs) do not currently exist, but are being 
contemplated for some areas; stakeholders appear to have wide-ranging views on the desirability of 
TURFs. In regards to MCAs specifically, some stakeholders in Costa Rica expressed concern over direct 
cash payments to resource owners and users. Other stakeholders were concerned about the process 
used for the Golfo Dulce shrimp trawler move-out. Still others said that assuming full or partial 
responsibility for MPAs through participatory management agreements is not appropriate or financially 
sustainable for NGOs. 

Enabling conditions for most types of MCAs are present within the study area, including: 
 The ability to determine or assign ownership, management, or users rights;  

 Known conservation targets, threats to targets, and strategies to abate the threats;  

 Capable implementing organizations;  

 Identified stakeholders and resolvable stakeholder issues; and  

 Understood and supportable project costs. 

The presence of specific enabling conditions for fishing permit, vessel, and gear buy-outs, move-
outs, and time-outs is additionally complicated, as they require: 

 Identification and registration of fishermen and their gear/vessels;  

 Management or re-orienting of existing perverse economic incentives;  

 Development of fishery management plans, including gear restrictions and area/seasonal restrictions;  

 Establishment of limited entry systems;  

 Establishment of individual catch quota and quota transferability or similar type of access rights; and  

 Implementation of monitoring and enforcement. 

By providing technical assistance, coordination, and funding support to local NGOs, CI is evolving 
into a Seascape-wide MCA programmatic administrator role. This is helpful and will likely result in 
several site-based MCA projects being implemented throughout the ETPS. NGOs, local community 
members, government agencies, and the few business representatives we contacted were all interested 
in the MCA approach and appeared willing to entertain if and how MCAs can help them achieve their 
conservation goals. As a general recommendation stemming from this analysis, we suggest CI or TNC 
capture lessons learned, workshop information, and case studies from MCA experiences within the ETPS 
and develop one or more detailed field implementation guides for MCAs related to fisheries, 
participation in area-based management such as MPAs, and ecotourism. This information should be 
made publicly available. We also recommend two other projects, a comprehensive MCA project in Costa 
Rica and a one-year outreach and education campaign throughout the entirety of ETPS. The Costa Rica 
MCA project recommendation includes eight primary components: 

 Engaging committed, connected, and trusted NGOs  

 Engaging market middlemen 

 Creating positive financial incentives 

 Removing protection obstacles 

 Developing sustainable livelihoods  

 Addressing needs of artisanal fishermen 

 Reducing impacts of industrial fishermen 

 Establishing sustainable financing 

Our recommendations ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ¢b/Ωǎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9¢t{ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ a{tΣ at!ǎ 
and fisheries as its three main pillars. 
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1.0 Introduction  
Private for-profit ventures often obtain ownership, management, and use rights over marine and coastal 
areas or related activities for purposes that inadvertently degrade ocean resources. Such ventures 
include, but are not limited to, various fishing activities, sand and gravel mining, energy facilities, 
marinas, utility lines, and mariculture farms. Recently, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and other 
organizations have sought opportunities to acquire or direct similar rights to ocean environments 
through Marine Conservation Agreements (MCAs) for purposes that protect ocean resources and 
improve local communities. 

The use and impact of MCAs globally, however, has been limited for several reasons, primarily a 
lack of recognition, understanding, and collaboration among the marine conservation community. With 
funding provided by the Walton Family Foundation (WFF), TNC  helped address these limitations by 
working with partners in four geographiesτthe Coral Triangle (CT), Eastern Tropical Pacific Seascape 
(ETPS), Gulf of California (GoC) and aŜȄƛŎƻΩǎ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ, and Gulf of Mexico (GoM)τto analyze the 
role and feasibility of MCAs. In the first three geographies we determined if and how MCAs can 
complement other conservation strategies, identified priority field projects, and identified potential 
MCA implementers. In GoM, we reviewed current ocean conservation activities to establish the 
connections with MCAs. 

The role and feasibility analysis project began in September 2009 and continued through 
December 2010 with the following focal areas and periods: CT (September 2009 ς January 2010); GoC/ 
aŜȄƛŎƻΩǎ bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ (February ς May 2010); GoM (June ς July 2010); and ETPS (August ς 
November 2010). The geographic focus area for the ETPS analysis included the Pacific coastal and 
marine areas of Costa Rica, Colombia, Ecuador, and Panamá, extending seaward to the limit of each 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ȊƻƴŜ (see Map 1). The total coastline for the four countries within the 
study area is approximately 8,600 kilometers while the total ocean area is approximately 2.8 million 
square kilometers.5 Removing Galapagos (as a geographic, functional, and substantive outlier) from the 
analysis and calculations does not significantly change the coastline length but reduces the ocean area 
significantly to 1.9 million square kilometers. Within the four ETPS countries, we undertook in-depth 
analyses in Costa Rica and Panamá and completed only high-level reviews for Colombia and Ecuador 
(essentially excluding Galapagos) based on existing information. 

The Costa Rican Pacific coast is approximately 1,400 kilometers long. /ƻǎǘŀ wƛŎŀΩǎ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ hŎŜŀƴ 
and coastal jurisdictional areas are approximately 580,000 km2, including large stretches of mangrove 
forests, numerouǎ ōŀȅǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƎǳƭŦǎΦ /ƻǎǘŀ wƛŎŀΩǎ most important fisheries and all the high seas 
fishing fleet are in Pacific waters. PanamáΩǎ tŀŎƛŦƛŎ ŎƻŀǎǘƭƛƴŜ ƛǎ мΣтлл kilometers long and its territorial 
sea and Exclusive Economic Zone occupy approximately 251,000 km2. Panamá s coastline has a great 
variety of ecosystems from mangroves and sea grasses, to coral reefs and rocky and sandy shores. These 
ecosystems sustain important fisheries on both coasts, but 95% of fishing activity occurs in the Pacific, 
which is also where 80% of the population lives (FAO 2007).  

                                                            
5 Coast line calculation was based on the best available shoreline data and should be viewed as a general estimate 
of shoreline length per country; calculation was derived from a global dataset containing polygons of the Exclusive 
Economic Zone; dataset was produced by the Flanders Marine Institute and can be downloaded from 
http://www.vliz.be/vmdcdata/marbound. Ocean area calculation was based on the best available jurisdictional 
dataset and should be viewed as a general estimate of ocean area jurisdiction per country; calculation was derived 
from a global dataset containing polygons of the Exclusive Economic Zone; dataset was produced by the Flanders 
Marine Institute and can be downloaded from http://www.vliz.be/vmdcdata/marbound. 

http://www.vliz.be/vmdcdata/marbound
http://www.vliz.be/vmdcdata/marbound
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Map 1: Eastern Tropical  Pacific MCA Study Area 

 
 
This report documents findings from our field work in the ETPS, which took place in September 

2010.6 During the field work, we contacted over 80 persons through email, telephone and in-person 
interviews, small group meetings, and a site visit in Tárcoles, Costa Rica (see Appendix 1: Project Contact 
List). We undertook a high-level literature review and gathered project documents and spatial data 
depicting governance, conservation targets, threats, and strategies. We also engaged the Mar Viva 
Foundation (hereafter referred to as Mar Viva) to assess laws and policies related to MCAs.  

For the purpose of this analysis, TNC applied an inclusive definition of MCAs that evolved from a 
workshop held in June 2008 in Washington state, U.S.A.: Marine Conservation Agreements include any 
formal or informal understanding in which one or more parties commit to delivering explicit economic 
incentives in exchange for one or more other parties committing to take certain actions, refrain from 
certain actions, or transfer certain rights and responsibilities to achieve agreed-upon ocean or coastal 
conservation goals. While a Marine Protected Area (MPA) is a designation applied to a place, an MCA is 
an agreement to act or refrain from acting ς not a designation. MCAs can be used as stand-alone 
mechanisms that establish protective areas and actions or as tools to help catalyze and implement 

                                                            
6 This report does not provide general background information on MCAs. For general MCA-related information, 
readers should access the tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ¢ƻƻƭƪƛǘ ŦƻǊ aŀǊƛƴŜ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ !ƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘǎ at: www.mcatoolkit.org.  

http://www.mcatoolkit.org/


Eastern Tropical Pacific Seascape 
MCA Feasibility Analysis ς Project Findings, January 30, 2011 
The Nature Conservancy 

 

5 | P a g e 
 

formal MPAs and fisheries management activities. MCAs provide ecosystem services, including the 
protection of biodiversity, by encumbering sites to prevent them from being used in the future for 
incompatible activities or by changing the habits of users so their activities are undertaken in more 
compatible and sustainable ways. MCAs can be entered into by governments, local communities, 
indigenous groups, and private parties, including NGOs. MCAs can include, but are not limited to, leases, 
easements, management agreements, purchase and sale agreements, concessions, and contracts. MCAs 
have been used to consummate and execute terms of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), no-take zones 
(NTZs), fisheries projects, eco-tourism activities, scientific research and collection projects, restoration 
projects, and alternative livelihood ventures. 

The ETPS analysis generally followed the process identified in the tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ CƛŜƭŘ DǳƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ 
Marine Conservation Agreements (TNC & CI 2009), identifying and assessing eight enabling conditions: 
 

1. Right-holders 
2. Conservation targets 
3. Threats to targets 
4. Conservation strategies  
5. Legal MCA mechanisms 
6. MCA implementers 
7. Stakeholder issues 
8. Costs and Financing 

 

We evaluated the enabling conditions at the country-level for Costa Rica and Panamá and 
performed a high-level review of the legal MCA mechanisms for Colombia and Ecuador. Generally, the 
MCA enabling conditions can be met or otherwise addressed in all four ETPS countries. As such, MCAs 
should be a viable strategy. However, before applying MCAs at sites or for activities, project-specific 
feasibility analyses should almost always be completed.  

1.1 Audiences for and Purpose s of the MCA Analysis 
The audiences for and purposes of the MCA analysis are four-fold: 
 

1. Walton Family Foundation ς to determine how MCAs can help the foundation achieve its 
marine conservation goals within the Seascape; 

2. The Nature Conservancy ς to determine the role the Conservancy may play regarding MCAs 
within the Seascape and to capture lessons learned from existing MCA-related experiences 
within the Seascape so the lessons can be made widely available to the global marine 
conservation community through the a/! tǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊΩǎ ¢ƻƻƭƪƛǘ (at: www.mcatoolkit.org), 
conference presentations, and publications; 

3. Conservation International ς to make information available to CI regarding options for MCAs in 
Costa Rica and Panamá for their consideration as they develop and expand their MCA efforts in 
the Seascape; and  

4. Other conservation practitioners operating in the Seascape -- to make information available to 
Seascape conservation practitioners regarding existing MCA projects and opportunities in areas 
in which they operate as a means to improve coordination, collaboration, and implementation. 

  

http://www.mcatoolkit.org/
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1.2 Roles of MCAs 
We documented three primary roles for MCAs within Costa Rica and Panamá. We believe these roles 
likely hold true for Colombia and Ecuador as well. 
 

1. Facilitating the establishment and management of MPAs and other types of area-based 
management designations: Formalizing and articulating relationships between NGOs, local 
communities, and government agencies in projects that improve the capacity, knowledge, and 
willingness of local communities to support the establishment and management of a broad 
range of area-based management designations, including, but not limited to, marine protected 
areas, special management zones, fishery management zones, coastal zones, and multiple use 
areas. 

2. Facilitate the use of less destructive fishing techniques and gear: Formalizing and articulating 
relationships between NGOs, government agencies, and fishermen in projects that replace 
destructive fishing techniques and gear with less destructive fishing techniques and gear. 

3. Establishing alternative livelihoods: Formalizing and articulating relationships between NGOs 
and local community groups and members in efforts that promote alternative livelihoods (by 
providing access to markets, training, and resources) to decrease direct impacts to biodiversity 
conservation targets. 

2.0 Existing MCA Projects 
Table 1 identifies MCA projects that are actively being implemented in Costa Rica, Panamá, and 
Ecuador. There are numerous additional MCA projects within the study area that are pending 
implementation, in the process of being analyzed for site-level feasibility, or are still in the conceptual 
phase. These potential future MCA projects are identified in Section 12 of this report. In this section, we 
provide summaries of several existing MCA projects in Costa Rica and of one άƎǊƻǳǇέ ƻŦ a/!ǎ in 
Panamá.  

Table 1: Existing MCAs in the ETPS 

Location 
Conservation 

Target(s) 
MCA Type 

Right-
holders 

Implementers 
& Partners 

Goals 

Costa Rica 
Cocos Island, 
Osa Peninsula  

Fisheries 
Management 
agreement 

SINAC 
Mar Viva, 
Coast Guard 

MPA monitoring and 
control 

Costa Rica Country-wide 
Marine and 
terrestrial 

Trust contract  

SINAC, 
public and 
private 
resource 
users 

SINAC, FCRA, 
NGOs 

Forever Costa Rica: 
Establishment and 
management of MPAs  

Costa Rica 

Drake Bay, 
Cano Island, 
Corcovado, 
Ostional 

Sea turtles 
Cooperative 
agreements 

Local 
community 
members 

WIDECAST 
Alternative livelihoods and 
turtle protection  

Costa Rica Golfo Dulce Fisheries Buy-out 

Industrial 
shrimp & 
artisanal 
fishermen 

Pronature, 
FECOPT, 
FENOPEA, 
INCOPESCA 

Industrial shrimp fishery 
move-out from AMPR 

Costa Rica Tárcoles Fisheries 
Cooperative 
agreement 

Coope 
Tárcoles, 

CoopeSolidar 
RL, Consorcio 
Tárcoles 

Establish fishing BMPS and 
processing in pending 
AMPR (analyzing possibility 
of additional MCA) 
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Location 
Conservation 

Target(s) 
MCA Type 

Right-
holders 

Implementers 
& Partners 

Goals 

Panamá 
Gulf of 
Chiriqui, Coiba 

Fisheries 
Management 
agreement 

ANAM Mar Viva 
Monitoring and control of 
mangrove area designated 
as protected area 

Panamá 
Kuna Yala 
(Caribbean) 

Grant 
contract 

Indigenous 
area 

Indigenous 
peoples 

Seacology 
Create waste mgmt system 
to protect environment 

Panamá 

National Parks 
(Punta Patiño 
Wetland, Isla 
Cañas Wildlife 
Refuge, Isla 
Galeta) 

Coastal and 
marine 
environments 

Management 
agreements/ 
concessions  

ANAM 
Various NGOs 
and 
communities 

Terrestrial and marine: 14 
MOAs/co-mgmt. 
agreements/concessions 
for partial management 
(could be duplicative of 
others in this table) 

Panamá 
San Miguel 
Gulf 

By-catch 
Informal 
cooperative 
agreement 

Local 
fishermen 

ARAP 

Reduce from 8 to 4 the 
number of layers in their 
trammel-fishing net in 
exchange for technical 
assistance, equipment and 
certification 

Ecuador 
Galera - San 
Francisco 

Cooperative 
agreement 

Marine 
Protected 
Area 

Local 
fishermen 

Nazca, CI 

Entered into new 
agreement for lobster 
mgmt and ecosystem 
protection 

2.1 Forever Costa Rica Trust  
It may come as a surprise to many people to see the Forever Costa Rica Irrevocable Trust (FCR) project 
identified as an MCA, but in fact the project meets the MCA definition (see Table 2). The trust contract, 
annexes, associated cooperative agreement and implementation plan identifies the parties, including 
the Linden Trust for Conservation, Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, TNC, Walton Family 
Foundation, Forever Costa Rica Association (FCRA), and the right-holder, the Costa Rican National 
Conservation Area System (SINAC). The intent is clearly to achieve mutually agreed upon ocean and 
coastal conservation goals (the intent includes terrestrial goals as well) by cooperating to establish, 
preserve and maintain protected areas (see Map 2). The trust contract creates a trust fund that will be 
managed and executed by FCRA pursuant to the terms and conditions of the contract in order to 
execute and implement all matters related to the conservation efforts. In short, SINAC and FCRA have 
agreed to undertake MPA establishment and management efforts under conditions negotiated and 
agreed upon by funders in exchange for funding.  

The total of the FCR trust is approximately US$57M, including funding for marine and terrestrial 
protected areas. FCR will add US$1M/year for marine funding and the Costa Rican government has 
agreed to do similarly (of which, at least initially, US$500K will go to SINAC, US$250K will go to the Coast 
Guard, and US$250K will go to INCOPESCA). In addition SINAC has agreed to accomplish more than 30 
closing conditions that enable this agreement.  One example is the creation of a new marine 
department with at least seven staff. FCR funding sources for marine included Lifeweb (Germany), TNC, 
and GEF (60%) and for terrestrial TFCA Debt for nature swap (40%). Ultimately, SINAC recognizes FCR as 
a resource and funding complement, but the main responsibility over the MPAs still lies with the state 
over the long term.  
  

http://www.seacology.org/projects/individualprojects/PANAMA_kunayala2010.htm





















































































































































































