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Can Marine Protected Areas Improve Livelihoods in Gateway Communities: An Economic 

View of the Evidence Base.  

 

Abstract 

Marine protected areas (MPAs) are found all around the globe, occupy a variety of ecological 

niches, are hoped to serve any number of purposes, and are managed through many distinct 

institutional governance arrangements. However, a relative dearth of studies exist which quantify 

the benefits of these reserves at the local community level. It is important to understand if MPAs 

benefit communities in order to gain their support, reduce management costs, and achieve 

positive conservation outcomes. Additionally, if a suite of benefits can characterize the economic 

success of MPAs, policy makers and conservation practitioners can design MPAs that nurture 

and provide the opportunity to capture these co-benefits of management. This paper synthesizes 

several diverse bodies of literature on the costs and benefits of MPAs and makes several 

recommendations to future researchers. We find that MPAs generate net benefits for resource 

dependent communities under some circumstances. Unfortunately without a reasonably 

comprehensive database of comparable cost and benefit estimates to derive robust predictors of 

success, means to create these circumstances remains more art than science. Based on this 

assessment, we find there are three fundamental gaps in this literature: 1. Future researchers 

should use internally valid valuation methodologies and an appropriate ecosystem service 

framework in valuation studies. 2. Studies should include cost estimates when possible, even if 

this implies added research expense. 3. Significant attention should be paid to the trade-offs of 

increasing the benefits from one source at the expense of another.  
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1. Introduction 

 Marine protected areas (MPAs) are commonly used as a management tool to protect and 

conserve both stocks of marine resources and the ecosystem services that flow from them. 

Several studies have convincingly demonstrated the conservation performance of MPAs 

(Halpern 2003; Micheli et al. 2004; Lester et al. 2009). MPAs have been shown to increase 

biomass density, produce larger organisms, and increase biodiversity within reserves (Halpern, 

2003; Gell & Roberts, 2003; Lubchenco et al., 2003). In addition to conservation benefits, it is 

often suggested that MPAs improve fishery management and increase the supply of other non-

market goods, improving the livelihoods of resource-dependent communities.  

Originally, ‘no-take’ MPAs were conceived as a pragmatic means to protect estuarine 

and coastal systems, fisheries, species habitat, endangered species, and to provide public 

enjoyment; they were not designed to be strict fishery management tools (Hyrenbach et al., 

2000). The conservationist’s goal was to establish a network of reserves where marine resources 

would be protected from mismanagement and overexploitation (IUCN, 1988). Economists 

recognize that MPAs, as management tools, can reduce the negative externalities commonly 

found in open access fisheries and improve the provision of marine-related public goods (Carter, 

2003). But, in contrast to private property management structures, MPAs are more closely 

aligned with command-and-control style management whereby a manager dictates that a fraction 

of the resource is set aside to ensure the provision of ecosystem goods and services that formal 

markets fail to take into account. This style of top-down management imposes significant 

opportunity costs on nearby communities, which lose access to traditional fishing grounds. 

However, some fisheries experts argued that MPAs could enhance the livelihoods of local 

communities by improving degraded fish stocks that would then “spillover” the reserves’ 
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borders, out of the no take zones, increasing total catch. 

Marine resources are more likely to be conserved when local communities support 

conservation efforts. If communities sense that they will not benefit from the creation of a 

protected area, they become resistant to the idea (Russ and Alcala, 1996, Roberts et al. 2001).  

As such, it is important to assess the net economic value of protective marine management in 

order to a) ascertain whether a particular protective action will generate positive economic 

benefits , b) demonstrate who captures the benefits and who pays the costs of the protection, and 

c) in the event that protection is net-beneficial, to assist in designing institutional frameworks 

that generate the greatest social acceptance and value possible.  

MPAs can offset their costs to local communities by increasing the supply of both private 

and public goods, which are captured through consumptive and non-consumptive resource uses. 

The extent to which a community benefits from an MPA depends, in part, upon the marginal 

changes in the resource base that occur as a result of protection. If an MPA generates benefits 

greater (less) than the costs imposed on the community, the MPA is a net-gain (net-loss) to the 

community, but there is no guarantee that an MPA will generate benefits in excess of its costs. 

The conditions under which an MPA is expected to generate positive net benefits for a 

community are not well understood and to date, there is no single study evaluating the potential 

net benefits of MPAs on local, resource-dependent communities.  

 This study attempts to fill several gaps in the literature by synthesizing several unique, 

but relevant, bodies of literature on the topic and presenting a conceptual model of the economic 

interaction between a community and an MPA. Then, we identify several gaps in the literature as 

well as several policy-relevant research areas that are in need of further investigation in order to 
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inform marine resource management. This synthesis will help future researchers focus their 

efforts and will ultimately serve to empower marine resource managers to make educated 

decisions and maximize the value derived from their natural resource base.  

 The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 characterizes marine resource 

dependent communities and describes how their characteristics create unique challenges for 

marine policy makers. Section 3 discusses the economic theory of protected areas, including the 

types of benefits they can provide, while Section 4. surveys the literature on research related to 

the costs and benefits generated by MPAs. Section 5 makes several recommendations for future 

research and concludes the paper.  

 

2. Resource Dependent Communities and Marine Protected Areas  

 Resource dependent communities rely on natural capital for their livelihoods. There are 

well-documented examples of communities whose livelihoods are based on subsistence 

agriculture, forestry, and fishing (e.g. Hickey, 2006; Randall and Ironside, 1996). Most coastal 

communities in the developing world are dependent on diminished or overfished resources and 

are more likely to be below the poverty line compared to inland communities. These 

communities are especially sensitive to changes in the stock of marine resources and even small 

changes can have large livelihood impacts (Pomeroy et al, 2006). This is a serious consideration 

because community members do not always have livelihood alternatives to fall back upon when 

the resource becomes scarce. The subsistence nature of livelihood activities gives marine 

resource dependent communities a vested economic and cultural interest in using marine 

resources efficiently, and it creates an incentive to retain access to the resources, which supply 

the inputs of their livelihoods. 
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 Assessing the livelihood impacts of MPAs is complicated by the fact that the costs and 

benefits are intimately tied to the stakeholders under consideration. For example, tourism 

operators may pay a small opportunity cost for establishing an MPA if their activity is not 

dramatically altered and if the MPA increases tourism then operators will receive large net 

benefits. In contrast, an MPA may impose a high opportunity cost on subsistence fisherman by 

significantly altering their fishing activity. If the biomass spillover from the MPA is small, the 

subsistence fisherman’s net benefits will be small or even negative. 

 If a community agrees to jointly exploit a marine resource, they must decide how to 

manage their exploitation and they must have the means and motive to enforce that joint 

management scheme1. Any investment in the resource will change the ratio of relative values of 

the marine resources derived from different uses. For example, while marine preserves may 

increase the value of non-consumptive uses (such as tourism and endangered species protection) 

to distant stakeholders, this may confer a cost to local communities, who must temporarily or 

permanently forego consumptive uses such as fishing (IUCN, 2003). 

 

3. Conceptual Framework 

3.1 A Taxonomy of Relevant Ecosystem Goods and Services 

  The relevant ecosystem goods and services must be defined in a clear and consistent 

manner that avoids double counting their livelihood contribution, thereby biasing a cost-benefit-

analysis (CBA) in a way that recommends an MPA when it is not desirable. Moreover, the 

analysis should pay close attention to the scale of benefits and costs not least for eventual 

development policy uses. Community level benefits should be isolated and separately estimated 
                                                
1 Even if an entire community agrees to jointly preserve a resource, there is still a great incentive 
to cheat. 
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because grouping together global and regional public good benefits can mask the costs of MPAs 

that local communities typically bear more than other groups.  

 Following Balmford et al. (2011) we make a distinction between ecosystem processes 

and benefits in a way that avoids double counting benefits. Processes are defined as biophysical 

functions, while benefits are the end goods and services that are the result of the processes and 

which contribute directly to human livelihoods (Balmford et al., 2011). If process are counted as 

benefits, the total value estimate is biased upward because the contribution of the process is 

counted twice: once by itself, when the benefit of the process is counted, and a second time when 

the benefit of the end good is counted, of which the benefit of the process is a component piece. 

This is not necessarily a problem if the process and good represent two distinct benefit streams, 

or benefit two distinct user groups. Indeed, species diversification benefits conservationists 

directly, but it is a process leading to an end good of increased fish harvests, which benefit 

artisanal fishermen. However, counting the benefits of the process and the end good is 

particularly problematic if the process itself is of no value without the resulting end good. 

Balmford et al.’s (2011) framework is attractive because it provides a clear delineation between 

processes and end goods and as a result, it avoids double counting process benefits. There are 

examples in the literature of MPAs encouraging several of the beneficial ecosystem processes 

(See Russ and Alcala, 1996; McClanahan and Mangi, 2000; Roberts et al., 2001; Gell and 

Roberts, 2002) listed in Figure 3 and other examples of MPAs delivering ecosystem benefits to 

communities (Halpbern, 2010). 
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Figure 3: Taxonomy of Ecosystem Services 

 

 Adapted from Balmford et al. (2011) 

 

 An MPA protects marine resources in an effort to improve ecosystem processes, leading 

to increases in ecosystem goods and services (Russ and Alcala, 1996; McClanahan and Mangi, 

2000; Roberts et al., 2001; Gell and Roberts, 2002). For example, an MPA can protect habitat for 

spawning biomass, improving biomass production and leading to increased fish yields. The 

increase in supply depends not only on the biological parameters of the site, which govern the 

processes, but also on the baselines of each process. The ecology of each site will naturally favor 

some processes more than others and as a result, some ecosystem goods and services will be 

provided in relatively greater amounts. In other cases, the site may not be capable of supporting 

the processes and none of the related goods and services will be produced.   
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3.1 Conceptual Dynamic Model of MPA  

 The creation of an MPA creates a series of dynamic interactions between the community, 

the “spillover’ fishery, and the reserve itself (Carter, 2003). Any changes in the quantity and 

location of marine resources will cause the community to reallocate resources to different 

productive uses in order to maximize the stream of benefits they receive, subject to any 

constraints  (Sanchirico & Wilen, 1999). The equilibrium state, characterized by the allocation of 

capital inputs and the resulting stock of the resource, depends on the starting stock and any 

corresponding biological parameters, the supply and demand characteristics of any market 

affected by resource-derived outputs, and the elasticity of substitution for capital (e.g. using 

vessels and labor for tourism instead of fishing). 

 There are several avenues for the benefits of marine protected areas to reach local 

communities. The conceptual model in Figure 1 portrays the theoretical economic interactions 

between the MPA and the local community. Arrows represent dynamic interactions between the 

community, the fishing grounds, and the MPA. Arrows pointing towards the local community 

represent benefits and arrows pointing away from it represent costs. Following protection, value 

can be transferred through both consumptive and non-consumptive uses of the resource. 

Additionally, the protection may generate non-use values.  

The value attached to each interaction depends on the aggregated preferences of the 

community, the extractive technology, economic variables, the ecology of the site, and other 

exogenous factors2. The magnitude of each cost and benefit flow is site specific, but the general 

conceptual model applies equally to all sites. Communities pay an opportunity cost equal to the 
                                                
2 This is especially the case for tourism, where exogenous factors such as income or civil unrest 
in the host country have large effects on tourism demand.  
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size of lost fishing profit and other extractive-use revenue and in return they may receive a suite 

of benefits, which cover, in part or in total, the opportunity cost. For ease of exposition, we 

categorize the benefits as either use benefits (e.g. fish catch and tourism) or non-use benefits 

(e.g. existence and bequest values). If the benefits are larger than the financial and opportunity 

costs3, the community will benefit from the MPA. If the opportunity cost is greater than the sum 

of these values, the community is made worse off.  

The boundaries of analysis become particularly important when we observe locally 

concentrated costs and nonlocal diffuse or concentrated benefits. That is, knowing who counts 

often tells us what counts. In the presence of potentially significant tourism benefits that are 

captured at a scale broader than the scale at which management and opportunity costs are felt, 

there may be a case to be made for some sort of redistributive policy to reward local 

stewardship/management. Such an approach might be considered an unambiguously efficiency 

positive PES for a local public good rather than the more common Coasian bargain for 

downstream public/private bads avoided.  Local leakage, or non-local benefits, will be more 

prevalent and serious when the local community has inadequate or inappropriate tourism 

infrastructure (e.g., guide services, hotels, dive equipment, qualified instructors, fishing gear, 

restaurants, airport, etc), and when the available tourism infrastructure is owned and managed by 

foreign companies.  

 

 

 

                                                
3 We assume all start-up costs have been paid for in previous time periods. 
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 Figure 1: Conceptual Model of MPA 

 

 

Source: Adapted from Carter (2003).  

 

4. Community Level Benefits and Costs of MPAs 

This section synthesizes several unique bodies of economic literature on the community 

level gross-benefits and costs of MPAs in order to identify the types of benefits MPAs create, 

identify the frontier of knowledge on the topic, and locate areas in need of more research. While 

we tried to be as comprehensive as possible, there are hundreds of papers on MPAs and an 

exhaustive review is outside the scope of this paper. However, we have constructed the most 

thorough review of the literature related to the community level costs and benefits and this 
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should provide value to the discipline and future researchers.  

3.1 Use Values 

3.1.1 Spillover Fishery 

 It is often claimed that MPAs benefit local fisheries by allowing biomass within the 

reserve to increase and then spillover beyond the reserve boundary, increasing the amount of 

biomass outside of the reserve relative to the baseline with no reserve (Rowley 1994; Roberts et 

al. 2001; Goni et al. 2008; Kellner et al. 2008; Perez-Ruzafa et al. 2008). Several studies based 

on bioeconomic models, found that MPAs can increase yields in areas adjacent to the MPA when 

biomass stocks are low to begin with (Pezzey et. al., 2000; Sanchirico and Wilen, 1999; 

Greenville and MacAulay, 2004). These results suggest that MPAs can improve sub-optimal 

fishery management, but they do not suggest that an MPA belongs in the set of optimal fishery 

management policies. Moreover, the extent and magnitude of the spillover effect remains 

contentious within the MPA literature and there is yet to be a definitive empirical study 

measuring the effect in a generalizable way (Halpbern, 2010).  

 In order for an MPA to produce net fishery benefits to local communities, the value of 

spillover catch must be greater than the opportunity cost of limiting the area open to fishing. In a 

study of locally managed marine areas (LMMAs) in Vanuatu, Pascal (2010) estimated the 

change in catch-per-unit-effort (CPUE) using a stated-preference survey and experimental 

fishing in the spillover areas outside of the LMMAs. The study found that CPUE was 

significantly higher outside of LMMAs compared to control sites, suggesting that protection had 

created positive net “spillover” benefits. McClanahan and Mangi (2000) also found spillover 

benefits in an empirical study of a tropical MPA in Kenya, but their study showed the spillover 

effect was too small to compensate fishermen for the loss of fishing area. They further concluded 



 
 

 
 

12 

any potential net benefit from the “spillover” effect would not be experienced for at least a 

decade because it would take that long for biomass within the reserve to begin migrating over the 

boundary. Abesamis et al. (2006) estimated the spillover effect for Apo Island marine reserve in 

the Philippines and found that the effect accounted for less than 10% of the total fishing yield. 

Several authors have drawn similar conclusions. Hatcher (1998) observed that spillover would 

rarely compensate for the loss of fishing area, at least in the short run. This is especially 

problematic for subsistence and artisanal fishermen who often lack the financial resources and 

livelihood alternatives needed to compensate them for the initial loss of fishing area (Hatcher, 

1998).  

3.1.2 Fish Harvest Risk Reduction 

Another potential benefit of MPAs is to reduce the risk associated with variation in 

harvests. Conrad (1999) found that while creating an MPA reduced total harvest it also reduced 

the intra-season variation. In order for fisherman to experience a positive payoff in this situation 

they must place a higher value on a lower average yield with less variability than on a higher 

average yield but with greater variability. There have been several studies on the risk preferences 

of fisherman (See Bocksteal and Opaluch, 1983; Dupont, 1993; Mistian and Strand, 2000; 

Nguyen and Leung, 2009), but only Eggart and Lokina (2007) have studied the risk preferences 

of artisanal fisherman, which most closely relate to our subject of interest. The pair used a stated-

preference survey of artisanal fisherman in Tanzania’s Lake Victoria and found that the majority 

of their sample was either risk neutral or risk seeking and their results suggest that the value of 

lowering harvest variability would not compensate artisanal fisherman for the loss of harvest 

caused by creating an MPA. 
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3.1.3 Tourism and Recreation Values 

 Demand for nature-based tourism and recreation is driven primarily through the 

desirability or uniqueness of the resource upon which the tourism and recreation industries are 

based (Marcouiller and Prey, 2005). MPAs protect marine resources, encouraging the growth of 

additional stock attributes (e.g. increased biomass or coral health and abundance) and this can 

have two possible effects on tourism: 1. positive stock changes can increase the WTP of tourists 

visiting the site and 2. positive stock changes can increase the number of tourists visiting the site. 

It is possible to experience a combination of both effects simultaneously, and this combination 

has empirically observed (e.g. Deisenroth et al., 2012). Semeniuk et. al. (2009) used a stated-

preference choice experiment approach to estimate user preferences for different management 

regimes of a sting-ray habitat in the Cayman Islands. The study found that visitors were sensitive 

to changes in the level of stingrays at the site and they had a positive WTP to maintain high 

population levels. In a meta-analysis of coastal-based tourism and recreation values, Ghermandi 

et. al. (2009) found that the average value of an improvement in environmental quality at a site 

was worth $290/tourist/day. Pascal (2010) also found that five MPAs in Vanuatu produced 

positive tourist benefits compared to control sites. These studies lend credence to the idea that 

MPAs can generate positive tourism benefits for local communities to the extent that MPAs 

improve the stock of the amenity, which draws tourists to the site. 

 Even if an MPA has no discernable effects on the stock of the marine amenity, the 

protected area designation may still produce tourism benefits by acting as a signal of significance 

to tourists (Weiler and Seidl, 2003). Weiler and Seidl (2003) found that a change in site 

designation (i.e. from National Monument to the more prestigious title of National Park) created 

positive economic benefits to nearby communities, even after controlling for other covariates. 
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Turpie et. al. (2006) found similar effects in their study of three South African MPAs. 

Approximately 35% of tourists to Goukamma, 15% of tourists to Robberg, and 30% of tourists 

to Tsitsikamma said that the MPA designation had influenced their decision to visit the site 

(Turpie et. al., 2006). Reinus and Fredman (2006) asked how varying the protected status of a 

terrestrial site impacted tourism. Their results showed that protection status acts as a signal of 

quality to tourists and influences their decision to visit a site.   

 

3.2 Non-Use Values 

  

3.2.1 Community Level Existence, Option, and Bequest Values of MPAs 

 MPAs can produce non-tangible benefits for communities. Existence and bequest values 

are held by people for knowing that a resource exists in a specific state or by deriving a positive 

value from passing on the resource to future generations (Walsh et al., 1984). There are very few 

empirical estimates of existence, bequest, or option values held by resource dependent 

communities because attention has largely been focused on resource users with higher incomes 

(O’Garra, 2009). Casey et al. (2008) calculated an estimate of the level of compensation needed 

by an indigenous community to accept the possibility of ecosystem damages from oil and gas 

drilling, even once they had been compensated for direct damages. While the study does not 

estimate the value of specific benefits, it does demonstrate that even relatively poor communities 

value nature for nature’s sake (Casey et al., 2008). O’Garra (2009) extended this work by 

estimating the bequest values of LMMA users in Fiji. The study used a CVM approach and 
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found that households were willing to pay $106.91 USD4 per year in order to ensure the resource 

was available for future generations to use.  

 While these results demonstrate that marine resources have the ability to generate non-

use benefits to low-income local communities, neither estimate can be interpreted as the bequest 

value generated by protecting the resource. Existence and bequest values depend on the state of 

the resource being valued (Walsh et al., 1984) and therefore, the existence and bequest values of 

an MPA must be measured as the difference between the existence and bequest values ex-ante 

and ex-post of MPA creation. To our knowledge no study has estimated a theoretically consistent 

estimate of the existence and bequest values of local communities created by an MPA. This is a 

clear gap in the MPA valuation literature that could easily be filled. 

 

3.2.2 Community Level Cultural and Aesthetic Values 

 Traditional patterns of marine resource use are intimately tied with the cultural identify of 

local communities (Agardy et al., 2003). We found no estimates of the value of cultural or 

aesthetic services and it was also not clear how such values are defined and measured. Throsby 

and Withers (1979) produced what many consider to be the first empirical estimate of the value 

of culture by using the CVM to value a change in the supply of art. Throsby, reflecting on the 

1979 paper, admitted that at the time, he and Withers weren’t sure what they were actually 

valuing and what they thought they were valuing (Throsby, 2003). Throsby’s  reflection suggests 

that in order to operationalize the inclusion of cultural values of MPAs in CBA, researchers must 

produce a robust definition of what is being measured and devise a way to measure it. If we 

                                                
4 Estimate is in study year, 2009, US dollars. 
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assume the determinants of cultural values remain more or less static over time, then we can say 

that if an MPA moves resource use closer to a traditional model, cultural values can be increased. 

 Aesthetic values, defined as the net benefit a person receives from viewing, either in part 

or in total, a created or natural landscape, are more easily measurable and defined than cultural 

values. While there are no examples in the literature of the aesthetic value local communities 

receive from MPAs, there are other studies that suggest how aesthetic values may be enhanced 

by MPAs. Increases in visually appealing resource characteristics, such as water level in a lake, 

can increase the consumer surplus derived from viewing the lake with higher water levels 

(Lansford and Jones, 1995). Their results suggest that MPAs, which augment visually appealing 

marine characteristics such as increasing coral reef health or quantity, can generate positive 

welfare gains for local communities. However, this could be called into question as many of the 

improvements attributed to MPAs occur under the water line and therefore out of direct view of 

the community. Underwater views could be enhanced by MPAs and it would be useful to 

understand how communities and tourists value changes in underwater viewscapes, if at all. 

 

3.3 Community Level Economic Costs of MPAs 

MPAs impose costs on local communities in two ways. First, the community must pay both out-

of-pocket start-up and running costs for the reserve and second, the community pays an implicit 

opportunity cost as a result of the changed resource use. Running costs per square-kilometer are 

remarkably dependent on three factors: 1. MPA Size, 2. MPAs distance from land, and 3. 

Purchasing Power Parity (Balmford, et al., 2004). Costs are negatively related to all three 

variables such that larger MPAs that are further offshore and in less developed countries have 

lower running costs than small MPAs, near-shore, and in developed countries.  
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 Opportunity costs are more difficult to calculate because they depend on ex-ante 

behavioral predictions that can be challenging to empirically test. Opportunity cost is measured 

as the lost welfare that occurs as a result of resource use change. In order to calculate opportunity 

cost, it is necessary to predict how the community would have used the resource under the old 

system, which depends on both sociological and ecological dynamics that could be unknown to 

the researcher. Opportunity costs could cut across different benefit sources as well. Communities 

could lose welfare through lost fishing opportunities or welfare may be lost if the MPA changes 

traditional cultural practices, reducing the amount of cultural benefits a community receives. 

However, the consensus seems to be that lost fishing revenue represents the largest component of 

a community’s opportunity cost.  

 

3.4 Net Benefits of MPAs 

This paper has shown that MPAs can generate various types of benefits for local communities. 

The magnitude of each benefit depends on a suite of factors, including the ecology of the site and 

the preferences of the community. As a result, each MPA will have certain benefit streams that 

contribute more than others, even for geographically similar MPAs. Table 1 presents the results 

for Pascal’s (2010) study of five (5) MPAs in Vanuatu, which found that the contribution of each 

benefit source varied between sites even tough Vanuatu is very small on a geographical scale. 
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Table 1 

Benefits as a Percent of Total MPA Benefit from Five MPAs in Vanuatu 

Effect 
 

 
MPA 1 
 

MPA 2 MPA 3 MPA 4 MPA 5 

MPA effect on subsistence fishery 31% 25% 14% 21% 15% 
MPA effect on commercial fishery 7% 12% 11% 25% 17% 
MPA effect on tourism (village 
stakeholders only) 36% 29% 43% 25% 56% 

MPA effect on social capital 9% 6% 6% 3% 5% 
MPA effect on bequest value 15% 11% 8% 13% 3% 
MPA effect on coastal protection 2% 18% 17% 13% 5% 
Source: Pascal, 2010 

 

The opportunity and running costs of MPAs may also vary widely. The literature has focused 

heavily on quantifying the various benefit sources of MPAs, but there has been a less concerted 

effort at simultaneously estimating the costs and as a consequence, there are no studies 

quantifying the net-benefit of MPAs. Based on the evidence presented in this paper, there is 

certainly reasonable cause to expect MPAs to create net-benefits for gateway communities under 

the right conditions, but without more empirical evidence, it is too difficult to say what those 

conditions may be.  

 

4. Conclusion 

 The evidence examined in this paper provides support for the argument that protected 

areas have the potential to benefit the livelihood of resource dependent communities. However, 

many of the studies we found in the course of writing this paper used methodologies that either 
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valued the resource the MPA protected instead of valuing the protection or they classified 

ecosystem services in a way that is susceptible to double counting. Future research should take 

care to use appropriate valuation methodologies and use frameworks such as the one put forward 

by Balmford et al. (2011) to classify ecosystem services and avoid double counting benefits. 

 Resource dependent communities rely on marine resources and they are culturally and 

economically sensitive to changes in how the resource is used. Community support is extremely 

important to the success of an MPA largely because the community is the main steward of the 

resource. If they are made worse off by the MPA they will reject its use. The evidence in this 

paper suggests that (1) conservationists should be cautious of the idea that MPAs are always and 

everywhere benevolent policy tools and (2) that researchers and practitioners need to develop a 

better understanding of how MPAs can be designed to generate the maximum benefit for 

communities and thus, gain their support.  

 The existing evidence suggests that the “spillover effect” is often not large enough to 

compensate communities for the loss of fishing area. Future research should explore the 

bioeconomic effect of decreasing the size of the no-take zone in order to promote spillover. In 

the absence of a “spillover’ effect, the other potential benefit of reducing the inter-temporal 

variation in harvest is only valuable to fishermen who are sufficiently risk averse. While there 

are documented examples of risk averse fishermen in the literature, the only study on artisanal 

fishermen found that they are more likely to be risk neutral or risk seeking than risk averse. 

Other use benefits are even less reliable based on the scarcity of any measurable effects in the 

literature.  

 Recreation and tourism have potential to benefit communities, but they are the product of 

a production function that involves both natural and capital inputs. Coastal subsistence 
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communities are typically low-income and it may not be easy for them to finance capital 

investments in tourism infrastructure. Small MPAs face even larger hurdles because it is unlikely 

that creating an MPA will have the “if you build it, they will come” effect, as most people won’t 

be aware of its existence unless the community advertises it.  

 Communities may benefit culturally to the extent that creating an MPA restores resource 

use and functionality that had been missing. However, communities may also lose cultural value 

if creating an MPA changes their traditional resource use. It is not clear which effect will prevail 

or under which circumstances and future research should attempt to address this significant gap 

in the literature.  

 What is clear is that MPAs can generate benefits. However, there are significant 

knowledge gaps concerning the conditions under which this is true. There is not a good 

understanding of how benefits are traded off within an MPA, which is to say, we do not 

understand if increasing fishing benefits means we must give up tourism benefits, for example. 

Pascal’s study showed that even geographically similar MPAs can generate much different ratios 

of benefits, but it is not well understood why, or whether these differences actually reflect errors 

in estimation techniques.  

 There are no comprehensive valuation studies in the literature in the sense that the end 

result is a net-benefit estimate. Specifically, this paper highlights the significant lack of emphasis 

on including cost estimates in valuation studies. To be sure, studies that estimate a suite of values 

generated by an MPA are contributing to the literature, but their impact could be amplified by 

including cost estimates that would help policy makers understand the trade-offs of investing in 

MPAs.  
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  We conclude that MPAs have the potential to generate net benefits for resource 

dependent communities under the right circumstances, but without a comprehensive database of 

cost and benefit estimates it is impossible to characterize what the right circumstance look like. 

Future researchers should use internally valid valuation methodologies and an appropriate 

ecosystem service framework in valuation studies. Studies should include cost estimates when 

possible, even at an added research expense, and significant attention should be paid to the trade-

offs of increasing the benefits from one source at the expense of another.  
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