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On the surface we’re doing ok

• Australian MPAs
• 36% Commonwealth waters

• 42% State waters

• 25% of these are fully protected

• Global MPAs
• 8% of oceans protected

• 30% of these are fully protected

• 30% x 2030
• USA, UK, Australia and others

• But what is “protected”???



Should we count PPAs
as “protected”?

Some benefit, but 
non-significant

Some benefit for targeted 
species, but inferior to FPAs

No benefit over open areas



Our PPAs allow substantial
human impact

Port Stephens Great Lakes Marine Park



Is ¾ of our MPA network working?

• “Working” 
(in Australian terms)…

1ry: Ecological goals eg

• Biodiversity

• Ecological processes

2ry: Social goals eg

• Sustainable use

• Appreciating nature

• Learning experiences

• Why does this matter?
• Opportunity cost

• Social / economic costs

• Ecological costs



56 sites
7000 km of coastline

of the
Great Southern Reef

1/3 open, 1/3 PPA, 1/3 FPA

Study sites - GSR



Study methods

190 site surveys

439 interviews

Social:

Ecological: 625 RLS



Results

Partially-protected 
areas were no better 
than open areas for any 
of our assessment 
criteria



Ecological results



Social results



More social results

Popularity (measured as attendance)
No significant difference 

vs open areas
2x SCUBA divers, 3.5x snorkelers, 

almost no fishers

Partially protected areas Fully protected areas

Attraction to ecological values
No significant difference 

vs open areas
Significantly higher than open areas 

and PPAs (p=0.01)

Perception of marine life compared 
to nearby areas

No significant difference 
vs open areas

Significantly better and improving
(in-water users) (p=0.017)

Coastal users expressed high support for FPAs (92%) including among people who fished (91%).

Almost ¾ of people who fished also undertook other activities (myth of the “fisher”)

Perception of marine life quality correlated significantly with fish species richness and habitat diversity 
(CATAMI)

Over ¼ of coastal users (27%) reported observing non-compliance at site. We observed just 3 
enforcement activities in over 300 hours on sites



Discussion

PPAs do have a role

•Buffer zones

• Specific ecological goals eg protecting seagrass

However in terms of their broader objectives, we found:

•PPAs divert resources and mislead the public

•PPAs are “red herrings” in marine conservation

• Social effectiveness depends on ecological 
effectiveness

•We need to monitor and upgrade PPAs if they aren’t 
delivering



Thanks!!!   

I couldn’t have done this without the incredible support of participants, the many people in our lab, Reef Life Survey volunteers, 
my co-authors and supervisors Graeme Clark and Emma Johnston, UNSW and the Australian Government RTP


	Slide 1: A social-ecological assessment of  partially protected marine areas How effective are they?  John Turnbull, Graeme Clark and Emma Johnston University of NSW / Sydney  
	Slide 2: On the surface we’re doing ok
	Slide 3: Should we count PPAs  as “protected”?
	Slide 4: Our PPAs allow substantial  human impact
	Slide 5: Is ¾ of our MPA network working?
	Slide 6: Study sites - GSR
	Slide 7: Study methods
	Slide 8: Results
	Slide 9: Ecological results
	Slide 10: Social results
	Slide 11: More social results
	Slide 12: Discussion
	Slide 14

