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A B S T R A C T

Here, we clarify the events described on a recent paper by Soares & Lucas in Marine Policy 93 (2018) that
resulted in the establishment of large marine protected areas (MPAs) in Brazil. We describe crucial aspects of the
planning process that were not addressed by the authors, particularly: (i) top-down changes on the original
design that left the most diverse, unique and vulnerable ecosystems poorly protected; (ii) the permission of
fishing activities within no-take areas; and (iii) shortfalls in using these MPAs for quantifying progress towards
the Aichi Target 11. The spatial configuration of MPAs was modified by the government in a typical top-down
scenario that received neither public nor scientific input. We call for a ban on fishing activities around the islands
and on mining activities within all MPAs. We emphasize the need for reconciling qualitative aspects of Aichi
Target 11 when establishing new MPAs as a strategy for enhancing conservation outcomes. The establishment of
these large MPAs should not divert attention from actions needed for the protection of priority sites based on
scientific evidence.

In March 2018, the Brazilian government created four of the largest
marine protected areas (MPAs) of the Atlantic ocean, covering an area

of about 925,000 km2 in total. The country's MPAs coverage increased
sharply from 1.5% to 25%, which surpassed the 10% area-based goal
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established by Aichi Target 11 of the Convention of Biological
Diversity. This fact was publicized by the Brazilian government, the
media, and several conservation non-governmental organizations as a
great achievement, and was recently described by Soares & Lucas [1] as
a participatory process and an important step towards the conservation
of marine and insular biodiversity in Brazil. However, some basic
principles of conservation planning were neglected by the decision-
making process [2], and a breakdown in the stakeholder participation
process can compromise the successful implementation of these MPAs
in the future [3]. Major flaws on the socio-political process and mod-
ifications on the spatial design of these large MPAs without technical
criteria or scientific input led to a lack of protection for a majority of the
most vulnerable ecosystems, i.e. reefs and associated biodiversity be-
tween 0–300m depth around the oceanic islands. Here, we detail how
the establishment of these MPAs was conducted and their conservation
implications at the national and global scales.

The recently created MPAs included two categories of protected
areas following the Brazilian National System of Protected Areas -
SNUC [4]: multiple-use areas named Environmental Protected Areas
(APA from the Portuguese Área de Proteção Ambiental; CAT V–IUCN),
the least restrictive management category of protected areas in the
country and historically poorly enforced; and one category of suppo-
sedly no-take area, named Natural Monument (MONA from the Por-
tuguese Monumento Natural; CAT III–IUCN). The two APAs cover
809,429.4 km2 (87.4% of the total area protected) and the two MONAs
cover 116,418.5 km2 (only 12.6% of the MPAs) and are nested within
the APAs (Fig. 1).

In Brazil, technical studies and public consultations are mandatory
steps to guiding the establishment of protected areas, according to the
SNUC. In the process reported here, the technical assessments were
undertaken by scientists and managers [5,6], most of which are authors
of this paper, and were based on the best available knowledge, ac-
counting for the best practices in conservation management (e.g. con-
sidering endemic species and sensible habitat distributions) [7,8]. The
original proposals indicated the need for excluding mining and reg-
ulating fisheries in the multiple-use areas, and placing no-take areas
around the most vulnerable and priority sites for conservation (i.e.
shallow and deep habitats around the islands and seamounts). After the
public consultation, an open letter signed by more than one hundred
scientists, managers, members of non-governmental organizations was
sent to the President and Ministry of Environment to support the MPAs
creation and proposing a ten-fold increase in the no-take area to protect
a more representative portion of each ecosystem of St. Peter and St.
Paul´s Archipelago - ASPSP (Fig. 1). However, stakeholder opinions
were not taken into account and only used to legitimize top-down de-
cisions (“uninformed opportunisms” cf. Magris and Pressey [2]).

First, before the on-line publication of the proposals, the Ministry of
Environment changed the no-take category for the SPSPA from REVIS
(the Portuguese acronym for Wildlife Refuge) to MONA, without any
consultation of scientists and managers involved in the writing of the
original proposal. Although differences in protection levels between
MONA and REVIS are controversial and difficult to distinguish fol-
lowing the SNUC, this change was the first step in a series of top-down
decisions made by the Brazilian government. These proposals were then
presented in two public consultation hearings held on strategic centers
that encompass and are near the largest industrial fishing fleets and
companies (mostly long-line fishers targeting pelagic fishes and hand
line targeting reef fishes) that use the areas in question. At that mo-
ment, the proposals were discussed by multiple stakeholders, including
scientists, politicians, environmental managers, non-governmental or-
ganizations, concerned citizens and, surprisingly, no objections were
raised by the fisheries industry during public consultations. The most
plausible explanation for this scenario is that the creation of these MPAs
would not impact commercial pelagic fisheries, as those areas are re-
latively less fished (most of the industrial fishing fleet targeting pelagic
fishes are concentrated in areas much closer to the coast).

After the public hearings, the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry
of Defense, and representatives of the Brazilian Navy altered the pro-
posal by allowing “subsistence” fisheries inside the no-take MONAs. In
addition, most shallow reef habitats surrounding the SPSPA were re-
moved from the more strictly protected MONA areas. The case of the
Trindade Island was even more troubling, because most of its coastal
area (12 nautical mile radius) was excluded even from the less re-
strictive APA category, keeping shallow biodiversity and endemism-
rich habitats open to any extractive uses [2]. When the creation of the
MPAs was officially announced, everyone involved in the public con-
sultation process was surprised and confused as the final design of the
MPAs was completely different from the original proposal presented
during hearings (Fig. 1).

The insular areas up to 300m depth shelter all of the unique bio-
logical diversity and the most important biogeographical, ecological,
and evolutionary processes in the regions [8,9,10]. The removal of the
oceanic islands and adjacent habitats from the no-take areas severely
compromises the expected conservation outcomes of the MPAs [2].
These new MPAs then add to the global extent of residual MPAs that
look good on paper but do not advance conservation objectives [11].
The no-take areas, which represent only 12.6% of the MPAs, cover
primarily open ocean habitat with highly mobile pelagic species such as
sharks, dolphinfish, tunas, mackerels and wahoo, which are not ade-
quately protected by these MPAs due to their home range dimensions
[2]. Since these species constantly move in and out of MPAs, their ef-
fective management is better achieved by controlling catch and effort,
at the ocean basin scale, which are currently not applied and/or en-
forced, leading to overexploitation of an increasing number of targeted
pelagic species in the Brazilian exclusive economic zone [12,13].

In addition to the flawed final design, the decrees also do nothing to
restrict fishing activities in the most vulnerable areas, allowing “sub-
sistence” fisheries even in the no-take MONAs, which opens a dan-
gerous precedent in the history of marine conservation in Brazil. The
islands do not have a permanent civilian population that depends on
fishing for a living, and since subsistence fisheries refer to practitioners
who either consume fish to survive or exchange or sell surplus harvest
to meet other basic needs [14], this category clearly does not apply to
the present cases. While there is no subsistence fisheries in the islands,
commercial fishing activities by large small-scale (> 10m) or industrial
vessels from regional fishing companies are common, and the so-called
“subsistence” fisheries is clearly a misdirection to validate and continue
the ongoing recreational fishing practices taking place on both islands
by Brazilian Navy personnel [15] (Fig. 2).

In Trindade Island, recreational and commercial fishing have al-
ready caused changes in fish community structure, with clear examples
of decline of the main targeted species such as groupers and jacks
[15–18]. In addition, Brazilian Navy personnel harvests and exports
tons of reef fishes to the continent yearly [16] (Fig. 2). Recreational
fisheries is also common in SPSPA, mainly when the research station is
occupied by Brazilian Navy personnel in maintenance missions. Com-
mercial fishing (mostly long lines and hand lines for tunas, dolphinfish
and wahoo) is conducted all year round by the same vessels that
transport Navy personnel and researchers to the SPSPA within the Pro-
Arquipélago program, funded by the Brazilian government (~US$
450,000 per year). However, it is well known that even small levels of
fishing pressure can cause major changes in insular fish populations,
mainly meso and apex predators, such as observed in Fiji [19] and Line
Islands [20], and there is a documented case of a fisheries driven ex-
tinction of a Galapagos shark population in shallow reefs of the SPSPA
[21].

We agree with Soares & Lucas [1] in their recommendations to
prohibit fishing inside the MONAs and to conduct rigorous environ-
mental licensing inside the APAs. However, since island biodiversity
remains threatened, we also recommend, together with most of the
Brazilian society that supported the creation of these MPAs during the
public consultations, that the Brazilian Ministry of Environment and
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Ministry of Defense cease fishing activities on a 12 nautical mile radius
around the islands to sustain biodiversity over time. The Brazilian Navy
should stop recreational fishing in both Trindade Island and SPSPA and
help in the conservation effort to protect the local biodiversity, and thus
no longer allow the practice of exporting fishes to mainland, particu-
larly considering the fact that they do not face any shortages in food
supply. We believe that these recommendations will improve sig-
nificantly the effectiveness of the new MPAs.

Today, concern is growing worldwide that the focus on MPAs ex-
pansion in many countries, including Brazil, solely to reach Aichi tar-
gets, is actually undermining effective conservation because it is
causing countries to focus on quantity rather than quality [2,22,23]. As
was the case here, many governments are only adding area to reach
global conservation targets, leading MPAs to be concentrated in parts of
the ocean with low-conflict and the least need for immediate protection
[24,25]. By doing this, these governments are wasting their already-
limited resources on conservation, while critical actions to halt biodi-
versity decline are postponed or forgotten [22]. Because several coastal
MPAs already struggle to be effectively implemented in Brazil [26], it is
questionable whether the government will endeavor to protect these
MPAs in the open ocean, which are much more costly to monitor
properly [1]. This will surely compromise their effectiveness in the
future.

We also object to the notion that the newly-designated MPAs can be
understood as an achievement of Aichi Target 11, which aims to con-
serve 10% of the sea for biodiversity through an effectively managed,
ecologically representative and well connected system of MPAs by
2020. While the MPAs pioneer by protecting areas deeper than 100m in
Brazil [27], several other coastal and marine areas have outstanding
biological and socioeconomic importance (see Supplementary Material
1), and thus should be candidates for protection. The establishment of
these large MPAs should not divert attention, resources, and political

action needed for the creation and implementation of protected areas in
priority sites that are defined based on scientific evidence, which are
necessary for addressing the world's biodiversity crisis [11,24,28].
Thus, Soares & Lucas’ [1] view that the new LMPAs were an important
step towards effective protection of marine ecosystems misinterprets
the reality of best practices in MPA planning [2], which in this case, set
a bad example to the world.

Appendix A. Supporting information

Supplementary data associated with this article, including a portu-
guese version of the article, can be found in the online version at doi:10.
1016/j.marpol.2018.07.017.
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Fig. 2. Single day catches by Brazilian Navy
personnel in Trindade Island. Fishing is one of
the main recreational activities carried out by
military personnel in Trindade, and each
person is allowed to store and export large
quantities of fish fillets to the mainland.
Endangered species involved in the catches
include: reef shark (Carcharhinus perezii), nurse
shark (Ginglymostoma cirratum), yellowmouth
grouper (Mycteroperca intertitialis), and gray
parrotfish (Sparisoma axillare). Estimates point
that around 12 thousand fishes, corresponding
to 11.7 t, are captured annually by the military
in Trindade Island [15–18].
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