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9. CONCLUSION
This research investigated the establishment processes for five multiple-use MPAs
undertaken between 1998 and 2011 in WA. It found a variable level of success, and
that in all cases these processes were characterised by complex strategic and/or local
planning issues. There was difficulty in developing outcomes that were supported by
all marine stakeholders and that ultimately led to government support and legal
establishment.
The WA Government established seven MPAs between 1987 and 1990. This led to a
major review of MPA legislation, policy, and agency roles and during this time
(1990–1997) no MPAs were established; however, a sound policy framework was
developed, candidate MPAs identified, clear MPA priorities and timeframes set and a
dedicated branch of the conservation agency established to drive the MPA
establishment programme. By 1997 a firm foundation was set for progression of the
MPA programme, based on a multiple-use MPA model.
The priority areas set by government were challenging, with candidate areas having a
combination of high biodiversity values, and in most cases, high economic values,
high commercial and recreational use, significant Indigenous importance, and
development pressures. Some proposed MPAs overlaid traditional marine uses that
had not previously co-existed within MPAs in WA (e.g., oil and gas, major ports,
pearling) and therefore lacked policy precedents for compatibility with MPAs. These
settings were difficult and meant that the planning processes faced inevitable
challenges in reconciling conservation and resource user aspirations, as well as
raising previously untested policy and legislative matters.
Despite the five case studies having quite different ecological, socio-economic and
political settings, generic issues and difficulties arose that suggest that improvements
can be made to significantly improve the way MPAs are sited, planned and
established. The planning processes studied used a range of public participatory
activities and mechanisms to build community ownership and support for MPA
establishment. However, without clear strategic direction from government,
particularly with respect to matters of socio-economic impact, these mechanisms
were ineffectual and inefficient, placing unrealistic pressures and expectations on
both agencies and community participants.
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The length and thoroughness of the core public participation and consultation
contributed positively to establishment, but was not a dominant factor in the final
government actions to establish MPAs. Increasing the time and amount of public
participation did not guarantee success, and conversely, shortened consultation did
not necessarily hamper establishment. MPA establishment was dominated by socioeconomic and political issues rather than the quality and quantity of community
engagement.
Planning and public participation processes were generally successful at addressing
local concerns, deriving consensus and building ownership, but ineffectual at
addressing key strategic planning issues. The absence of effective cross-jurisdictional
strategic planning at state and regional levels to provide the foundation for MPA
establishment was a key impediment. Issues relating to strategic policy, legislation
and inter-agency conflicts ideally need to be addressed before engaging with the
community. If this is not done there is a high risk of expending resources and raising
community expectations in proposals that ultimately are delayed or unsuccessful.
In the absence of broader marine frameworks and spatial planning, individual MPA
planning processes often became the primary planning vehicle to address state-wide
(e.g., legislative and policy conflicts), and regional (e.g., policy and resource
conflicts) issues. These issues were largely outside the scope of the MPA
establishment process, public participation mechanisms were not structured to
address these types of planning conflicts, and the conservation agency was forced to
address these matters even though it was not directly in its remit. The conservation
agency was not the appropriate agency to resolve these cross-jurisdictional issues,
particularly as they were perceived as having a vested interest.
Considering the various factors, barriers and issues, it is suggested that effective
MPA establishment requires four components: a state-wide legislative and policy
framework, a regional MSP framework, strategic assessment of each MPA proposal
and an appropriate MPA public participation process.
Cross-jurisdictional policy conflicts relating to legislation, objectives, performance
criteria, stakeholder and agency priorities emerged in all MPA processes studied.
These issues highlighted the absence of appropriate mechanisms and state-wide
frameworks to facilitate integration and a whole-of-government approach to MPA
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planning. MPA processes generated legislative issues arising from proposed
developments (e.g., port expansion) or specific local natural resource issues (fisheries
sustainability and resource sharing). MPA planning processes were not structured for
resolving the cross-government conflicts that inevitably arose. Key strategic issues
remained unresolved until late in the planning processes, at which point the
government was forced to make a policy determination. In some cases these
decisions had significant impacts on MPA outcomes that had taken considerable
time, resources and energy to develop.
Government needs to be more proactive and show greater leadership in MPA
establishment by setting the foundation policy framework and broad guidance for
specific MPA proposals. Community-focused participatory processes can then
develop consensus on the fine-scale management arrangements that will build
ownership and understanding, but still be within the bounds of what is likely to be
socially and politically acceptable when government makes final decisions on legal
establishment.
MSP that addresses regional scale values, needs and aspirations is required to support
MPA establishment (as well as having broader marine management benefits). MSP
would consider regional planning issues, such as the integration of regional MPA and
fisheries objectives, Indigenous native title interactions, placement of coastal and
marine infrastructure, future mining, oil and gas development and future coastal
development. It would enable strategic consideration of the most appropriate
management frameworks to achieve biodiversity and sustainability objectives, MPAs
being one of those options.
MSP would contribute to improved integration of marine management and more
effective delivery of cross-government marine objectives. It would address conflicts
between MPAs and other uses, and provide government guidance on these matters.
This should in the first instance be a high-level government-driven process, engaging
with ministers, agencies and the key marine stakeholder representatives.
Prior to commencing public participation, it is recommended that government
undertake a strategic assessment of each MPA proposal to consider key policy and
strategic issues, the costs and benefits of the MPA, and the potential management
arrangements that would be acceptable to government. This should avoid investment
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in MPA proposals that have limited government commitment, saving government
resources that can be diverted to MPAs that are more likely to be established. This
would provide guidance to agencies and the community, resulting in more efficient
processes.
This approach would place an increased responsibility on government to consider the
strategic issues upfront and develop a whole-of-government policy position before
engaging with the community on specific boundaries and fine-scale management
options. There may be benefits in utilising the above process to develop a broad and
brief IMP that identifies the key elements of the proposal, such as outer boundaries
and the general range of zoning outcomes considered acceptable, at the starting point
of public participation processes.
Social and ecological information to support establishment was an important factor.
There were several key ecological and human use spatial datasets that contributed
positively to establishment and developing consensus outcomes. Impacts on the
establishment processes were experienced where this data was incomplete or not
accepted by stakeholders. An accepted understanding of the status of the marine
environment, the effects of no-take areas and other aspects was largely absent, and
this impacted on the development of consensus.
There appears a desire to create the ‘perfect’ MPA at establishment; however, this is
unrealistic, given the polarised and irreconcilable stakeholder views on what
constitutes an ‘acceptable’ MPA. Therefore creating an MPA that will meet its
defined long-term objectives at the establishment stage may be unrealistic, and in
practice it may take several decades to reach this point. An MPA that meets defined
success criteria should be realistically viewed as a multi-decadal objective. Providing
there are appropriate frameworks and a commitment to continual improvement, the
strategy of establishing ‘imperfect’ MPAs and improving the management design
over time is a lower cost and lower risk option, and a more realistic long-term
strategy to establishing MPA networks in areas with high socio-economic values.
Forcing robust conservation outcomes that have significant social impacts is a high
risk strategy that can trigger community and political opposition to MPA creation,
potentially impacting on future MPA establishment and the long-term goal of
establishing a comprehensive MPA network supported by the community. Requiring
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perfect ecological MPA zoning outcomes (i.e., high proportions of no-take zones) at
establishment highlights a short-term view of MPA establishment success. It also
fails to acknowledge a range of positive benefits that multiple-use MPAs can
provide, such as partial protection management zones and implementation of nonzoning management strategies (e.g., education, compliance, research, monitoring,
licensing, etc.). Under an appropriately resourced adaptive management regime,
MPAs created with an imperfect management regime can be modified and improved
over time through changes in boundaries to improve representation, amended
management plans with improvements in strategies and zoning, and improved onground management through increases in staff, equipment and resources. However,
the key risk with this strategy is that the model of improving MPA management
frameworks over time may be unsuccessful if there is a low priority placed on the
timely review of MPA management plans and continuous improvement.
There may be value, therefore, in considering the establishment of MPAs with
limited contentious zoning initially, with a commitment to improve boundaries and
zoning over time. The WA history confirms the difficulties in progressive
establishment of MPAs and the importance of maintaining a consistent level of
government and community support for these programmes. It also suggests that there
are windows of opportunity where there is strong support for MPA establishment,
but that this support can diminish rapidly in the face of perceived community impacts
and diminished trust in MPAs and processes.
MPA establishment has readily identifiable and quantifiable short- to medium-term
costs that dominate government decision-making and are restraining forces against
establishment. The benefits or driving forces for establishment are primarily longterm, subject to stakeholder debate and difficult to quantify. The only driving force
that is immediate is the positive political impact of establishment, which in one of the
five case studies drove both establishment and high ecological outcomes. For all
other MPAs, the restraining forces dominated the process, and in two cases were
such that the MPAs were not established after considerable government agency
effort.
Despite clear state and national commitments to the development of representative
systems of MPAs, as at December 2012 only 13 MPAs had been legally established
in WA since the initial MPA legislation was enacted in 1985. While these represent
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significant steps towards a state-wide system of MPAs, progress has been slow and
characterised by only two periods of significant progress, with long periods in
between with few or no MPAs established.
Improved state-wide policy frameworks to encourage more effective government
integration, implementing MSP at the regional level, and greater strategic
consideration, leadership and guidance by state government before public
participation commences are key strategies to improve MPA establishment in WA.
These aspects should be considered in the review and further refinement of WA
MPA policy, legislation and frameworks to maximise future opportunities for more
effective and efficient establishment of MPAs.
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