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The Caribbean needs 
big marine protected 
areas 
Large-scale marine protected areas (MPAs) 
(>240,000 km2) seek to protect and connect 
large pelagic ecosystems, enhance ecological 
processes, and promote socioeconomic benefits 
including sustainable fisheries (1). One of their 
greatest benefits is the potential to conserve 
highly migratory species such as sharks, which 
can travel long distances spanning multiple na-
tional exclusive economic zones (2). Despite a 
growing international interest among many na-
tional governments, nongovernmental organi-
zations, and academic and philanthropic com-
munities to create large-scale MPAs, the 
Greater Caribbean, which contains the greatest 
diversity of marine biota in the Atlantic Ocean 
(3), has been grossly overlooked. 

There are currently 33 large-scale MPAs, but 
not one is in the Caribbean Sea. Although there 
is a rich history of the establishment of MPAs in 
the Greater Caribbean (4), the majority allow 
fishing (5) and do not take into account the full 
representation of ocean habitats and connectiv-
ity required to encompass the space use of mi-
gratory species. Large sharks are overfished in 
the region; because they are caught locally in 
high numbers, they are sparse across most of 
the Greater Caribbean (6). [The Mediterranean 
ocean basin, which is similarly lacking in large-
scale MPAs, provides another glimpse of this 
trend—there, large sharks there have virtually 
disappeared due to fishing pressure (8)]. Fortu-
nately, in certain countries where commercial 
longline fishing has been banned (such as The 
Bahamas), shark populations remain strong, 
thereby contributing millions of dollars to local 
economies through dive ecotourism (7).  

The Greater Caribbean region relies on 
healthy oceans to drive tourism and sustain live-
lihoods. These developing nations are poised to 
face mounting pressures for access to fisheries 
in return for development, as well as the in-
creasing impacts of habitat degradation and 
climate change. MPA creation and enforcement 
is admittedly complex. However, to arrest the 
decline of threatened species in the region, es-
tablishing large-scale MPAs in the Greater Car-
ibbean is both an opportunity and a necessity.  
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