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Project scope 

1)  Gather information about 
effective approaches to 
community engagement in 
MPA planning and 
management in the U.S. 

2)  Share gathered 
information with both MPA 
managers and community 
members 

Photo: Salish Seas, shoreline of Boundary Bay. By Samantha 
Miller 



Project definitions 

“MPAs” 
areas where natural and/or cultural 

resources are given greater 
protection than the surrounding 

waters 

Photo: Salish Seas, shoreline of Boundary Bay. By Samantha 
Miller 



Project definitions 

“Managers” 
those employed by and working with 
an MPA—both managers and staff 

Photo: Salish Seas, shoreline of Boundary Bay. By Samantha 
Miller 



Project definitions 

“Community Members” 
those residing in close geographic 

proximity to an MPA 

Photo: Salish Seas, shoreline of Boundary Bay. By Samantha 
Miller 



Methods overview 

•  Literature review 
•  61 interviews 

– 40 managers  
– 21 community members 

•  Final report 
– Challenges to engagement 
– Key principles 
– Examples of engagement 

objectives & strategies 
– Recommendations & advice 

Photo: Salish Seas, shoreline of Boundary Bay. By Samantha 
Miller 



Locations of interviewees and MPA sites 



Methods overview 

•  Literature review 
•  61 interviews 

– 40 managers  
– 21 community members 
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– Challenges to engagement 
– Key principles 
– Examples of engagement 

objectives & strategies 
– Recommendations & advice 

Photo: Salish Seas, shoreline of Boundary Bay. By Samantha 
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Challenge 
categories: 
I. Communication 
II. Involvement 
III. Representation 
IV. Resources 
V. Preconceptions 
VI. Staff expertise Fig. 1: Percentages of responses from MPA managers and 

community members interviewed for each of the six 
common categories of challenges to community 
engagement  
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•  Generating 
awareness 

•  Communicating 
rules and regulations 

•  Sharing complex 
information 

•  Language barriers 
Photo: Elkhorn Slough National Estuarine Research Reserve 
By Katie Davis 

Challenge: Communication 



•  Lack of interest in 
participating 

•  Making it worthwhile 
•  Work/life balance 
•  Conflict-motivated 

engagement 

Photo: Salish Seas, Gulf Islands National Park Reserve, Canada 
By Samantha Miller 

Challenge: Involvement 



Challenge: Representation 

•  Diverse & dispersed 
communities 

•  Incorporating diverse 
perspectives 

•  Ensuring 
representation 

Photo: Salish Seas, shores of Boundary Bay 
By Samantha Miller 



“It all costs money.” 
- Staff member at Channel 

Islands National Marine Sanctuary 

Photo: Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary 
By Katie Davis 

•  Funding limitations 
•  Time limitations 

Challenge: Resources 



•  Distrust of 
government 

•  Inaccurate 
expectations 

•  Misinformation 

Photo: Stellwagen Bank National Marine Sanctuary 
By Samantha Miller 

Challenge: Preconceptions 



Challenge: Staff expertise 

•  Need for additional 
skills of facilitation 
and communication 

Photo: Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary 
By Katie Davis 

“We were definitely too 
technical…we were 

not trained in outreach 
and communication.” 

- Staff member at Biscayne National 
Park 



Key principles for effective practice 

•  Be proactive and start early 
•  Be clear about purposes and terms 
•  Make it worthwhile 
•  Be responsive 
•  Be inclusive 
•  Build on common needs and goals 
•  Recognize that it all begins with relationships 



Key principle: Be proactive and start early 

“It’s not enough to say, ‘Come [to the sanctuary] and I’ll tell 
you how you can help me.’ We go to their meetings and 

say, ‘How can we help you?’”  
- Staff member at Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary 

•  Built trust to mitigate 
future conflict 

•  Set expectations 

Photo by Katie Davis 



Key principle: Be clear about purposes 
and terms 

“If everybody understands 
what you're talking about, all 

of a sudden a lot of it 
becomes less fearful.”  

- Community member involved in Channel 
Islands National Marine Sanctuary 

 Photo: Rookery Bay  National Estuarine Research Reserve 
 By Joe Otts 

•  Communicate the 
MPA’s mission 

•  Clarify terminology 



Key principle: Make it worthwhile 

“People have to feel like 
they’re contributing… [Some 

view consultation as] you 
coming to them to get 
comments that aren’t 

necessarily going to get 
incorporated.”  

- Staff member at Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

Understand, validate, and respond to the 
community’s concerns 

Photo: Chincoteague National Wildlife Refuge. By Michelle Zilinskas 



Key principle: Be responsive 

Photo: Puuhonua o Honaunau National Historical Park. By Katie Davis 

•  Do more than 
“check the box” 

•  Provide 
feedback 



Key principle: Be inclusive 

•  Cast a wide net 
•  Connect with 

resource users 

Prince William Sound, Alaska Photo Courtesy NOAA 



Key principle: Build on common needs 
and goals 

“There are such limited resources here for everybody, 
[that] you have to partner to get anything done.” 

- Staff member at Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary 

Photo: Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary, courtesy of NOAA 

•  Boost pride in a place using a common history 
•  Partner up to share resources 



Key principle: Recognize that it all begins 
with relationships 

“If it's a relationship 
where you only show up at 

the door when you have 
an issue and you need 

something, it's not really a 
relationship.” 

- Manager at Cape Hatteras 
National Seashore 

Photos: Upper left: Channel Islands NMS; Lower left: 
Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument; Upper right: Channel 

Islands NMS (all courtesy of National Marine Sanctuaries Facebook 
page); Lower right: Humpback Whale NMS, courtesy of NOAA  



Six objectives for MPA community 
engagement 

1.  Increase awareness and raise the visibility of the 
MPA 

2. Enhance understanding of the MPA’s purpose 
and resources 

3. Sustain formal and informal communication and 
collaboration  

4. Encourage stewardship behaviors within 
communities that benefit the MPA  

5. Enable others to help advance MPA objectives 
6.  Instill community ownership and pride in the MPA 



Six objectives for MPA community 
engagement 

“There’s no perfect way to do this.”  
—Oregon State University researcher 

“I would never preach that a different place 
should wholeheartedly adopt the Channel 

Islands recipe. It just doesn’t work that way.” 
—Staff member at Channel Islands National Marine Sanctuary 



Objective 1: Increase awareness and  
raise the visibility of the MPA 

Novel signage, such as adopt-a-highway 

Redfish Rocks Marine Reserve, Oregon 
Photos courtesy of Redfish Rocks Community Team Facebook page 



Social media: Easy to scale 

Objective 1: Increase awareness and  
raise the visibility of the MPA 

Photos courtesy of Monterey Bay NMS Facebook page 



Provide useful, branded services, such as weather info 

Objective 1: Increase awareness and  
raise the visibility of the MPA 

http://channelislands.noaa.gov/news/kiosk.html 



Objective 2: Enhance understanding  
of the MPA’s purpose and resources 

Go into communities 

A lionfish captured at Biscayne NP has been put on Biscayne National Park at the Miami International Boat 
Show  

Photos courtesy of Biscayne National Park Facebook Page 



Objective 2: Enhance understanding  
of the MPA’s purpose and resources 

Students work to become certified master naturalists at Rookery Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve 
Photo courtesy of Rookery Bay National Estuarine Research Reserve Facebook page 

Provide  
incentives 



Objective 2: Enhance understanding  
of the MPA’s purpose and resources 

Offer experiential activities 

Photos courtesy of Biscayne National Park 

Divers explore the Arratoon Apcar, a shipwreck on the 
Maritime Heritage Trail at Biscayne National Park. 
A brochure includes a map with the location of the site. 



Objective 3: Sustain formal and informal  
communication and collaboration 

Advisory councils 

A sanctuary advisory council meeting at Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. 

Photo by Joe Otts 



Casual gatherings 

Objective 3: Sustain formal and informal  
communication and collaboration 

Photo courtesy of 
Thunder Bay National Marine Sanctuary Facebook page 

Coffee and lunch dates are posted 
online at Thunder Bay NMS. 
Participants might choose to drink 
“Shipwreck Soda,” produced at a 
local business. 



Online tools 

Objective 3: Sustain formal and informal  
communication and collaboration 

Santa Rosa Island at Channel Islands National Park 
Photo courtesy of Channel Islands National Park Facebook page 

“I can draw something 
and you can say, ouch, 
that doesn't work for the 
squid guys. How about 

we do it here? And I 
could say, that looks OK, 
but that's all goat pasture

—there’s no real good 
habitat there.” 

—Staff member at Channel 
Islands National Marine Sanctuary 



Six objectives for MPA community 
engagement 

1.  Increase awareness and raise the visibility of the 
MPA 

2. Enhance understanding of the MPA’s purpose 
and resources 

3. Sustain formal and informal communication and 
collaboration  

4. Encourage stewardship behaviors within 
communities that benefit the MPA  

5. Enable others to help advance MPA objectives 
6.  Instill community ownership and pride in the MPA 



Objective 4: Encourage stewardship behaviors 
within communities that benefit the MPA 

•  Encourages community members to take   
   responsibility  for the health of their MPA 
•  Engages community members in behavior that is 
  conducive to meeting that responsibility 
•  Ideally, by virtue of the community members’ own 
  leadership, encourages others to take up that 
  responsibility as well 



Objective 4: Encourage stewardship behaviors 
within communities that benefit the MPA 

NOAA’s Blue Star Program 

Blue Star-certified Dive Boat Operators in Florida 
Keys 
Photo courtesy of NOAA 

“I do everything I can to push Blue 
Star, because then we know that 
we’ve got well-trained  operators 

taking people out there” 

– Blue Star-certified dive boat 
captain in the Florida Keys 



Objective 4: Encourage stewardship behaviors 
within communities that benefit the MPA 

Hawaii’s Makai Watch 
Program 

Above and right: Makai Watch volunteers 
Photos courtesy of Hawaii Coral Reef Strategy 



Objective 4: Encourage stewardship behaviors 
within communities that benefit the MPA 

Participants in NOAA’s Marine Debris Program 
Photo courtesy of NOAA 

“It’s just getting community 
members involved in not 

just the marine reserve, but 
also a stewardship ethic… 

and then people have a 
sense of ownership.” 

– MPA manager in Redfish 
Rocks Marine Reserve 

NOAA’s Marine Debris Program 



Objective 5: Enable others to help advance 
MPA objectives 

Two components: 

1)  Building relationships with outside parties –  
     embodied by “partnerships” 

2) Training outside parties – embodied by  
     citizen science 



Objective 5: Enable others to help advance 
MPA objectives 

Partnerships example:  Friends of Rookery Bay 

Chamber of Commerce event at the Environmental Learning 
Center Rookery Bay National  Estuarine Research Reserve 
Photo Courtesy of the Greater Naples Chamber of Commerce 

“You engage the community 
in building [a] vision, and 
then you go out and start 

getting  corporate sponsors 
and individuals that are 

interested in helping tell that 
story.”  

– MPA manager at Rookery 
Bay National Estuarine 

Research Reserve 



Objective 5: Enable others to help advance 
MPA objectives 

Citizen Science Example:  Citizen Archaeologists at 
Monitor National Marine Sanctuary 

Divers exploring the wreckage of the USS Monitor 
Photo Courtesy of NOAA 

“Now that our archaeologists 
have trained them, we know 
that the quality of what we’re 

getting back is good… And this 
gives them that something 
more. It engages them and 

they’re engaged with our office 
and with our archaeologists and 

divers, and then we have a 
better relationship.”  

– MPA staff member at Monitor 
National Marine Sanctuary 



Objective 6: Instill community ownership and 
pride in the MPA 

•  Making the MPA a part of the community’s culture 
and  

   identity 
•  Breaking through the geographical barrier that   
   separates the MPA and the community 
•  Embedding the MPA in the community and vice 
versa 



Objective 6: Instill community ownership and 
pride in the MPA 

Michigan Catch-and-Cook 

Left, middle and below: Michigan’s 
Catch and Cook program “farm-to-
table” 
Photos courtesy of Michigan Department of 
Agriculture 



Fresh 45° 

Left and above: Fresh 
45°Facebook  

fliers advertising upcoming events  
Photos courtesy of Facebook 

“Our group is called ‘Fresh 
45, like fresh water and the 
45th parallel [where Alpena 
is located]. We’re trying to 

create events for teens and 
then highlight things that 
we already have here.” 

– Alpena High School 
senior 

Objective 6: Instill community ownership and 
pride in the MPA 



In closing… 

Visitors appreciating the sunset in Seaside, 
OR 

By Joe Otts 
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Questions? 

Project team: 
mpaproject@umich.edu 

A copy of the report will be available on the 
National Marine Protected Areas website:  
www.marineprotectedareas.noaa.gov  

Coming May 2014! 

 Photo by Joe Otts 


