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Another Look at Coral Reef 
Degradation

T h e p a s t tw o to  th ree decades have seen a  p le th o ra  o f 
in itiatives u n d er the general them e o f  ‘coasta l zone 
m an ag em en t’. T heir general aim , as a rticu la ted  w ith in  
the last several years, is to  achieve ‘su sta in ab le  devel­
o p m e n t’ w ith in  the  coasta l zone, w herever p a r t  o f  the 
w orld  th a t m ay be. H ow ever, d esp ite  the  various 
schem es th a t have been p u t in place, an d  w hich are  in 
d ifferen t stages o f  im plem en ta tion , env ironm enta l 
p rob lem s a lo n g  the w orld ’s coastlines co n tin u e  to  w or­
sen (G E S A M P , 2001). T his is associa ted  w ith  relentless 
increases in  h u m an  p o p u la tio n s  accom pan ied  by  a 
dw ind ling  resource  base. In  m any  tro p ica l coun tries, one 
m an ifesta tio n  o f  this trend  is the  d e te rio ra tin g  cond ition  
o f  co ra l reefs w hich are sha llow -w ater ecosystem s. In  
fac t, co ral reefs are now  th e  focus o f  a m a jo r in te rn a ­
tiona l p ro g ram , the ‘In te rn a tio n a l C o ra l R eef In itia tiv e’ 
(IC R I), involving governm ents o f  a  num ber o f  coun tries 
w hose task  is to  address co ra l ree f p rob lem s in a  m ore 
concerted  and , hopefully , m o re  creative m anner. (The 
cu rren t host c o u n try  for the IC R I secre ta ria t is the 
P hilipp ines, w ith co -sponsorsh ip  by Sweden.)

C o asta l p ro g ram s th a t have m et w ith  som e degree o f 
success are those  th a t have m an ag ed  to  bring  ab o u t 
incom e genera tion , so th a t econom ic w ealth  has ac­
crued , so to  speak , to  som e frac tio n  o f  the  coasta l 
p o p u la tio n . N o tab le  exam ples a re  to u r is t developm ents 
th a t have em ployed  erstw hile fisherm en w ho have p ro ­
ceeded to  becom e utility personnel, b o a t o p era to rs  or 
even to u r guides. F o r  instance, P ro fesso r A ngel A lcala 
o f  the  P h ilipp ines repo rts  th a t a  100 hec ta re  m arine  re­
serve, A po Is lan d , can  b ring  in  U S$35,000 p er year in 
to u ris t fe e s  a lone (A .C . A lcala, pers. com m .). O ther 
success stories involve m aricu ltu re  en terp rises w here 
coasta l com m unities have shared  in the  p ro fit generated  
(e.g., seaw eed culture). A gain , fisherfolk  thus engaged 
are  d iscouraged  from  resorting  to  excessive exp lo ita tion  
o f  coasta l resources, destructive fishing o r poaching.

M any  ongo ing  ‘in teg ra ted  coasta l m an ag em en t p ro ­
g ram s’ o r w hatever they a re  called a t p resen t e ither have 
seriously  (p robab ly  inadverten tly ) neglected the eco­
n om ic d im ension  o r have in c o rp o ra ted  a n  in a p p ro p ria te  
one. P eople on  the  co ast asp ire  to w ard s  a  certa in  quality  
o f  life, and  no  ‘m an ag em en t’ p ro g ra m  can  convince 
them  fully unless th e re  is an  assu rance th a t this goal can 
be achieved. Specifically, coasta l m an ag em en t p rog ram s

M a r in e  P o llu tio n  B u lle tin  V o l. 4 2 , N o . 7 , p . 527 , 2001 
©  2001 P u b lis h e d  b y  E lsev ie r  S c ience  L td .

P r in te d  in G r e a t  B rita in  
0 0 2 5 -3 2 6 X /0 1  S - see  f ro n t  m a t te r

are a lm ost never a r ticu la ted  w ith in  the con tex t o f  n a ­
tional asp ira tions fo r deve lopm en t (o f the  respective 
coun try  in w hich they  a re  located). T hese asp ira tions 
w ould certain ly  v a ry  depend ing  on geography , h isto ry  
and  cu lture.

As an o th er case in  po in t, m arine  reserves w hich are 
cu rren tly  an  ob jec t o f  serious in te rest on  the p a rt o f  
funding  agencies h av e  only a  lim ited  po ten tia l in en­
hancing  fisheries ca tches a long  a lready  severely over- 
po p u la ted  (by h u m an s) coastlines. I f  m anaged  p roperly  
a t  the co rrec t sp a tia l scale, they do  have the  po ten tia l o f 
preserving cu rren t levels o f  local diversity , and  o f  co n ­
trib u tin g  to  fish b io m ass in  su rro u n d in g  areas (A non ., 
2001). B ut because o f  th e  fu n d am en ta l ecological char­
acteristics o f tro p ica l com m unities, b iom ass p roduction  
is lim ited in  a very real sense an d  a lm o st certain ly  ca n ­
n o t susta in  the k ind  o f  ex p lo ita tio n  th a t is required  to  
realize som e significant level o f  econom ic p rosperity  on 
the  coasta l zone.

C ertain ly , th e re  a re  a lready  p ro g ra m s in existence 
which have p u t m o re  innova tive  elem ents in place, such 
as ‘engaging the  p riv a te  sec to r’ -  in o th e r  w ords, en­
courag ing  investm en t, o r w ealth  to  be b ro u g h t in to  the 
coasta l zone in  o rd e r  to  beget m o re  w ealth . O ne exam ple 
is a  G E F  p ro jec t, the  U N D P /IM O  R eg ional P rog ram m e 
on P artn ersh ip s  in E n v iro n m en ta l M anagem en t for the  
Seas o f  E ast A sia. H ow ever, as a lread y  sta ted  above, 
such efforts will succeed in co n trib u tin g  to  m arine  en­
v ironm ental p ro tec tio n  an d  resource conservation  only 
if the w ealth  is sha red  equ itab ly  am o n g  the  people in the 
locality  so th a t they are  d iscou raged  from  harm fu l or 
unsusta inab le  form s o f  resou rce  exp lo ita tion .

T he g rea test challenge, the refo re , o f  resource conser­
vation  p ro g ram s is to  b ring  econom ic w ealth  to the 
people, o r p rov ide  them  a m eans o f  gen era tin g  econom ic 
w ealth  fo r them selves, w hile balanc ing  this w ith p ro tec­
tion  o f  the env ironm ent. P e rh ap s  this is ju s t ‘sustainab le 
developm ent’ s ta ted  in  a  m o re  com prehensib le  way. Can 
we call fo r m o re  innovative  an d  p rag m a tic  p rogram s?
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