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Figure 1.   The British Indian Ocean Territory (ChagosArchipelago) is centrally-located in the Indian Ocean 
OceanΤ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜŘΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǎǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ ǎǘƻƴŜΩ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŜŦ-
associated marine life,  providing a re-seeding source and refuge for other Indian Ocean localities.  
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Marine conservation in the British Indian Ocean 
Territory:  science issues and opportunities

Report of workshop held 5-6 August 2009, Southampton, UK

1.    Executive summary

i)        There is sufficient scientific information to make a very convincing case for designating all     
the potential  Exclusive Economic Zone of the British Indian Ocean Territory (BIOT, Chagos
Archipelago) as a Marine Protected Area (MPA), to include strengthened conservation of its 
land area.  

ii) The justification for MPA designation is primarily based on the size, location, biodiversity, 
near-pristine nature and health of the Chagoscoral reefs, likely to make a significant 
contribution to the wider biological productivity of the Indian Ocean.  The potential BIOT   
MPA would also include a wide diversity of unstudied deepwater habitats.

iii) There is very high value in having a minimally perturbed scientific reference site, both for 
Earth system science studies and for regional conservation management.

iv) Whilst recognising that there is already relatively strong de factoenvironmental protection, 
MPA designation would greatly increase the coherence and overall value of existing BIOT 
conservation policies, providing a very cost-ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ¦Y ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 
commitment to environmental stewardship and halting biodiversity loss. 

v) MPA designation for the BIOT area would safeguard around half the high quality coral reefs in 
the Indian Ocean whilst substantially increasing the total global coverage of MPAs.  If all the 
BIOT area were a no-ǘŀƪŜ at! ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ 
doubling the global coverage with full protection. If multi-use internal zoning were applied, a 
.Lh¢ at! ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǎƛǘŜΦ

vi)     Phasing-out of the current commercial tuna fisheries would be expected. Nevertheless, this 
issue would benefit from additional research attention to avoid unintended consequences.

vii) Climate change, ocean acidification and sea-level rise jeopardise the long-term sustainability   
of the proposed MPA.  They also increase its value, since coral reef areas elsewhere (that are 
mostly reduced in diversity and productivity) are likely to be more vulnerable to such impacts. 

viii) To safeguard and improve the current condition of the coral reefs, human activities need to 
continue to be very carefully regulated.   Novel approaches to wider sharing of the benefits 
ŀƴŘ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ at! ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΣ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ΨǾƛǊǘǳŀƭ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳΩΦ 

ix) Many important scientific knowledge gaps and opportunities have been identified, with 
implications both for BIOT MPA management and for advancing our wider understanding of 
ecosystem functioning, connectivity, and the sustained delivery of environmental goods and 
services.

x) Further consideration of the practicalities of MPA designation would require increased 
attention to inter aliasite boundary issues, possible zoning, and socio-economic 
considerations, with wider engagement and consultations expected to involve other UK 
government departments; neighbouring nations (e.g. Mauritius, Seychelles and Maldives); 
NGOs with interests; and  other stakeholder groups (including Chagossianrepresentatives).
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2.    Background

The 55 islands of the British Indian Ocean Territory 
(Chagos Archipelago; Figs 1 & 3) have a combined land 
area of less than 60 sq km ςaround 15% of the size of the 
Isle of Wight.  However, they are surrounded by several 
thousand sq km of coral reefs1, and the potential BIOT 
Exclusive Economic Zone for management of marine 
resources is at least 544,000 sq km ςmore than twice the 
total UK land area.  This marine space includes mid-ocean 
ridges, trenches and abyssal plains, as well as coral reefs, 
atolls and banks.  Whilst the UK government is already 
committed to strong environmental protection2-5 of the 
¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ άŀǎ ƛŦ ƛǘ 
ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǎƛǘŜέ2, the case for formal, 
additional safeguards with international recognition has 
been made6 by the Chagos Conservation Trust and the 
Chagos Environment Network, as discussed at a meeting 
at the Royal Society on 9 March 2009.

To assess the scientific justification for such action, the  
UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) sought 
independent advice from the National Oceanography 
Centre, Southampton (NOCS) on environmental 
considerations relevant to the possible designation of       
a BIOT Marine Protected Area (MPA, see below).  In 
response, NOCS, in partnership with university co-
convenors, obtained NERC SOFI support for a workshop 
held on 5-6 August in order to i) widen the informal 
evidence base for such scientific advice, through 
involvement of relevant experts in the UK research 
community and elsewhere, and ii) identify knowledge 
gaps and associated marine science opportunities7.  

Workshop participants were made aware of the unique 
historical and legal complexities relating to the Territory.  
It was recognised that many issues relating to MPA 
establishment and governance for this area could not be 
covered by a two-day meeting, arranged at relatively 
short notice and focused on environmental questions in 
the context of existing conditions.  A comprehensive 
socio-economic assessment would anyway be beyond 
NERC interests and competence, requiring wider 
stakeholder engagement and attention to human 
dimension issues (including ethical, jurisdictional and 
defence considerations) at both national and international 
levels.  The workshop noted that a formal FCO 
consultation [now in progress] will be carried out on the 
potential BIOT MPA, and the UK and Mauritian govern-
ments have had preliminary discussions on this issue8.

Annex 1 of this report provides the workshop programme; 
Annex 2, the participants list;  Annex 3, references and 
notes; and Annex 4, acronyms.
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3.   MPA definition and global 
context

The workshop adopted the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) definition of a Protected 
!ǊŜŀΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘŜǊǊŜǎǘǊƛŀƭ ƻǊ ƳŀǊƛƴŜΣ ŀǎ ά! ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ 
geographical space, recognised, dedicated and 
managed, through legal or other effective means, to 
achieve the long-term conservation of nature with 
ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎέ9. This 
definition is also used by the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD).

Protected Area designation regulates, but does not 
necessarily exclude, human use.  As detailed in Table 1 
(below), six categories are recognised by IUCN, 
depending on the naturalness of what is being 
conserved, and the objectives and strictness of 
protection.   Most existing large MPAs are zoned, to 
allow for multiple uses; e.g. 0.3% of the area of the 
Great Barrier Reef Marine Park is IUCN category I, fully 
protected; 33% category II; 4% category IV; and 62% 
category VI.  MPA zoning can also be vertical, with 
different levels of protection for the water column and 
seafloor.  For all categories, protection needs to be a 
deliberate goal, involving a long-term commitment and 
addressing both generic and site-specific conservation 
objectives, rather than as an incidental outcome of other 
management policies (e.g. defence), that may change 
according to external circumstances.   

The global total MPA coverage (of all categories) has 
recently been estimated10 as 2.35 million sq km, 0.65% 
of the world ocean.  This value compares with the 
internationally-agreed CBD target of 10% (by 2012), and 
a 30% target by the World Commission on Protected 
!ǊŜŀǎΦ  hƴƭȅ лΦлу҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƻŎŜŀƴ ǿŀǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ 
ǘƻ ōŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘΣ ƛΦŜΦ Ψƴƻ-ǘŀƪŜΩΦ  

Although there have since been additional substantive 
MPA designations in the Pacific by the US (Marianas 
Trench, Pacific Remote Islands, and Rose Atoll Marine 
National Monuments) and Australia (Coral Sea 
Conservation Zone; interim status), representative 
Indian Ocean ecosystems remain poorly protected or 
unprotected11, with many already badly damaged.  As      
a result, the US-based Pew Environment Group has 
identified the Chagos!ǊŎƘƛǇŜƭŀƎƻ ǘƻ ōŜ άǘƻǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƭƛǎǘέ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƛƴŜ ŀǊŜŀ Ƴƻǎǘ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ ƻŦ at! 
status, with full protection considered to be both highly 
desirable and achievable. 

For the purposes of the workshop, the potential MPA 
was considered to include land-based ecosystems and 
the lower atmosphere, as well as reef systems, the
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deep sea-floor and the open ocean water column.      
All discussions were held without prejudice to the 
outcome of proceedings at the European Court of 
Human Rights, i.e. whilst noting the UK government 

position on Chagossian issues, the workshop made no 
assumptions with regard to the possibility of future re-
settlement of any of the currently uninhabited BIOT 
islands.

Category Main characteristics

I Strict nature reserve/ 
wilderness area 

Strictly protected, and as undisturbed as possible to preserve natural condition.  Very 
limited visitor access. No commercial extraction of either living or non-living resources (no-
take).

II National Park Natural or near-natural areas; managed for ecosystem protection, with provision for visitor 
use.  Resource extraction not generally considered compatible with this designation.

III Natural monument 
or feature

Aimed at specific natural feature (e.g. sea mount) or cultural site (flooded historical/ 
archaeological area); visits and recreation may be encouraged .

IV Habitat/species 
management area

Aimed at particular habitats or target species (e.g. whale sanctuary); may require active 
management intervention or time-limited protection (e.g. during spawning/breeding 
season).

V Protected landscape/ 
seascape

Balanced interaction of nature and culture; human intervention is expected. Considered 
suitable designation for inhabited coastal areas of high aesthetic value .

VI Protected area with 
sustainable use of 
natural resources

Explicit promotion of sustainable use of natural resources (including regulated fishing) to 
provide the means of achieving nature conservation  

Table 1.  IUCN categories for protected areas in MPA context9.

Figure 2./ƻǊŀƭ ǊŜŜŦǎ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ м҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΣ ȅŜǘ ŀǊŜ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ нр҈ ƻŦ  ƳŀǊƛƴŜ fish species.  


