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Executive Summary
The waters of the United Kingdom and its 14 
Overseas Territories stretch over millions of 
square kilometres, and together they provide 
a habitat for an incredible breadth of flora and 
fauna. However, as this report makes clear, 
these priceless environments are under threat 
on several fronts, including: overfishing; climate 
change; pollution; and invasive species.

Tackling these intertwined threats will require 
a concerted, holistic approach, but many of the 
necessary actions are within the power of the UK 
Government and the Territory Administrations. 
Here, we set out a series of recommendations 
for how marine conservation in the Territories 
can be developed to help mitigate these threats 
over the coming years.
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Great Blue Ocean
Since 2015, the Great Blue Ocean coalition (GBO, 
formerly Great British Oceans) – Blue Marine 
Foundation, Greenpeace-UK, Marine Conservation 
Society (MCS), The Pew Trusts, the Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Zoological 
Society of London (ZSL) - have worked alongside 
island communities, local governments, and British 
Governmental departments to establish and enhance 
marine conservation in the UK Overseas Territories.
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Introduction
Spread across every major ocean basin, the 
United Kingdom Overseas Territories are home 
to an extraordinary range of biodiversity. From 
spectacular coral reefs to hydrothermal vents, 
they encompass enormous whale sharks and 
tiny krill, and are the breeding grounds for 
one quarter of the world’s penguins. Evolution 
on these isolated islands has proceeded 
undisturbed to the extent that they hold 94% of 
the UK’s unique wildlife species. The Overseas 
Territories are environmental treasures, but their 
uniqueness makes them highly vulnerable.

G R E A T  B L U E  O C E A N  •  4



The UK and its 14 Overseas Territories are stewards 
of the fifth largest marine estate in the world, covering 
over 6.8 million km2.1 Some of the islands of the 
Territories are uninhabited, and some are thousands 
of miles from the nearest landmass, but despite being 
so remote, none of them are immune to a growing 
range of human-induced pressures. The threats are as 
varied as the habitats of the islands – a number of the 
Territories must contend with illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing fleets; others are suffering 
from poorly planned coastal development; tonnes of 
plastic pollution is washing up on their beaches; and 
the catastrophic effects of the climate crisis are felt 
everywhere.

These threats are impacting the marine species of the 
Territories, sometimes devastatingly so. Hurricanes 
are increasing in severity as the world warms, and in 
2017 they caused huge marine habitat damage in the 
Caribbean Territories, including drastic coral cover loss 
in the British Virgin Islands (BVI).2 Introduced rodents in 
Tristan da Cunha (South Atlantic) have been recorded 
attacking and killing adult albatrosses as they nest,3 
while illegal fishing around the British Indian Ocean 
Territory / Chagos Archipelago has driven a decline in 
the population of globally endangered grey reef sharks 
(Carcharhinus amblyrhynchos). 4 

Fortunately, significant steps have been taken by 
Territory communities and governments towards 
protecting the marine environment over the last 
decade. Vast marine protected areas (MPAs) covering 
1.1% of the world’s ocean have been designated 
around several of the Territories, including over 2.8 
million km2 of full protection, the gold standard, from 
which all extractive activities are banned. 

This remarkable achievement has been a 
collaborative effort between Territory communities 
and governments, NGO partners, such as the Great 
Bue Ocean (GBO) coalition, and the UK Government, 
which has provided crucial support through its Blue 

Belt Programme. Initiated in 2016 and delivered 
by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development 
Office (FCDO), the Marine Management Organisation 
(MMO) and the Centre for Environment, Fisheries and 
Aquaculture Science (CEFAS), the Blue Belt Programme 
has contributed a wide range of services to the 
Territories, from scientific research on fish stocks, to 
enforcement assistance through satellite monitoring. 

The Blue Belt Programme has so far been implemented 
in nine Territory jurisdictions and ranks as one of the 
UK’s most ambitious environmental policies to date. 
The UK’s record on overseas marine conservation has 
enabled the Government to take a position of global 
leadership in efforts to protect at least 30% of the 
world’s ocean by 2030, a target adopted by the IUCN 
World Conservation Congress.5 Funding for the Blue 
Belt in 2022-25 stands at £8 million per year, meaning 
the MPAs of the Territories are also some of the best 
value for money conservation in the world. However, 
the UK Government has yet to make permanent long-
term funding available beyond 2025, and this risks 
creating a series of MPAs that could become largely 
ineffective.

The waters of the Territories are negatively impacted 
by numerous human influences. Here, we discuss 
four of the main and most urgent of those threats: 
overfishing; climate change; pollution; and invasive 
species. These threats are by no means acting in 
isolation and mitigating them needs to be a holistic 
process. We also look at one of the key barriers 
to conservation in these tiny communities: lack of 
on-island capacity. As this report shows, the job of 
marine conservation is a huge and on-going task 
and combating the threats facing the Territories in 
the coming decades will require continued ambition, 
innovation, collaboration and resources.

Some of the islands of the 
Territories are uninhabited, and 
some are thousands of miles from 
the nearest landmass, but none 
of them are immune to a growing 
range of human-induced pressures

Introduced rodents in 
Tristan da Cunha (South 
Atlantic) have been 
recorded attacking and 
killing adult albatrosses as 
they nest
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Unsustainable fishing practices are having a devastating toll on the marine 
environment. Further, they are endangering the health and employment 
of the 10% of the global population that relies on the ocean for livelihoods 
and an accessible source of protein.6,7 Overfishing can have many drivers, 
from legal quotas being set too high, to government subsidies incentivising 
overcapacity, to IUU fishing.

significant record of Sri Lankan and south-west Indian 
vessels fishing illegally in the MPA for tuna, billfish 
and sharks with gillnets and longlines.8 The Chagos 
Archipelago MPA is enforced by a patrol boat, but a more 
holistic approach that combines patrols with data from 
satellite monitoring, an assessment of the effectiveness 
of deterrence measures, and engaging in dialogue with 
Sri Lankan communities and authorities, may produce 
improved results. 

IUU fishing by both domestic fleets and vessels from 
neighbouring countries is a major problem across 
the Caribbean Territories. Several Territories have 
experienced a significant rise in IUU fishing as a 
result of increased on-island unemployment during 
the COVID-19 pandemic,9 which is aggravated by the 
difficulties of under-resourced departments surveilling 
and enforcing regulations over wide archipelagic states. 

6

Overfishing

MPAs such as those in the UK’s Blue Belt Programme 
place restrictions on where and how fishing takes 
place, and when combined with well-regulated and 
managed fisheries, they can help to ensure stocks are 
not overfished. The strongest forms of spatial marine 
protection are fully-protected MPAs, of which the Blue 
Belt now contains 2.8 million km2. These cover almost 
the entirety of the exclusive economic zones (EEZs) of 
the Chagos Archipelago, the Pitcairn Islands, Tristan 
da Cunha, and Ascension, as well as 23% of the EEZ 
around South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands. 

Although legal designation of an MPA can prevent 
overfishing by removing or decreasing legal fishing 
activity, the subsequent boundary line on a map is 
not enough to prevent IUU fishing. Compliance and 
enforcement problems have dogged the Chagos 
Archipelago MPA since its creation in 2010, with a 
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Of the Caribbean Territories, currently only Turks 
and Caicos and Anguilla have entered the Blue Belt 
Programme, and Bermuda has joined the related Blue 
Shield Programme, so there is an opportunity for the 
Blue Belt to make a marked contribution to resolving 
some of these problems. By supporting Caribbean 
Territories in their identified marine priorities of 
improving management and enforcement of MPAs, 
the status of biodiversity conservation, sustainable 
fisheries, local livelihoods, and their blue economies 
can be significantly improved.

Fishing activities are still permitted by local 
communities and residents within 12 nautical miles 
of the shorelines within the Ascension and Pitcairn 
Islands MPAs, and within 50 miles of the islands within 
the Tristan archipelago. While the communities on 
the islands are small, careful regulation is required to 
ensure that the standards of the MPAs are maintained. 
In line with best global practices, catch and release 
is advocated for commercial sport fishing, and 
recreational fishing should be managed to ensure 
inshore stocks of vulnerable species are not overfished. 

Tristan da Cunha is home to millions of breeding 
seabirds, such as the endangered Atlantic yellow-
nosed albatross (Thalassarche chlororhynchos) 
whose protection requires ongoing strict 
enforcement of bycatch measures and appropriate 
seasonal closures for Tristan’s seamount-based 
longline fishery. Further offshore on the high seas, 
albatrosses from Tristan and South Georgia are 
highly vulnerable to drowning on the baited hooks 
of long-liners, necessitating wide adoption of good 
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mitigation practices through engagement with the 
relevant regional fisheries management organisation.

The MPA around St Helena is a Category VI MPA 
according to the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature (IUCN) classification system, allowing 
for some ‘low-level non-industrial use of natural 
resources compatible with nature conservation‘.10 
All fishing is one-by-one which has significantly less 
by-catch than other pelagic fishing types. The Saint 
Helena Government has a detailed research plan for 
the new fishery, and if delivered effectively it should 
provide information on sustainable levels of fishing 
for the seamounts. 

Some 5,000 km to the south west of St Helena, 
South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands 
have a significant quota to catch krill in their waters 
(279,000t and 93,000t respectively). South Georgia 
supports 25% of the world’s gentoo penguin 
(Aptenodytes forsteri) population and recent 
research has shown that their foraging grounds 
overlap with the industrial krill fishery, and more 
could be done to mitigate this risk via dynamic 
management of the fishery or additional area 
closures.11 Although the inaccessibility of the islands 
means that fishing licenses are not sought or issued 
around the South Sandwich Islands, the ongoing 
existence of the quota remains a risk.

Fully protected MPAs are one of the best methods 
the Overseas Territories have for conserving their 
waters, and the livelihoods of those who rely on them, 
both through tourism and the remaining small-scale 
fisheries that exist adjacent to the no-take areas. In the 
coming years, the Blue Belt Programme must support 
the improved management and enforcement of the 
existing MPAs, including consideration of inshore 
no-take areas, while also involving the Caribbean 
Territories to support existing MPA management, and 
expanding the MPA of the South Sandwich Islands.

MPAs such as those in the UK’s Blue 
Belt Programme place restrictions 
on where and how fishing takes 
place and, when combined with 
well-regulated and managed 
fisheries, they can help to ensure 
stocks are not overfished 

South Georgia supports 
25% of the world’s gentoo 
penguin (Aptenodytes 
forsteri) population

G R E A T  B L U E  O C E A N  •  7



When exposed to unusually 
warm water, corals expel 
the symbiotic algae living 
in their tissues and turn 
a bone-white colour, a so-
called ‘bleaching’ event

Multiple ocean and coastal ecosystems sequester and store globally 
significant amounts of carbon which can be released if these ecosystems 
are disturbed by anthropogenic activities. In particular, coastal ecosystems – 
mangroves, seagrasses and salt marshes – store more carbon per unit area 
than terrestrial forests, and benthic ocean sediment ecosystems are known to 
sequester and store carbon.12 

Rising sea surface temperatures have led to several 
bleaching events being recorded in the Chagos 
Archipelago since 1998. To date the reefs of the 
Chagos Archipelago have shown greater resilience in 
the face of these global pressures than many others 
in the region, resilience won by a combination of the 
Territory’s no-take MPA status and remote location. 
However, the fact that water temperatures in the 
Chagos Archipelago are rising by as much as 0.4°C per 
decade indicates bleaching may become an annual 
event as early as the mid-2030s.16,17 Annual bleaching 
reduces coral recovery time and presents a severe 
threat to the continued existence of the reefs they 
sustain. One path to improving their survivability is 
by restoring the link between reefs and islands that 
healthy seabird populations provide. Removal of 
invasive rats and restoration of hardwood forest, 
mangrove and open savannah habitats will increase 
suitable nesting habitat for seabirds on the islands and 
benefit the adjacent reefs through nutrient inputs. 18

Climate Change

Coastal ecosystems also offer protection from 
adverse weather conditions that are expected to 
increase in intensity and frequency through the 21st 
century.13 It is clear that healthy marine ecosystems 
help to build resilience against the impacts of climate 
change, such as warming ocean temperatures. 
Within this context, every step must be taken to 
protect the ability of systems, habitats, and species to 
continue to function in order to provide benefits to 
both biodiversity and coastal communities. 

The polar regions are warming faster than anywhere 
else, placing South Georgia and the South Sandwich 
Islands at the forefront of the impacts of climate 
change.14 Antarctic krill underpin the Southern Ocean’s 
food web, and increasing sea temperatures have 
caused their range to contract 400 km southwards 
since the 1970s.15 This leaves species that rely on krill, 
such as the millions of macaroni penguins (Eudyptes 
chrysolophus) that live in South Georgia, vulnerable to 
the increased competition for resources that comes 
with shifting foraging grounds. The polar Territories 
are also home to a range of endemic shallow water 
invertebrates and fish, all of which are range-limited. 
South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands are 
extremely remote, so it is extremely difficult for these 
species to expand their range in the face of changing 
oceanographic conditions.

Along with the polar regions, coral reefs are some 
of the habitats most vulnerable to climate change. 

When exposed to unusually warm water, corals expel 
the symbiotic algae living in their tissues and turn a 
bone-white colour, a so-called ‘bleaching event’. If the 
heat is sustained, the lack of algae will deny the coral 
its main source of food and it will eventually perish. 
Bleached corals are also much more susceptible to 
disease than healthy corals.
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The Caribbean Territories are home to enormous coral 
reefs, including the 340 mile-long Turks and Caicos 
barrier reef, but rising temperatures are expected 
to cause more frequent and severe coral bleaching 
events across the Caribbean region.19 The damage 
is exacerbated by extreme weather events such as 
hurricanes, which along with bleaching events are 
increasing in severity as the climate crisis deepens.20 
The Category 5 hurricanes Maria and Irma in 2017 were 
catastrophic to reefs in Anguilla, British Virgin Islands 
and the Turks and Caicos Islands, with the result that 
by 2018 some areas in British Virgin Islands exhibited 
significantly reduced coral cover.21 The devastation 
caused by hurricanes is not limited to reef habitats, and 
the same storms reduced red mangrove (Rhizophora 
mangle) coverage in British Virgin Islands by 90%.22 

Extreme weather, in conjunction with sea level rise, poses 
a severe threat to the health and livelihoods of Caribbean 
Territory communities. Hurricanes Irma and Maria, for 
example, caused significant infrastructural damage, with 
the costs of damage in Anguilla estimated at US$55.6 
million, and $455 million in British Virgin Islands.23 Cayman 
has the largest contiguous mangrove system in the insular 
Caribbean, which, along with reefs, provides excellent 
protection to coastal communities from storm surges 
while also reducing coastal erosion. The restoration and 
future protection of these habitats should be a priority for 
all marine conservation work in the region.

Healthy marine ecosystems help 
to build resilience against the 
impacts of climate change, such as 
warming ocean temperatures... The 
restoration and future protection of 
these habitats should be a priority 
for all marine conservation work in 
the region.

Coastal ecosystems – 
mangroves, seagrasses and 
salt marshes – store more 
carbon per unit area than 
terrestrial forests

The climate crisis is an existential threat, 
and the UK Government must do everything 
necessary to reduce carbon emissions and keep 
warming as close to 1.5°C as possible. As part 
of a combined biodiversity and climate strategy, 
MPAs provide a nature-based solution to climate 
change, particularly those that sufficiently curtail 
damaging human activities and allow for blue 
carbon sequestration, coastal habitat protection 
and enhanced ecosystem resilience. If properly 
protected from additional human stressors, the 
Territories will present an invaluable refuge to 
some of the world’s most iconic species, as well 
as vital sinks of blue carbon, and as flagships for 
how small island states can adapt to and mitigate 
against climate change.
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Henderson Island, a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 
the Pacific, is one of the most remote islands in the 
world, but beach surveys have found huge quantities 
of plastic washed up on the shore. A 2019 beach 
clean on Henderson’s East Beach collected six tonnes 
of plastic from 2.25 km of beach in two weeks, 
including 1,200 fishing buoys.25 Fishing is prohibited 
in the Pitcairn MPA, so lost fishing gear has travelled 
hundreds or thousands of kilometres to arrive at 
Henderson, and this so-called ‘ghost gear’ remains a 
threat to wildlife as it drifts on the waves, continuing 
to catch fish, marine mammals and seabirds.

While abandoned fishing gear entangles marine 
life, smaller plastic items pose a threat as they are 
mistaken for food and ingested. Leatherback turtles 
(Dermochelys coriacea), which nest on Anguillan and 
BVI beaches,26 hunt using sight alone, and plastic 
shopping bags drifting on the ocean’s currents look 

remarkably similar to jellyfish, their main prey.27 It is 
estimated that 52% of all sea turtles have ingested 
plastic,28 but some populations are at a significantly 
higher risk: green turtles make 2,000 km migrations 
from coastal Brazil to nest on Ascension Island, and 
research has shown that 90% of the juvenile green 
turtle (Chelonia mydas) population in the southwest 
Atlantic has eaten plastic.29 

Plastic waste is a global problem. Grey-headed 
albatrosses (Thalassarche chrysostoma) and giant 
petrels (Macronectes giganteus) in South Georgia 
are eating more and more food wrappers and plastic 
gloves, as levels of marine debris are increasing 
even in the unpopulated Antarctic.30 When plastic 
washes ashore, it continues to pose significant 
danger to marine animals. A two-hour beach clean 
in the Chagos Archipelago in 2021 recorded over 
1,178 bottles, and there is evidence that plastic waste 
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Henderson Island is one of 
the most remote islands 
in the world, but beach 
surveys have found huge 
quantities of plastic washed 
up on the shore

Pollution
It is estimated that 11 million tonnes of plastic waste enters the ocean each 
year, with this figure potentially tripling by 2040 if business continues as 
usual.24 That would be the equivalent of 50 kg of plastic for every metre 
of coastline in the world, yet the devastating effect it has on the marine 
environment can already be seen.
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aggregations on beaches impede access to nesting 
sites of green and hawksbill turtles (Eretmochelys 
imbricata).31

The majority of the debris that washes up on 
the coastlines of the Territories is generated off-
island by other landmasses and ships. The limited 
infrastructures of the islands are ill-equipped to deal 
with the many tonnes that arrive via ocean currents 
each year, making collection and subsequent 
recycling difficult. Island communities also generate 
their own waste, and even managing this poses 
challenges. Open landfills and incineration are 
commonplace across the Territories, with very 
limited recycling currently taking place.32

Their beautiful waters and extraordinary biodiversity 
mean that several of the Overseas Territories are 
very popular tourist destinations. South Georgia 
is regularly visited by cruise ships, which present a 
pollution risk. Heavy fuel oil, widely used in shipping 
and particularly dangerous, was banned from being 
carried near South Georgia and the South Sandwich 
Islands in 2020,33 but a spill of any fuel or other ship 
waste in such a remote location would be a huge 
threat to marine life. 

Tristan da Cunha’s constrained ship access means 
it has very limited tourism, but it faces a different 
problem: it sits squarely on an international 
shipping lane between South America and Asia. 
A major oil spill occurred in 2011 when the bulk 
carrier MS Oliva ran aground, with the Tristanian 
community heroically rescuing and cleaning over 
750 oil-covered endangered rockhopper penguins 
(Eudyptes chrysocome). The Tristan Government 
has subsequently explored legally binding means of 
pushing shipping traffic further offshore but has so 
far only been able to implement a voluntary system 
of Areas To Be Avoided (ATBA) in a 25 nautical mile 
circle around the islands.34 This is not currently proving 
sufficient in reducing the risk of further incident: in 
2020-21, 109 vessels still passed through the ATBA.35

The UK needs to work internationally to start taking 
serious action to limit the flow of plastic and other 
debris that is threatening to engulf the waters of the 
Overseas Territories. Projects should be supported 
that assist with reducing, managing, and finding 
solutions to recycling and repurposing waste on-
island, as well as mitigating the waste washing up on 
their shores – and working to reduce the impact it 
has on wildlife.

Coastal development 
Tourism is a vital part of the Caribbean economy, 
but the building of hotels and marinas has generally 
taken place without conserving valuable marine 
habitats, and cruise ships and other tourist vessels are 
extremely common. On BVI, damage to corals and sea 
fans by anchors from private vessels and mega-yachts 
is a documented problem,36 while coastal development 
has led to the destruction of over a quarter of the 
mangroves in Cayman since 1965.37 Other marine 
habitats have suffered from construction and 
agricultural projects in other Caribbean Territories, 
such as Montserrat’s last significant mangrove habitat, 
the Piper’s Pond Wildlife Reserve, the majority of 
which was cleared as in 2012 to designate the bay as 
the new capital and administrative centre.38 

There is also a lack of a systematic approach to waste 
water management in many Caribbean Territories, and 
poor treatment in hotels and farms can be detrimental 
to coastal waters. Coral reefs are very sensitive to 
nutrient levels, which are altered by sewage discharges 
and run off of fertilisers from land.39 

Fortunately, community pressure has been successful 
in stopping some of these developments, such as the 
Cayman Cruise Port Terminal, which posed a threat 
to the adjacent reefs and MPAs.40 A healthy marine 
environment is crucial to tourism in the Caribbean,41 
and Territory economies would be well supported by 
the development of comprehensive integrated coastal 
zone management plans. This would build resilience by 
protecting MPAs and important coastal habitats, with 
appropriate buffers and setbacks to prevent indirect 
impacts from planned developments.
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The seabird populations of remote islands such as 
those of the Territories are particularly susceptible 
to the introduction of small rodents such as mice 
and rats. South Georgia is home to enormous 
nesting populations of penguins, albatrosses and 
pintails, and Henderson is home to four endemic 
landbird species, as well as being the only known 
nesting site for the Henderson petrel (Pterodroma 
atrata). Polynesian sailors brought Pacific rats to 
Henderson Island 800 years ago, while mice and 
brown rats stowed away in the holds of whaling 
ships and arrived at South Georgia in the middle of 
the 18th century. The absence of rodent-catching 
predators and the fact that the birds nest on the 
ground has led to devastating results, as the chicks 
are practically defenseless to attacks by rats and 
mice. Fieldwork on Henderson has shown that 
95% of petrel chicks are eaten within one week 
of hatching, and overall seabird numbers have 
dropped from 5 million breeding pairs before the 
rats arrived to just 40,000.42

The interconnectedness of ecological systems means 
that the impact of invasive rodent species can stretch 
far beyond the bird populations that they prey on. The 
black rat is found on some of the islands of the Chagos 
Archipelago after being introduced by humans in the 
late 18th and 19th centuries. In a study of six islands 
with rats and six islands without, it was found that 
seabird densities were 760 times higher where the rats 
were absent.43 Subsequently, important herbivorous 
damselfish on reefs adjacent to the rat-free islands 
grew faster, and fish communities had greater overall 
biomass. This is because when the birds return to the 
islands from foraging out in the ocean, they deposit 
rich nutrients from the fish they feed on, increasing 
the productivity on the islands and within the waters 
around them. Restoring this nutrient link between 
open ocean, islands and reefs can have positive effects 
on reef resilience to bleaching.

Invasive rodents are such a threat to island seabird 
populations that extensive effort has been put into 

Fieldwork on Henderson 
has shown that 95% of 
petrel chicks are eaten by 
rats and mice within one 
week of hatching
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Invasive species
For many thousands of years, the movement of humans around the world 
has transported plant and animal species into environments that are different 
to those they evolved in. On occasions where they are no longer constrained 
by natural predators and climatic conditions, the invasive species are able to 
feed, grow and reproduce in ways that can have disastrous effects on their 
new habitat and the associated native species.
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entirely eradicating their presence from some of the 
Overseas Territories. In 2018, South Georgia was 
declared rodent-free, the culmination of a 10-year 
project that cost £10 million, and South Georgia 
pipits (Anthus antarcticus) and Wilson’s storm petrels 
(Oceanites oceanicus) were seen to be recovering 
soon after the rats and mice disappeared.44 The 
situation on Gough Island in the Atlantic has become 
so dire that even adult Tristan albatrosses are being 
attacked and killed by mice while they nest. A mice 
eradication project was delivered by RSPB on Gough 
through 2021, despite the severe logistical challenges 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.45

Glacial retreat means that another eradication effort 
on South Georgia would be unlikely to be effective, 
so to prevent even tiny numbers of invasive species 
making their way back to the island, biosecurity 
checks are extremely stringent. Eradication 
programmes are so expensive that it is always more 
cost-effective to stop invasives at source, and the 
seabirds of the uninhabited South Sandwich Islands 
are so vulnerable to rodents that recreational tourists 
are prohibited from going ashore.46

Since the 1990s, the Caribbean has been struggling 
with a different type of invasive species: the Indo-

Stony coral tissue loss disease 

Pacific lionfish (Pterois volitans).47 Likely inadvertently 
introduced by amateur aquarium enthusiasts, a 
lack of any natural predators means they have 
spread across the entirety of the Gulf of Mexico, the 
Caribbean and up the US east coast. Now, over 200 
Atlantic fish species have been identified as being 
eaten by lionfish.48 

Their preferred hunting grounds are reefs, and with 
coral cover already under threat in the Caribbean 
Overseas Territories from bleaching, extreme 
weather and coastal development, the lionfish 
are putting significant additional pressure on 
fish populations.49,50 Furthermore, lionfish target 
commercially valuable fish species such as snappers, 
jeopardising fisher livelihoods. Montserrat and other 
Territories have developed programmes to help train 
divers to spot and remove lionfish, in an effort to 
drive numbers down.51

While invasive species are a biological threat, there 
is no doubt that their cause is anthropogenic, and 
the danger to coastal habitats and communities in 
the Territories is severe. Efforts to remove invasive 
species should continue to be championed, and 
resources for the enforcement of biosecurity 
measures must be provided by the UK Government.

First identified in 2014, coral reefs in the 
Caribbean have been afflicted by a new biological 
scourge: stony coral tissue loss disease (SCTLD). 
The disease is lethal to corals, with some species 
displaying an 80% mortality rate, and the large, 
slow-growing, reef-building corals like brain 
corals, star corals and pillar corals are among 
the most susceptible.52 SCTLD has spread rapidly 
to TCI, BVI and Cayman Islands, faster than 
would be expected by ocean currents. 
New research suggests that the 
disease has been transported 
in ship ballast water,53 and 
conservationists and reef 
managers are scrambling to 
deal with the threat. 

Citizen science diver networks have been 
mobilised to report and monitor the occurrences 
of SCTLD in the reefs before applying treatments 
to infected corals (including antibiotic ointments), 
while a Caribbean UKOT-facilitated working 
group is enabling member Territories to share 
information and experience on SCTLD monitoring 
and treatment efficacy across the Caribbean.54 The 

timeliness and success of these projects 
are critical, since SCTLD and its 

impacts on coral colonies 
is now being regarded 

as an extinction level 
event for certain coral 
species.
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All the Territories participating in the 
Blue Belt Programme have highly limited 
capacity. St Helena is the largest Blue 
Belt Territory in terms of inhabitants, but 
has a total island population of just 4,500 
people to carry out all the functions of a 
small country. Tristan has less than 300 
people, whilst Pitcairn has less than 50. 
There is thus a chronic shortage of on-
island capacity to deliver the collective 
ambition for the management of the Blue 
Belt MPAs to be world-leading. 

CEFAS and MMO are providing technical support to 
the Blue Belt Territory Governments in recognition 
of this capacity shortage, but this is not currently 
appropriately balanced. Technical staff in the UK 
are developing monitoring plans and enforcement 
plans, yet there has been very limited direct funding 

Lack of on-island capacity

provided to Territory Governments and civil society 
to increase their staff capacity to actually perform 
all this work. The likely result is that these technical 
plans remain largely undelivered, and the ambitions 
of achieving world-class active management are 
undermined. 

The Blue Belt Programme must use its new three-
year settlement to immediately commence a new 
and more partnership-based approach, consulting 
Territory Governments on the staffing realistically 
required to deliver on all their new science and 
management plans, and then providing the 
appropriate core funding to enable direct Territory 
hiring. This approach should also be extended 
to those Caribbean UKOTs wishing to join the 
programme, whose under-funded and over-
stretched departments would greatly benefit from 
strategic hiring to fill technical gaps. Ultimately, the 
proportion of Blue Belt funded staff in the Territories 
and the UK should be at least equal, rather than 
outnumbered Territory staff struggling to service all 
the plans and requests coming in from the UK.

Finally, it is inequitable that certain Blue Belt 
Territories have benefited from a more direct grant 
approach, being provided with funds to spend 
themselves on their marine priorities, whilst others 
have simply been able to advise MMO and CEFAS how 
they would like money to be spent on their behalf. 
A much more significant proportion of Blue Belt 
funds should be provided to Territory Governments 
directly for spending on their immediate and locally-
understood management needs. 

Pitcairn has a total island 
population of less than 50 
people which means there 
is a chronic shortage of 
capacity to deliver on the 
Blue Belt Programme
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Recommendations
It is clear that the Territories are facing an intimidating range of diverse threats; 
however, the achievements made in marine protection over the last decade – 
by Territory communities and governments, NGOs, and the UK Government – 
show the path forward. Ambition and funding need to be maintained from the 
UK Government via the Blue Belt Programme, or the gains that have been hard 
won will be lost. The spending does however need to be re-balanced so that 
Territory Governments and civil society are able to spend a higher proportion 
of the funding directly on their core priorities and needs.

Here, GBO sets out a series of recommendations for how marine 
conservation in the Territories can be developed to help mitigate these 
threats over the coming years.
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Provide long-term funding for centralised UK 
Government-led MPA satellite surveillance, monitoring 
and enforcement to counter Illegal, Unreported and 
Unregulated (IUU) fishing. Small Territory Governments 
will never be able to cost-effectively set up similar systems. 
Funding should include:

S Sharing transparent performance metrics on IUU 
enforcement activity across the Territories.

S Follow up on any infringements, ideally to prosecution.

S Funding appropriate observer coverage on 
commercial fisheries.

Enable the UK’s membership, attendance and ambitious 
leadership at the Commission for the Conservation of 
Southern Bluefin Tuna (CCSBT), whose members’ longline 
fleets overlap with nearly the entire range of the Blue Belt 
Territories’ albatross species.

Support proactive management of inshore recreational, 
sports and commercial fisheries, to ensure best practice, 
sustainable catch levels and support fisher livelihoods and 
sustainable blue economies. 

Support Caribbean Territories in significantly improving 
management of existing inshore MPA networks, and to 
develop and implement their marine spatial plans.

Support Caribbean Territories to undertake a locally-
led analysis of their blue carbon stocks (mangroves, 
seagrass and wetlands), the findings of which can be 
used to support new designations and local planning (e.g. 
decisions on coastal development).

Continue the open invitation to all non-participating 
Territories to join the Blue Belt Programme, with a 
commitment to community-led expansion of marine 
protections, effective management of existing MPAs and 
comprehensive integrated coastal zone management.

In the 2020/21 financial year, only around 20% 
of the £7m Blue Belt Programme budget was 
made available directly to the Territories to 
spend themselves on their marine conservation 
priorities. The vast majority (circa 80%) was 
instead spent by the UK Government and its 
agencies (MMO and CEFAS).

We recognise that establishing the Blue Belt 
Programme has required a significant amount 
of investment in baseline science and physical 
infrastructure. Now that the foundations of the 
programme have been established and longer term 
spending commitments secured, we believe it is 
important that capacity must now be built in the 
Territories themselves. 

We therefore call for the Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office (FCDO) to:

Only allocate Blue Belt spending on DEFRA agencies 
(CEFAS and MMO) where specialist expertise required is 
not available, or cannot be recruited for, on-island. 

Increase direct grants to Territory Government 
Departments and civil society so that funds can be more 
cost-effectively and accurately applied to local priorities.

Provide further financial support for increased local 
staff capacity. Territory Government Departments are 
unable to deliver all the top-down work programmes 
being recommended by Blue Belt agencies, and 
increased numbers of long-term local staff are required 
to achieve the ambitions of the programme.

Enable Territory Governments and NGOs to allocate 
funding towards a wider range of local marine-linked 
priorities:

S Local waste management, including those focused 
on plastic waste, scalable solutions to beach debris, 
and to waste water management.

S Biosecurity / invasive species projects as part of the 
UK’s contribution to the UN Decade of Ecosystem 
Restoration, including rodent eradications for 
protection of seabirds and the fight against Stony 
Coral Tissue Loss Disease.

S Infrastructure (e.g. vessels, vehicles) to improve 
capacity in managing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) 
and wider marine management.

Recommendations for 
the UK Government’s Blue Belt Programme

Now that the foundations of the 
Blue Belt Programme have been 
established and longer term 
spending commitments secured, 
capacity must be built in the 
Territories themselves
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Overfishing: 

Introduce proactive management of inshore 
commercial, recreational and sports fisheries to ensure 
sustainable catch levels and best practice. 

Waste Management: 

Initiate capital expenditure, systemic change and 
outreach projects with Blue Belt funding to strengthen 
waste management, reduction, recycling and reuse.

Biosecurity / Invasive Species: 

Assign Blue Belt funding to build proactive biosecurity 
capacity, and control / eradicate priority invasive 
species impacting on marine wildlife (land and sea).

Climate Change: 

All Blue Belt Territory Governments should seek to 
have the UNFCCC and Paris Agreement extended to 
them so that they come within the global framework 
for decarbonisation. 

Coastal Development: 

Establish coastal zone management plans that are 
resilient to increasing sea levels and maximise the use 
of natural environments to adapt to the impacts of 
climate change.

Marine Protected Areas: 

S The Government of South Georgia and the South 
Sandwich Islands should expand its no-take zone 
to cover the entirety of the South Sandwich Islands 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). 

S The Governments of Ascension, Pitcairn, St 
Helena and Tristan da Cunha should work 
towards establishing some inshore no-take zones 
to serve as reference points and refuges for their 
inshore biodiversity. 

S The Chagos Archipelago administration should hold 
all-stakeholder meetings to review progress against 
the objectives of the Conservation Management 
Plan.

S Governments of Territories that have yet to join 
the Blue Belt should continue national efforts to 
improve existing management of inshore marine 
protected areas, while designating new inshore 
and offshore sites where appropriate.

Recommendations for 
Territory Governments
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