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Coral reefs provide enormous bene�t to people and communities 
worldwide, including critical spawning grounds for �shes, sites for 
tourism, and bu�ers to protect coastal areas from storm damage.  �e 
United Nations Environment Programme estimates the annual economic 
value per 1 km2 of coral reef to be between US $100,000 and US 
$600,0001.   

Despite their biological importance, economic value, and other bene�ts, 
coral reefs are at risk in many parts of the world, including Latin America 
and the Caribbean.  Studies estimate that 30% of reefs are already 
seriously damaged and 60% could disappear by 20302 if corrective 
measures are not taken, due to impacts from water pollution, destructive 
�shing methods, over�shing, and other unsustainable human activities.  
Reefs are also threatened by climate change, as higher seawater 
temperatures provoke coral bleaching, and ocean absorption of carbon 
dioxide impedes the calci�cation process necessary for coral reefs to grow.  
If localized human threats, such as pollution and damage by boats and 
�shing gear can be addressed, reef ecosystems will have greater resilience 
to the e�ects of the changing environment.

Many Latin American and Caribbean countries with a strong interest in 
protecting nearby reefs have made policy statements and joined 
international or regional agreements that require them to take e�ective 
action to protect coral reefs.  However, enacting and implementing the 
laws, regulations, and policies to carry out these good intentions can be 
di�cult.  Government budgets are limited, personnel are scarce, and 
policymakers must split attention and resources between many competing 
issues of importance.  

�is guide is intended to make coral reef protection easier by providing 
examples of e�ective regulatory best practices that can be adapted to 
di�erent countries and contexts.  It is not an exhaustive compilation of all 
possible best practices and does not claim to o�er a one-size-�ts-all 
solution for every jurisdiction.
  
Rather, it o�ers a set of regulatory ingredients that have been e�ective in 
various jurisdictions and can be recombined and adapted as appropriate.  
�e best practices highlighted in the guide were selected based on a study 
of existing legal and institutional frameworks for protecting coral reefs in 
seven countries with important reef resources: Australia, Belize, Bermuda, 
the Cayman Islands, Cuba, Tanzania, and the United States.

INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICES:
GENERAL REGULATORY TOOLS
FOR PROTECTING CORAL REEFS
A variety of general laws and regulatory approaches often forms the basis 
for preservation of coral reefs and other fragile ecosystems.  Constitutions 
and general environmental laws that do not mention corals nonetheless 
provide the framework for creating speci�c regulation to protect reefs.  

General marine conservation laws o�er important protection to coral 
reefs even if corals are not directly mentioned.  Many of the protections 
needed to preserve the marine environment inside and outside marine 
protected areas are also relevant to protecting coral reefs.  For instance, 
the Cayman Islands’ Marine Conservation Law authorizes the executive 
branch to regulate a wide variety of human activities, including �shing 
and discharges from land-based sources into the ocean, and includes 
speci�c protection for coral reefs by prohibiting dredging and damaging 
corals by any means without a permit.

T he value of the ecosystem services provided by 
1km2 of coral reef is estimated to be between

US $100,000 and US $600,000.

1UNEP-WCMC (2006) In the front line: shoreline protection and other ecosystem services from mangroves and coral reefs. UNEP-WCMC, 
Cambridge, UK.  Page 13. Available at: <http://www.unep.org/pdf/infrontline_06.pdf> [Retrieved October 21st, 2014]
2Ibid. Page 5. 9
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Marine protected areas (MPAs) are a common tool for setting aside and 
creating speci�c protections for particularly fragile or important marine 
areas, such as reefs.  E�ective MPAs require legally enforceable and 
science-based management plans that identify and address relevant threats 
at a very local level.  In Australia, the government created an MPA to 
protect the Great Barrier Reef, the world’s largest coral reef and a 
designated UNESCO World Heritage Site.  �e marine protected area is 
divided into various areas on the basis of geographical and biological 
characteristics, as well as human use.  Each area has a separate 
management plan, which is updated or changed periodically in response 
to continuous research and monitoring of reef health.  

Well-designed management plans protect reefs while also preserving the 
ability of nearby communities and visitors to enjoy and bene�t from the 
reefs in a sustainable manner.  Tanzania’s marine protected areas contain 
three types of zones: core zones where �shing is prohibited, speci�c use 
zones where some activities are allowed with a permit and only for local 
residents, and general use zones, in which more activities are generally 
permitted. 

Heritage preservation laws (national or international) o�er another 
method to protect coral reefs.  �e Great Barrier Reef in Australia was 
designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1981 with the objective 
of protecting this treasure for future generations.  State-level heritage laws 
in Australia create additional frameworks to protect places of signi�cance 
to cultural heritage, including natural sites.  Such designations not only 
publicly recognize the worth of these sites, but also impose obligations to 
protect them from harm.  

Endangered species legislation is another tool to safeguard at-risk species 
including corals.  �e most e�ective endangered species laws not only 
prohibit killing, harming, or taking any specimen of a species that has 
been placed on a list (pursuant to appropriate scienti�c criteria) but also 

prohibit destruction of critical habitat.  In the United States, the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) requires government entities to ensure that 
actions they take or approve (including permits for private-sector 
development projects) do not jeopardize listed species or result in 
destruction of or harm to their habitats.  By integrating endangered 
species considerations into the process of assessing the environmental 
impacts of proposed developments, endangered species laws have become 
an e�ective conservation tool.  As of October 2014, twenty-two species of 
coral and one species of seagrass have been included in the United States’ 
national list of endangered and threatened species.

REGULATORY TOOLS PREVENTING 
IMPACTS FROM COASTAL AND 
LAND-BASED ACTIVITIES
Coastal development, land use, and planning laws that require a careful 
inquiry, generally in the form of an environmental impact assessment 
(EIA), are needed to ensure that building and development in coastal 
areas are carried out in a way that avoids or mitigates any potential 
negative impacts on nearby reefs.  A comprehensive EIA should assess all 
negative, positive, and cumulative impacts of the project in a transparent 
and participatory process that involves the local community and other 
stakeholders.  Also, an independent authority with appropriate expertise 
and technical knowledge should make decisions about coastal 
development and planning.  In Belize, a Coastal Zone Management 
Authority and Institute is responsible for implementing and monitoring 
coastal development polices.  In Hawaii, these functions are carried out by 
a specialized department within the general O�ce of Planning.  

I
marine protected areas cover 35% of its coral reef.

n Bermuda, twenty-nine protected areas have been 
designated to conserve coral reef resources.  Cuba’s

I
threaten to damage fragile ecosystems, especially 
mangrove vegetation and coral reefs.

n Cuba, the environmental authority can veto 
projects that are not environmentally sound or that 
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Water quality laws are among the most important tools for 
protecting reefs, because corals are highly sensitive to pollutants 
discharged from ships or carried to the ocean in rivers and streams,
as well as to sediments from coastal erosion.  Many countries have 
established a law that controls “point-source” water pollution by 
prohibiting any discharge of a pollutant from a drain, trench, or 
similar means into a body of water without a permit.  In the United 
States, a “pollutant” includes not only chemicals and nutrients, but 
also thermal discharges and turbidity, and published regulations 
establish speci�c narrative and numerical standards for di�erent 
bodies of water.  Australia also has speci�c standards establishing 
numeric limitations on the concentration of certain pollutants based 
on the use of the water.  To ensure that water quality controls are 
e�ective, several countries, including the United States, impose 
monitoring and reporting requirements with which anyone with a 
permit to discharge a pollutant must comply.    

Various countries also seek to protect coral reefs from 
“non-point-source” pollution such as run-o� from agricultural or 
other types of operations that may contain fertilizer, pesticides, 
animal waste, or sediment.  In an innovative Australian program, 
regulators work closely with farmers to implement such 
common-sense best practices as using no more fertilizer than is 
actually needed for soil improvement, and keeping cattle from 
grazing and depositing waste too close to streams.

REGULATORY TOOLS FOR 
PREVENTING PHYSICAL
DAMAGE TO CORALS
Laws preventing the breaking and extraction of coral may �ll the gaps 
left by more general laws, such as endangered species laws.  For instance, 
the State of Hawaii in the United States has enacted a Coral Reef Law that 
prohibits the extraction and sale of stony coral to combat destruction of 
coral reefs for souvenirs, jewelry, or other products.  
Regulations on navigation and anchoring provide a simple, yet critical, 
means of preventing damage to reefs from vessels running aground or 
dropping or dragging anchors on them.  In Australia a local, licensed pilot 
must navigate certain types of ships in some areas of the Great Barrier Reef 
to minimize the risk of running aground.  To prevent harm from anchors, 
Belize prohibits anchoring within marine parks, Bermuda limits the types 
of anchors allowed in protected areas, and Cuba prohibits anchoring on 
reefs and the building of mooring structures on top of corals anywhere.  

REGULATIONS TO ENSURE 
RESPONSIBLE TOURISM
Requiring tour operators to obtain a permit or license is a simple 
means by which governments keep track of recreational activities near 
reefs.  Permit and license processes can ensure that tour operators are 
educated about the reef and how to protect it.  In Belize, for example, 
tour operators must hold a license and receive special training.  Limiting 
the number of licenses or requiring licensees to comply with rules or best 
practices can also minimize or avoid impacts that harm the coral reef 
ecosystem.
Restrictions on tourism activities that may damage reefs strike a 
balance between encouraging a �ourishing tourism industry and 
preventing inadvertent ecological harm caused by divers, users of 
submersible craft, and other recreational activities.  Belize requires the 
presence of licensed dive masters or tour guides in certain areas; in the 
United States, diving and snorkeling within National Marine Sanctuaries 
is prohibited without a permit. 

S
management plan to ensure that their operations do not 
harm the reef.  

tate laws in Australia require farmers to develop 
and submit for approval an environmental risk 
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REGULATORY TOOLS TO PREVENT 
FISHING IMPACTS ON CORAL REEFS
  
Licensing requirements for both commercial and recreational �shing help 
governments to monitor and ensure sustainability of �sheries.  For 
instance, in Australia and Tanzania all �shing except traditional 
indigenous practices requires a license, and Bermuda requires �shermen to 
maintain catch records.  

Science-based �sheries management that preserves �sh species 
bene�cial to coral reefs is not only a means of protecting reef ecosystem 
health, but also ensuring the long-term availability of �sh stocks 
important for human consumption.  A number of countries have 
established no-take zones, closed seasons, and other �shing limitations.  
For example, in order to reestablish and protect ecologically optimal �sh 
populations, Belize has banned �shing for parrot�sh and other 
herbivorous species within its marine reserves, and has banned �shing 
altogether in certain areas.  Similarly, approximately one-third of the 
Great Barrier Reef falls within areas designated as no-take zones.

Limitations or bans on certain �shing methods or gear represent 
another common regulatory tool to prevent reef harm from �shing 
methods such as poison, explosives, or �shing gear that may potentially 
break or damage corals.  For instance, Australia banned the use of purse 
seine nets in 2008, and in 2010 Belize established a total ban on trawling 
in its exclusive economic zone.  Within National Marine Sanctuaries in 
the United States, �shing is limited to traditional hook gear.

REGULATORY TOOLS FOR 
EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION, 
MONITORING, AND ENFORCEMENT

Programs for monitoring reef health are critical to making informed 
management decisions based on scienti�c data.  To meet the challenge of 
gathering up-to-date information about large areas like reefs, governments 
have formed partnerships with organizations and communities.  In 
Bermuda, a governmental agency partners with and provides funding to 
an NGO that conducts scienti�c research and imparts data needed for 
proper management.  Australia has a comprehensive research and 
monitoring program that relies not only on specially trained o�cers, but 
also enlists and trains tourism operators as well as tourists and other 
members of the public to conduct reef health surveys and report sightings 
of wildlife, as well as incidents of illegal or impermissible activities, by 
phone or through a recently introduced mobile app.   

Laws and policies creating cadres of authorized and trained 
enforcement personnel may be the most important regulatory tools that a 
government has to protect its reefs.  Without e�ective and consistent 
patrolling by informed, legally empowered, and well-equipped o�cers, 
the best regulations cannot succeed.  Australia relies on enforcement 
personnel from several agencies at the national and state levels to conduct 
patrols by air and sea.  For e�ciency and to ensure interagency 
coordination, all such o�cers participate in the same Field Management 
Program.  In Australia, as in several other countries, statutes give o�cers 
the authority to stop and search vessels and to issue tickets for violations.  
In Bermuda, o�cers are legally authorized to seize property (including 
vessels) involved in a violation.   

C
and a disruption of one can gravely impact the others.

oral reefs depend on specialized interactions 
between �shes, invertebrates, and their habitat, 

I n 2010, Belize banned all trawling in its territorial 
waters, including its entire exclusive economic zone.  
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Laws establishing su�cient consequences to deter violations 
must form the basis of successful environmental regulations in 
general.  In the Cayman Islands, someone who violates the Marine 
Conservation Law anywhere in Cayman territory may be subject 
to �nes of up to approximately US $610,000 or 12 months 
imprisonment.  In addition to imposing pre-established civil or 
criminal �nes or other penalties such as con�scation of property or 
imprisonment, some countries have developed environmental 
assessment methodologies to estimate the value of the coral 
damaged and the cost of restoring it to determine appropriate 
penalties for violations that damage coral reefs.  In the State of 
Florida in the United States, a boater who runs aground or drops 
anchor on corals may be liable for the cost of replacing, restoring, 
or acquiring the equivalent of the injured coral reef and the value 
of lost use and services.  
Mechanisms for funding management and enforcement make it 
possible for governments to stretch limited resources to cover the 
cost of personnel, equipment, and other expenses of protecting 
reefs.  In Australia, the government has worked out a system in 
which various types of users pay fees for their uses.  �is 
“Environmental Management Charge” is collected from tourists 
who enter the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, from tourism 
enterprises and other businesses that operate in or near the park, 
and from industrial, municipal, or agricultural operations that 
discharge treated sewage or any other type of permitted waste into 
the ocean within the park.  Tanzania also has fees for entry into 
marine parks and marine reserves, as well as for boat licenses, 
concessions, and commercial �lming.

Mechanisms to involve local communities and civil society in 
management and protection of reefs not only �ll the gaps where 
government agencies lack resources or expertise, but also lead to 
more enduring and e�ective protection of reef ecosystems.  Local 
communities, including indigenous people in some places, may 
have invaluable knowledge to contribute to reef-management 
decisions, as they may have lived near and relied on the reefs for 
generations.  �ey may also be better able to monitor the health of 
reefs and to observe and report when any improper activities are 
taking place.  Tanzania’s law recognizes and secures customary 
rights of traditional groups in the management of natural 
resources, and Village Liaison Committees participate in decisions 
about zoning, regulations, and general management plans for 
nearby marine parks. 

© Hector M. Guzman
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• International obligations to protect coral reefs must be implemented 
by national governments by adopting laws and regulations that address 
the unique challenges confronting reefs within their territories. 

• Endangered species laws should be employed as a tool to protect not 
only living corals, but also their habitats, and should be integrated 
with other laws to ensure that protections are meaningful.

• To prevent the extraction of coral for purposes of making jewelry and 
other trinkets, laws should make it illegal to o�er for sale pieces of 
coral or items made from coral, and to take, remove, break, or damage 
coral for any reason except for approved scienti�c research and 
monitoring activities.

• Coastal development should be carefully planned, and an 
environmental impact assessment procedure should be required in 
cases where there may be impacts on water quality or other 
consequences that may a�ect nearby reefs, so that any such impacts 
can be avoided or mitigated.

• Decisions and management plans for reef areas should be legally 
required to be based on scienti�c research and analysis, not on 
economic or political factors, and should be reviewed periodically to 
respond to changes and new information.

• Water pollution from inland and coastal activities should be 
controlled and monitored, and regulators should establish clear and 
public standards for a wide variety of pollutants in the ocean, rivers, 
streams, ponds, wetlands, and other bodies of water.

• Governments should dedicate su�cient resources and personnel to 
monitoring marine and freshwater quality and working to ensure that 
industrial, agricultural, municipal, and other operations that may cause 
water pollution are required by their operating permits to implement 
best practices (such as �ltering, treatment, bu�er zones, etc.). 

• Nearby communities and the public should play a role in gathering 
data about the health of the reefs and in decision-making about how to 
protect the reefs, since they are often the people whose livelihoods are 
most a�ected by damage to reef ecosystems and the most able to 
observe and report useful data to scientists and/or enforcement 
personnel.

• Laws and regulations should establish clear rules that vessels must 
obey to prevent damage from anchors and running aground, such as 
limitations on anchoring near corals, pilotage requirements, and 
restrictions limiting vessel tra�c to designated channels.

• Tourism activities should be regulated, and tourism operators and 
their clients should be informed about the reef ecosystem and 
encouraged to take part in protecting it. 

• Fishing activities in reef areas should be regulated to prohibit the use 
of certain �shing methods, such as trawling, that can damage reefs, 
and to prevent the over�shing of species, such as parrot�sh, that are 
bene�cial to corals.

• Governments must dedicate su�cient funds and personnel to ensure 
that laws and regulations designed to protect reefs are successfully 
implemented and enforced and that law enforcement o�cials have 
appropriate training, equipment (speed boats, for example) and 
authority to stop, board, and search vessels suspected of violations.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
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