A Functional Classification System for
Marine Protected Areas in the United States

The W.S. Classificaﬁon Sys’rem:
An Objective Approach fov‘ Understanding the Purpose
and éﬂredrs of ]\/\P;l\s as an écosstrem Managemelf\’r Tool

Toward a Common Language for Marine Protected Areas

Faced with widespread declinesin ocean health and agrowing interest in place-based ecosystem management,
many nations, including the United States, are establishing marine protected areas (M PAS) to conservevital
marine habitatsand resources. Familiar examplesof U.S. MPAsinclude national marine sanctuaries, national
parks and wildlife refuges, many state parks and conservation areas, and a variety of fishery management
closures. Over the past several decades, avariety of legal authoritiesand programs have been established at all
levelsof government resulting in adramaticincreaseinthe number of MPAs. Morethan 1,500 such federal and
state/territory sitesexist today.

Thiscomplex assortment of different MPA types and purposes poses many challengesto policy-makersand
stakeholdersalike. Chief among theseisterminology. Although MPAshavelong been used for decadesinthe
U.S. asaconservation and management tool, the nation till lacksastraightforward and consi stent languageto
accurately describe the many typesof MPAsoccurring in our watersand to understand their effectson ecosystems
and the peopl e that usethem.

For example, the official programmatic names of many U.S. MPASs (such as sanctuaries, parks, preserves, or
natural areas) rarely reflect the area’sactual conservation purpose, allowabl e uses, or management approach.
Similarly, the generic term “marine protected area’ isfrequently assumed in the policy arenato mean “ no-take
reserves,” wheninfact, no-take MPAsarerarein the United States. Thischronic confusion over MPA terms
continuesto unnecessarily complicatethe critically important national dia ogue about whether, when, and how to
usethis promising ecosystem management tool.

Inresponse, the National Marine Protected Areas Center has devel oped aClassification System that provides
agenciesand stakehol derswith astraightforward meansto describe MPAsin purely functional termsusing five
obj ective characteristicscommon to most MPAS:

Conservation Focus

Leve of Protection
Permanence of Protection
Constancy of Protection
Ecologica Scaeof Protection

For most MPAsintheU.S. and elsewhere, thesefivefunctional characteristics provide an accurate picture of
why the sitewas established, what it isintended to protect, how it achievesthat protection, and how it may affect
local ecosystems and local human uses. Combining elements of several domestic and international MPA
classification schemes, this new approach to describing U.S. MPAsisintended to augment, but not replace
officia programmatic namesand terms. Itisdesigned to provideaneutral, intuitive, common
language with which to describe, understand, and eval uate proposed and existing M PA sites,

networksand systems.
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What is a Marine Protected Area?

“Marine protected area” isan umbrellaterm that encompasses awide variety of approachesto U.S. place-
based conservation and management. Theofficia federal definition of an MPA in Executive Order 13158is:
“any areaof the marine environment that has been reserved by federa, state, tribal, territorial, or local lawsor
regulationsto providelasting protection for part or all of the natural and cultural resourcestherein.” Specific
operationd criteriafor severd key termswithin thisbroad definition (for example, “protection” and“lasting”)
have been developed by the National MPA Center based on guidance from the MPA Federal Advisory
Committee, governmental agencies, and the public. Thecriteriawere published aspart of theframework for
devel oping the nationa M PA system, whichwasrel eased in July 2006 and availablefor public comment for 145
days.

In practical terms, marine protected areas are delineated areasin the oceans, estuaries, and coastswith ahigher
level of protectionthan prevailsinthe surrounding waters. MPAsare used extensively inthe U.S. and abroad
for avariety of conservation and management purposes. They span arange of habitatsincluding areasinthe
open ocean, coastal areas, inter-tidal zone, estuaries, and Great L akeswaters. They vary widely in purpose,
legal authorities, agencies and management approaches, level of protection, and restrictions on human uses.

Overview of the W.S. MPA Classification System

TheMPA Classification System usesfivekey functional characteristicsto describeany MPA. Takentogether,
thesecharacterigticsinfluencethesite' seffectsonloca ecosystemsand human users, and thusitsrolein contributing
to the conservation of healthy marine ecosystems. Among thesefive sitecharacterigtics, thefirst two—thedte's
Conservation FocusanditsLeve of Protection—reflect many of theissuesof greatest interest to stakeholders
inlocal, regional, and national M PA dialogues.

(a) Conservation Focus (one or more)
e Natural Heritage
e Cultura Heritage
e Sustainable Production

(b) Level of Protection Afforded (oneattribute)
Uniform Multiple-Use
Zoned Multiple-Use
Zoned with No-TakeArea(s)
No Take
No Impact
No Aceess

(c) Permanenceof Protection (oneattribute)
® Permanent
e Conditional
e Temporary

(d) Constancy of Protection (oneattribute)
e Year-round
e Seasond
e Rotating

(e) Ecological Scaleof Protection (oneatrribute)

* Ecosystem
e Foca Resource
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Detailed User’s Guide to the Classification System

This section describes how to interpret and use the M PA Classification System. Much of theinformation
needed to classfy and understand any specificMPA inthe U.S. ispublicly avail ablethrough NOAA'sNational
Inventory of Marine Managed Areas, which containsmorethan 1,500 individual sitesand isavailableon
www.MPA.gov. Other relevant information can befound in official programmatic documentsincluding
management plans, regul ations, designation documents, and statutes. The MPA Center will usethesedata
sourcesto publish acomplete classification of U.S. MMAsand MPAs.

The MPA Classification System can be applied to asingle M PA site, or to individual management zones
established withinalarger MPA site. Inazoned MPA, each zoneisclassified independently based onitsown
characteristicsand attributes. Theoveral MPA sitethenreflectsthe aggregate characteristics of itscomponent
management zones. Four of thefive classification characteristicsrequire unique, Site-specific selectionsfor the
associated attribute options. One (Conservation Focus) alows multiple attribute sel ectionsin recognition of
the complexity and variety of M PA applications. MPA examplesare presented herefor illustrative purposes
only and may not always correspond to specificlocal Sites.

(a) Conservation Focus (select all attributes that apply to the MPA or zone)

Most MPAshavelegaly established god's, conservation objectives, andintended purpose(s). Common examples
include MPAscreated to conserve biodiversity in support of research and education; to protect benthic habitat
inorder to recover over-fished stocks; and to protect and interpret shipwrecksfor maritimeeducation. These
descriptorsof an MPA arereflected in the site's Conservati on Focus, which represents the characteristics of
theareathat the M PA wasestablished to conserve. The Conservation Focus, inturn, influencesmany fundamental
aspectsof thesite, includingitsdesign, location, size, scale, management strategiesand potential contribution
to surrounding ecosystems. U.S. MPAsgenerdly addressone or more of theseareas of Conservation Focus:

Natural Heritage: MPAs or zones established and managed wholly or in part to sustain,
conserve, restore, and understand the protected area’s natural biodiversity, populations,
communities, habitats, and ecosystems; the ecol ogical and physical processesupon whichthey
depend; and, the ecological services, human uses and valuesthey provideto thisand future
generations.

Examples. Natural Heritage MPAs include most national marine sanctuaries, national
parks, national wildlife refuges, and many state MPAs.

Cultural Heritage: MPAsor zones established and managed wholly or in part to protect and
understand submerged cultura resourcesthat reflect the nation’smaritimehistory and traditiona
cultural connectionstothe sea.

Examples: Cultural Heritage MPAsinclude some national marine sanctuaries, national
and state parks, and national historic monuments.

SustainableProduction: MPAsor zones established and managed wholly or in part with the
explicit purpose of supporting the continued extraction of renewableliving resources (such as
fish, shlfish, plants, birds, or mammals) that livewithinthe MPA, or that areexploited e sawhere
but depend upon the protected areal shabitat for essentia aspectsof their ecology or lifehistory
(feeding, spawning, mating, or nursery grounds).

Examples: Sustainable Production MPAs include some national wildlife refuges and
many federal and state fisheries areas, including those established to recover
over-fished stocks, protect by-catch species, or protect essential fish habitats.
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(b) Level of Protection (select the one attribute that applies to the MPA or zone)

MPAsintheU.S. vary widdly inthelevel andtypeof legal protectionsafforded to thesite’ snatura and cultural

resourcesand ecologica processes. Any MPA, or management zonewithinalarger MPA, can becharacterized

by oneof thefollowing six levelsof protection, whichwill directly influenceitseffectson the environment and
human uses.

Uniform Multiple-Use: MPAsor zoneswith aconsistent level of protection and allowable
activities, including certain extractive uses, acrossthe entire protected area.

Examples: Uniform multiple-use MPAs are among the most common typesin the U.S,
and include many sanctuaries, national and state parks, and cultural resource MPAs.

Zoned Multiple-Use: MPAsthat allow someextractive activitiesthroughout theentiresite,
but that use marine zoning to all ocate specific usesto compatible places or timesin order to
reduce user conflictsand adverseimpacts.

Examples. Zoned multiple-use MPAs are increasingly common in U.S waters,
including some marine sanctuaries, national parks, national wildlife refuges, and state
MPAs.

Zoned Multiple-UseWith No-TakeArea(s): Multiple-use MPAsthat contain at |east one
legdly established management zonein which al resourceextractionisprohibited.

Examples: Zoned no-take MPAs are emerging gradually in U.S waters, primarily in
some national marine sanctuaries and national parks.

aill

No-Take: MPAsor zonesthat alow human access and even some potentially harmful uses,
but that totally prohibit the extraction or significant destruction of natural or cultural
resources.

Examples. No-take MPAs arerelatively rare in the U.S,, occurring mainly in state
MPAs, in some federal areas closed for either fisheries management or the protection
of endangered species, or assmall special use (research) zoneswithin larger multiple-

use MPAs. Other commonly used terms to connote no-take MPAs include marine reserves or
ecological reserves.
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No I mpact: MPAsor zonesthat allow human access, but that prohibit al activitiesthat
could harmthe site’ sresources or disrupt the ecological or cultura servicesthey provide.
Examplesof activitiestypically prohibitedin no-impact MPAsincluderesource extraction of
any kind (fishing, collecting, or mining); discharge of pollutants; disposa or install ation of
materials; and dteration or disturbance of submerged cultural resources, biologica

assembl ages, ecological interactions, physiochemica environmentd features, protected habitats, or the
natural processesthat support them.

Examples: No- impact MPAs arerarein U.S. waters, occurring mainly as small isolated MPAs or in
small research-only zoneswithin larger multiple-use MPAs. Other commonly used termsinclude
fully protected marine (or ecological) reserves.

&

NoAccess: MPAsor zonesthat restrict all human accessto the areain order to prevent
potential ecologica disturbance, unlessspecifically permitted for designated specia usessuch
asresearch, monitoring or restoration.

Examples. No-access MPAs are extremely rarein the U.S,, occurring

mainly as small research-only zoneswithin larger multiple-use MPAs.
Other commonly used terms for no access MPAs include wilderness areas
Or marine preserves.
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(c) Permanence of Protection (select the one attribute that applies to the MPA or zone)

Not al MPAsare permanently protected. Many sitesdiffer in how long their protectionsremainin effect,
whichmay inturn profoundly affect their ultimate effects on ecosystemsand users.

Permanent: MPAsor zoneswhoselega authoritiesprovidesomelevel of protectiontothesitein
per petuity for future generations, unlessreversed by unanticipated futurelegidation or regulatory actions.
Examples: Permanent MPAs include most national marine sanctuaries and all national parks.

Conditional: MPAsor zonesthat havethe potential, and often the expectation, to persist administratively
over time, but whoselegal authority hasafinite duration and must be actively renewed or ratified based on
periodic governmental reviewsof performance.

Examples: Conditional MPAsinclude some national marine sanctuaries with ‘ sunset clauses
applying to portions of the MPA in state waters

Temporary: MPAsthat are designed to addressrel atively short-term conservation and/or management
needsby protecting aspecific habitat or speciesfor afiniteduration, with no expectation or specific
mechanismfor renewal.

Examples. Temporary MPAs include some fisheries closures focusing on rapidly recovering species
(e.g. scallops).

(d) Constancy of Protection (select the one attribute that applies to the MPA or zone)

Not al MPAsprovideyear-round protection to the protected habitat and resources. Threedegreesof constancy
throughout theyear are seen among U.S. MPAs.

Year-Round: MPAsor zonesthat provide constant protection to the sitethroughout the year.
Examples: Year-round MPAs include all marine sanctuaries, national parks, refuges, monuments, and
somefisheriessites.

Seasonal: MPAsor zonesthat protect specific habitatsand resources, but only during fixed seasonsor
periodswhen human usesmay disrupt ecologically sensitive seasonal processes such asspawning, breeding,
or feeding aggregations.

Examples. Seasonal MPAsinclude some fisheries and endangered species closures around sensitive
habitats.

Rotating: MPAsthat cycle serialy and predictably among aset of fixed geographic areasin order to meet
short-term conservation or management goal s (such aslocal stock replenishment followed by renewed
exploitation of recovered populations).

Examples: Rotating MPAs are till rarein the U.S. They include some dynamic fisheries closures
created for the purpose of serially recovering a suite of localized population to harvestable levels.
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(e) Ecological Scale of Protection (select one attribute that applies to the MPA or zone)

MPAsintheU.S. vary widely in the ecologica scaleof the protectionthey provide. MPA conservation targets
range from entire ecosystems and their associated biophysical processes, to focal habitats, species, or other
resources deemed to be of economic or ecological importance. The ecological scale of asite’'sconservation
target generdly reflectsitsunderlying legd authoritiesand, inturn, strongly influencesthearealsdesign, Siting,
management approach, and likely effects.

Ecosystem: MPAsor zoneswhose legal authoritiesand management measures areintended to protect all
of the components and processes of the ecosystem withinitsboundaries.

Examples: Ecosystem-scale MPAs include most marine sanctuaries, national parks and national
monuments.

Focal Resour ce: MPAsor zoneswhoselega authorities and management measures specifically target a
particular habitat, speciescomplex, or singleresource (either natura or culturd).

Examples: Focal-resource MPAsinclude many fisheries and cultural resource sites, including some
national wildlife refugesand marine sanctuaries.

For Additional Information

CharlesM. Wahle, Ph.D.

Director, MPA Center Sciencelnstitute
SantaCruz and Monterey, Cdifornia
(831) 242-2052
charleswahle@noaa.gov

JosephA. Uravitch,A.l.C.P.

Director, National Marine Protected Areas Center
Silver Spring, MD

(301) 563-1195

joseph.uravitch@noaa.gov
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