Evolution of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
Globally and in Canada1

Since time immemorial
Indigenous peoples have
governed and managed
areas in the sea.
1960

1962

1970

1980

118 MPAs exist in 27 nations.3

1982
1985
1986

1990

First World Conference on National Parks, Seattle, recognizes that not only terrestrial
areas, but also marine areas should be protected as national parks. Recommendation 15
invites governments “to examine as a matter of urgency the possibility of creating
marine parks or reserves to defend underwater areas of special significance from all
forms of human interference.”2

1992

UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) completed. Canada takes lead role in
drafting the Convention. Article 192 requires all states to protect and preserve the
marine environment, with no qualification to that duty.4 UNCLOS becomes legally
binding in 1994.
430 MPAs exist in 69 nations.5
Parks Canada introduces its first National Marine Parks Policy.
UN Convention on Biological Diversity signed at the Rio Earth Summit. Prime Minister
Brian Mulroney is first to sign the treaty. Article 8 requires states to “establish a system of
protected areas or areas where special measures need to be taken to conserve biological
diversity.”6

1995

Parks Canada releases Sea to Sea to Sea, Canada’s National Marine Conservation Areas
System Plan, and Environment Canada launches Canadian Biodiversity Strategy.

1997

Canada’s Oceans Act comes into force, stating that “the Minister will lead and coordinate
the development and implementation of a national system of marine protected areas on
behalf of the Government of Canada.”7

1999

Fisheries and Oceans Canada releases its Marine Protected Areas Policy and the National
Framework for Establishing and Managing Marine Protected Areas.

2001

Parliamentary Standing Committee on Fisheries and Oceans releases its review of the
Oceans Act to Parliament, calls for the government to immediately draft regulations in
accordance with the intent of the Oceans Act.

2002

Plan of Action from the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg
agrees that states, including Canada, will “establish marine protected areas consistent
with international law and based on scientific information, including representative
networks by 2012.”8

2000

The Canada National Marine Conservation Areas Act comes into force.
Canada’s Oceans Strategy is launched.
2003

Canada ratifies UNCLOS.
Canada’s Oceans Action Plan is launched, and the Federal Marine Protected Areas
Strategy is released.

2005

2006

The Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development report examines
Canada’s Ocean Management Strategy and finds that “Implementing the Oceans Act
and subsequent oceans strategy has not been a government priority. After eight years,
the promise of the Oceans Act is unfulfilled.” The report also finds that “the length of
time being taken to designate MPAs brings into question whether the Department’s
commitments and targets can be met.”9
8th Conference of Parties to the Biodiversity Convention adopts goals and targets for
2010. Target 1.1, “at least 10% of each of the world’s ecological regions effectively
conserved”, includes at least 10% of each marine and coastal ecological region.10

10th Conference of the Parties to the Biodiversity Convention finalizes the 2011-2020
Strategic Plan for Biodiversity, which includes the Aichi Biodiversity Targets. Target 11
states: “By 2020, at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland water, and 10 per cent of
coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for biodiversity and
ecosystem services, are conserved through effectively and equitably managed,
ecologically representative and well connected systems of protected areas and other
effective area-based conservation measures, and integrated into the wider landscapes
and seascapes.”11

2010

Federal Sustainable Development Strategy is tabled in Parliament, includes MPA targets
and implementation strategies.
2011

National Framework for Canada’s Network of Marine Protected Areas is released.
United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio +20) is held; Canada
commits to protecting and restoring the health, productivity, and resilience of oceans and
marine ecosystems, and to maintain their biodiversity.

2012

The Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development report examines
marine protected areas, highlighting slow rates of designation and the range of
permitted activities in MPAs: “At the current rate of progress, it will take many decades
for Canada to establish a fully functioning MPA network.”12
National Conservation Plan is released, including budgeting for $37 million over five years
to strengthen marine and coastal conservation.

2014

World Parks Congress, Sydney issues the “Promise of Sydney” document.
Recommendation 1: “Urgently increase the ocean area that is effectively and equitably
managed in ecologically representative and well-connected systems of MPAs or other
effective conservation measures. This network should target protection of both
biodiversity and ecosystem services and should include at least 30% of each marine
habitat. The ultimate aim is to create a fully sustainable ocean, at least 30% of which has
no extractive activities.”13
UN adopts Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Goal 14 on oceans requires states to:
“[c]onserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable
development.”14 To attain this goal, the UN has established 7 targets including the
protection of over 10% of marine and coastal areas by 2020.

2015

2016

Prime Minister Trudeau issues Mandate Letter to the Minister of Fisheries, Oceans and
the Canadian Coast Guard which includes the following: “Work with the Minister of
Environment and Climate Change to increase the proportion of Canada’s marine and
coastal areas that are protected – to five percent by 2017, and ten percent by 2020 –
supported by new investments in community consultation and science” and “work with
the provinces, territories, Indigenous Peoples, and other stakeholders to better comanage our three oceans.”15
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and President Barack Obama issue the U.S.-Canada Joint
Statement on Climate, Energy, and Arctic Leadership which states that the two countries
will “take concrete steps to achieve and substantially surpass the 17% and 10% targets in
the coming years.”16
The 2016-2019 Federal Sustainable Development Strategy is tabled in Parliament,
reiterating the marine protection targets from Aichi commitments, setting short-term
milestones (5% coastal and marine areas protected by 2017), introducing a five-point
action plan to meet the targets.

2017

House of Commons Standing Committee on Environment and Sustainable Development
issues the report “Taking Action Today: Establishing Protected Areas for Canada’s Future”
with 36 recommendations meant to rapidly increase the extent and quality of our
protected spaces. The report emphasizes the need for strong and effective laws that
compel action for meaningful marine conservation.
Approximately 15,000 MPAs exist around the world, compared to approximately 200,000
protected areas on land.17
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