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MPA management in the BVI 

The British Virgin Islands (BVI) has fourteen declared protected areas in the marine environment, 
including one marine park and thirteen fisheries protected areas, managed by the National Parks Trust 
of the Virgin Islands (NPTVI) and the Conservation and Fisheries Department (CFD) respectively.  

In addition to this, the ‘British Virgin Islands Protected Areas System Plan 2007-2017’ (Gardner et al, 
2008), approved by Cabinet in 2008, identifies another 40 areas for inclusion in the marine protected 
area (MPA) network, with phased designation in progress. The MPA network aims to protect 33% of the 
near-shore marine habitat types. 

The health of the natural resources contained in these sites varies, with some sites having healthy 
ecosystems while the habitats and resources in others are severely stressed and have been included in 
the MPA network because they are adjacent to terrestrial national parks and require management as 
part of an ecosystem approach.   

Within the BVI, there are several different management objectives for the protected areas, in keeping 
with management categories developed by IUCN-The World Conservation Union (IUCN 1994).  These 
serve as the official framework for management of Protected Areas in the BVI.  The overall goals of 
protected areas in the BVI include conservation, sustainable resource use, recreation, economic 
development, education and community involvement.  

The NPTVI is one of the oldest national trusts in the Caribbean region, created in 1961 under the 
National Parks Ordinance (1961) with an ability to declare national parks, and later, marine parks under 
the Marine Parks and Protected Areas Ordinance (1979). The National Parks Ordinance was recently 
revised and is now known as the National Parks Act (2006). Protected areas can also be declared under 
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the Fisheries Act (1997) with a primary focus on protecting areas that are important for the life cycle of 
fisheries, such as spawning areas and juvenile habitats. 

Yachting tourism and MPAs 

The BVI has an extensive marine charter and dive industry, with over 600 (six hundred1) mono-hull and 
multihull vessels registered in BVI based charter yacht and dive fleets.  This figure does not include all of 
the privately owned vessels based in the BVI or the foreign based vessels that originate from the USVI, 
Puerto Rico and throughout the Caribbean.  There are also a number of live-aboard charter vessels and 
day sail vessels that are based in the USVI, but conduct business in the BVI. This results in a very large 
marine industry operating within the BVI territorial waters that are all competing for use within the 
same existing and proposed MPAs.  

 

Figure 1. Dinghies moored at The Baths National Park, the most popular marine recreational site in the British Virgin Islands 

The NPTVI has managed a network of mooring buoys throughout the BVI since 1991, with approximately 
160 mooring buoys located in dive and snorkel sites that are sensitive coral reef areas. Vessels must 
purchase a marine conservation permit to use the mooring buoys and rules for use include a 90 minute 
time limit and a 70ft vessel size limit. However the increasing size of the marine industry and the 
demand from more users originating within and outside the BVI has resulted in anchoring within the 
mooring buoy fields and increased damage to coral reefs. The maintenance and installation of the 
                                                             
1 The National Parks Trust undertakes periodic surveys of the fleet size of the marine industry in order to better 
understand the demand for use of its system of mooring buoys across the Territory. This data was collected in 
2010. 
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mooring buoys is conducted by the NPTVI and increased demand by inexperienced vessel captains 
causes more destruction of the mooring buoy components and increased replacement costs for NPTVI. 

In an effort to reduce these costs and ensure that all moorings are functional for users NPTVI 
collaborated with the Marine Association, which represents all of the charter companies in the BVI, to 
produce a photographic guide with instructions for vessel captains in how to correctly pick up and 
release a mooring buoy. These laminated guides were then placed on every charter yacht in the BVI. 

 

Figure 2. The mooring buoy users guide was produced for monohulls and catamarans on laminated plastic cards 

Marine pollution from yachting tourism also represents a serious threat to the health of coral reefs and 
seagrass beds across the BVI.  At present there is no legislation that requires vessels to use holding tanks  
but the same is envisaged for passage in the foreseeable future. 

 

Marine transportation and alien invasive species 

The size of pleasure vessels operating in BVI waters is increasing, with the BVI Government encouraging 
growth in the mega-yacht sector, which has resulted in the construction of a mega-yacht marina in the 
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North Sound of Virgin Gorda. However the navigational charts that all mariners must use were created 
by the UK Hydrographic Office and represent a combination of areas mapped using modern day 
bathymetric technology and other areas that reflect data from 19th century lead line observations.  

Several groundings have resulted from outdated navigational charts and clean up costs have been borne 
by Government in several instances.  In response to this disaster and the known weaknesses in the 
navigational charts, the NPTVI and the Centre for Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science 
(Cefas), an Executive Agency of the UK Government's Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (Defra) are collaborating at present on a UK Government Darwin Initiative funded project 
entitled, ‘British Virgin Islands MPA and hydrographic survey capacity building’.  

 

Figure 3. NPTVI has collaborated with CEFAS to collect high resolution bathymetry data to assist in updating navigational 
charts 

This project is using sonar systems to map a section of the Sir Francis Drake Channel, from the Wreck of 
the Rhone Marine Park across to the Hans Creek Fisheries Protected Area. Various partners anticipate 
that the high quality bathymetric data that will be produced in digital format will be leveraged to attract 
funding of continued mapping in a long-term effort to update the BVI’s navigational charts to prevent 
future environmental disasters and ensure the safe passage of vessels whilst at sea, as per international 
conventions such as SOLAS. 
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Across the Caribbean the Indo-Pacific lionfish has spread rapidly, with MPAs in the BVI not escaping this 
threat. A non-profit organisation called Reef Guardians was formed by BVI dive operators in an attempt 
to manage the spread of this highly invasive predator. CFD is the national authority responsible for 
reporting on the spread of this species and it collaborates with Reef Guardians to direct divers to sites 
where lionfish have been reported so that they can be captured and killed. Reef Guardians consulted 
with NPTVI on the selection of MPAs that would be high priority sites for monitoring and control of 
lionfish. 

 

Analysis of what Aichi Targets mean for BVI MPAs 

Target 1 – Awareness: By 2020, at the latest, people are aware of the values of biodiversity and the 
steps they can take to conserve and use it sustainably. 

• CFD has produced two volumes (2008 & 2010) of a publication called ‘British Virgin Islands 
Marine Awareness Guide’, which is a colour magazine aimed at residents and visitors in order to 
educate them on the BVI’s marine habitats and species of importance, the conservation issues 
and supporting legislation.  

It is essential that the BVI public understands the value of the marine environment in terms of its 
biodiversity and intrinsic value, and that a healthy marine environment has economic implications to the 
BVI’s tourism product as divers and sailors must chose whether to return to the BVI for future vacations. 
Also a healthy fisheries industry is reliant upon conservation measures put in place to control over 
extraction of reef fish, which is the primary type of fishing in the BVI. 

 

Target 2 – Integration: By 2020, at the latest, biodiversity values have been integrated into national and 
local development and poverty reduction strategies and planning processes are being incorporated into 
national accounting, as appropriate, and reporting. 

• The network of MPAs that NPTVI and CFD designed set out to protect 30% of the important 
biological habitats across the BVI. (e.g. hard corals, soft corals, seagrasses, mangroves, turtle 
nesting beaches, fishery habitats). To ensure these happened marine surveys were conducted 
across the BVI and a map was created using geographical information systems (GIS). This GIS 
map was then used as the base map for the site selection process. 
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Figure 4. NPTVI collaborated with the Department of Conservation and Fisheries Department to map benthic habitats across 
the Territory in order to guide the MPA site selection process 

 
 
Target 4 – Sustainable production and consumption: Implemented plans for sustainable production and 
consumption and have kept the impacts of use of natural resources well within safe ecological limits. 
• NPTVI and CFD are members of the BVI’s National GIS committee and share data layers within 

the NGIS. This GIS data is then used as reference material in the development planning process 
as NPTVI and CFD provide recommendations on development applications that are submitted 
and might impact the marine substrate. 

• The Fisheries Ordinance (1997) and Regulations (2003) were established to prevent over fishing 
through the enforcement of legally regulated closed seasons of commercial fisheries. 

 
 
Target 11 – 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 landscape and seascapes. 

• The NPTVI, in collaboration with CFD identified terrestrial and marine areas to be included in the 
Cabinet approved ‘British Virgin Islands Protected Areas System Plan 2007-2017’ (Gardner et al, 
2008). 
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Selection of Marine Areas 
• Selection of marine sites utilised a combination of field work and ground truthing to create an 

updated coastal habitat atlas which was mapped using geographic information systems (GIS), 
with modelling technology MARXAN, which enables conservation managers to ‘lock-in’ known 
areas of conservation value and then randomly select potential protected area networks using 
the set parameters that are selected, such as distance from known sources of pollution, levels of 
clustering of protected areas. The MARXAN software was programmed to select at least 30% of 
each nearshore habitat type to include within the MPA networks, this included: hard coral, soft 
coral, seagrass and mangroves. 

• NPTVI and CFD worked with The Nature Conservancy (TNC) to develop the MARXAN maps and 
once the four potential marine protected area network scenarios were produced stakeholder 
meetings were held to gather feedback and gain consensus on the preferred MPA network 
scenario.  The proposed network encompasses various types of areas to be declared under both 
the National Parks Trust and the Fisheries Acts and therefore, the integrated approach in the 
establishment and declaration of several areas should result in greater synergy that will support 
the Territory’s sustainable development goals. 

• In 2013 the BVI Government and TNC hosted an event called The Caribbean Summit on Sir 
Richard Branson’s Necker Island, in collaboration with 14 Caribbean governments and 17 
corporations.  This event represented phase two of the launch of TNC’s Caribbean Challenge 
Initiative (CCI). 

• As the BVI is a UK Overseas Territory (UKOTs) it will not be eligible for the funding generated by 
the CCI like the independent Caribbean countries, therefore TNC pledged to support UKOTs 
through a parallel track of funding sought from private donors. 

• The creation of a National Conservation Trust Fund was highlighted as essential to attract large 
donors. The Caribbean Summit on Necker Island was intended to begin this process by inviting 
potential donors and connecting the conservation needs with potential funding sources. 

• In support of this process, the BVI Government’s Ministry of Natural Resources and Labour and 
CFD are implementing the approved Virgin Islands Climate Change Adaptation Policy: Achieving 
Low Carbon, Climate Resilient Development. This was the result of a three-year consultation 
under a United Kingdom Department for International Development (DFID) project entitled 
‘Enhancing Capacity for Adaption to Climate Change’, with support from the Caribbean 
Community Climate Change Centre (CCCCC). Financing of Climate Change adaptation and 
mitigation actions is envisaged through the establishment of Climate Change Trust Fund, which 
will be established by law and administered by a Board of Trustees. It is anticipated that this 
Trust Fund will also be utilized as the repository for funds generated for protected area 
conservation, based upon their role in protecting critical habitats that might be impacted by 
climate change. 

 

Selection of Terrestrial Areas 

• The selection of terrestrial areas for inclusion in the protected area network originated from the 
earlier versions of the System Plan of Protected Areas, starting with the first version in 1981 
created with the assistance of the Eastern Caribbean Natural Areas Management Programme 
(ECNAMP). The sites selected included marine and terrestrial areas using criteria for inclusion, 
such as representative habitats, uniqueness, national monuments. However as the proposed 
System Plan of Protected Areas was not approved until 2008, it had to be revised and sites 
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removed that were no longer intact based upon development and degradation over the years. 
There was some addition of new terrestrial areas, such as Crown owned properties that could 
easily be transferred to the NPTVI and were important to protect, such as Smugglers Cove, a 
popular recreational beach and Paraquita Bay mangroves, an important hurricane shelter for 
the charter industry and fishing vessels. 

 

The NPTVI recognized that there were large gaps in information on terrestrial ecosystems across 
the BVI and their plant diversity. The primary vegetation cover in the BVI is 
Caribbean/seasonally dry forest and this is one of the most threatened ecosystems in the world, 
due to the rapid conversion of these areas for anthropogenic use. To address these gaps funding 
was sought and successfully received from the UK Darwin Plus Fund for a project entitled, 
“Conserving plant diversity and establishing ecosystem based approaches to the management of 
forest ecosystems in the British Virgin Islands”  (2013-15).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. NPTVI staff are using GIS to map vegetation habitats from the mountain ridges to coastal ecosystems to identify 
important plant areas for inclusion in an expanded protected area network 
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• Two previous Darwin Initiative funded projects identified 4 BVI endemic and 16 threatened 
plant species. The current project seeks to create a GIS map that identifies important plant areas 
and this will be used to update and expand the proposed terrestrial protected area network. 

 

Future Directions 

The BVI has compiled detailed ecological information for the marine and terrestrial environment and 
this is recorded in the GIS, which is shared with all Government Departments that are members of the 
National GIS committee. This has enabled a scientific approach to the design of MPAs and terrestrial 
protected areas and provides a visual opportunity to see biodiversity hotspots for all users, including 
conservation managers, Government decision makers, students and the general public. 

The Cabinet approved System Plan of Protected Areas (2008) is a critical document to implement and 
sites will be designated under the National Parks Act (2006) and the Fisheries Act (1997) in a phased 
approach. This process has begun in 2014 with three geographic regions identified, including Anegada, 
the Greater Baths, Jost Van Dyke and the Tobagos. The BVI Government pledged at the Caribbean 
Summit that the remaining areas would be designated by 2020. 

The implementation of the Virgin Islands Climate Change Adaptation Policy: Achieving Low Carbon, 
Climate Resilient Development will be supported by the formulation of a strategy and implementation 
plan.  Protected Areas are integrated into the overarching framework for the Territory’s adaptation 
measures. Full implementation of the Climate Change Policy, with the creation of the Climate Change 
Trust Fund being a priority is envisaged as a mechanism to possibly finance the expansion of the 
protected area network. 

Development of a management plan for the MPA network, using an ecosystem based approach to 
management planning so that there is one plan that includes many areas but includes multiple habitat 
types. This would entail stakeholder consultation to zone areas for use.  
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