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ABSTRACT

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are increasingly promoted as tools for sustainable fisheries
management and biodiversity conservation. However, their implementation often generates
significant socio-economic and cultural implications for coastal communities, particularly
in regions highly dependent on marine resources. As Ghana moves advances effort to
designate MPAs, understanding local-level perspectives on marine resource dependence,
anticipated socio-economic and cultural impacts, and preferred mitigation measures
becomes critical for equitable and effective conservation planning. This study assessed
marine resource dependence, community perceptions of the potential socio-economic and
cultural effects of the proposed MPA, and locally preferred mitigation strategies across eight
coastal communities in Ghana’s Western Region. Employing a convergent parallel mixed-
methods design, the study combined quantitative data from 394 structured interviews with
qualitative insights from focus group discussions. Quantitative data were analysed using
descriptive statistics, the Marine Resources Dependency index (MRDI), and inferential
statistics, including One-Way ANOVA, Bonferroni post-hoc tests and chi-square tests to
examine differences and associations across communities, while Qualitative data were
analysed through thematic analysis. The findings reveal a moderate-to-high level of marine
resource dependence across the studied communities, driven primarily by human and
economic capital. Although communities acknowledged the possible ecological benefits of
MPAs, they widely perceived them as threats to livelihoods, food security, cultural practices
and social cohesion. Access to financial services and compensation schemes were identified
as the most preferred mitigation strategies. The study recommends that policymakers
develop context-specific conservation approaches that integrate socio-economic and
cultural evidence into MPA design, promote inclusive governance, and ensure livelihood

resilience through financial inclusion and equitable compensation frameworks.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are globally considered vital for conserving marine
biodiversity and ecosystem services (Strain et al., 2019). While the benefits of MPAs are
well documented, their effectiveness often depends on integrating socio-economic and
cultural considerations into their planning and management (Charles & Wilson, 2009;
Mascia, 2003; Price, 2022). Understanding the social, cultural, and economic dimensions is
crucial for gaining community support, ensuring compliance and mitigating potential
conflicts during implementation (Bennett & Dearden, 2014; Claudet & Guidetti, 2010).
Research increasingly emphasises the importance of considering the socio-economic and
cultural implications when designing, implementing and managing MPAs (Bennett &
Dearden, 2012; Gurney et al., 2014; Pascual et al., 2016; Rees et al., 2014). This
consideration is especially relevant in underdeveloped countries, where coastal
communities are typically more dependent on marine resources (Bennett & Dearden, 2014;
Mascia et al., 2010; Taimur, 2015). Ghana’s effort to move from an open-access fisheries
governance regime to a restricted-access regime through the establishment of MPAs
warrants careful consideration of the potential socio-economic and cultural implications to
ensure the success of any MPA initiative in the country (Voyer et al., 2012). Aligning the
objectives of MPAs with fisheries management requires a nuanced understanding of these
impacts to ensure they deliver both conservation and fishery benefits effectively (Gall &
Rodwell, 2016). This study assesses the potential socio-economic and cultural implications
of establishing MPAs in the Western Region of Ghana, offering insights to inform the MPA

planning process and guide the implementation of conservation policies in the Region.
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Background to the study

Marine ecosystems are critical to the health of the planet, providing essential
services such as food, climate regulation, and biodiversity conservation. Globally, coastal
and marine environments support the livelihoods of over 500 million people, particularly in
developing countries where fisheries are a primary source of income and food security
(United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP], 2019). Anthropogenic activities and the
escalating impacts of climate change provide significant challenges to the marine
environment, leading to the global degradation of coastal and marine ecosystems (Laffoley
et al., 2008). Over the last few decades, a high value has been placed on protection as a
means of conserving marine biodiversity and its associated resources. In light of the
aforementioned, there is a global trend towards establishing Marine Protected Areas
(MPAs) (Laffoley et al., 2008). Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are designated areas of
water managed through a zoning system to promote the sustainable management of marine
resources and their environments (Kusumawati & Huang, 2015). When managed
effectively, MPAs show positive ecological outcomes, including the recovery of fish
populations, maintenance or recovery of habitat quality and quantity, increases in species
abundance and biomass, and the preservation of endangered species (Cabral et al., 2020;
Lester et al., 2009; Marcos et al., 2021). The development of MPAs has been shaped by
international organisations, national efforts, and scientific approaches to conserve
biodiversity and reconcile protection with human use (Wells et al., 2016). Their expansion
has been driven by global targets and increased awareness of ocean threats (Wells et al.,
2016). The recently adopted Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) has
increased the MPA coverage target from 10% of the global ocean (Convention on Biological
Diversity [CBD] Aichi Target 11) to at least 30% by 2030 (Convention on Biological

Diversity [CBD], 2010; 2022). The commitment aligns with broader Sustainable
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Development Goal (SDG) 14, which seeks to conserve and sustainably use ocean and
marine resources(United Nations General Assembly, 2015). At the regional level, the
African Union’s Agenda 2063, especially Aspiration 1 and the African Blue Economy
Strategy, emphasises sustainable utilisation of marine resources and promotes the expansion
of MPAs as a key strategy for safeguarding marine biodiversity, enhancing fisheries
productivity, and building climate-resilient coastal communities (African Union — Inter-
African Bureau for Animal Resources (AU-IBAR), 2019; African Union, 2015).

Building on these global and regional commitments, several countries have implemented
robust national programmes and policies to advance the establishment and management of
MPAs. For example, the United States has strengthened marine conservation through the
National Marine Sanctuaries Act, which has led to the designation of large MPAs, including
Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument (Plunkett, 2025). Australia manages one
of the world’s most comprehensive MPA networks through its Commonwealth Marine
Reserves programme, supported by the Environment Protection and Biodiversity
Conservation Act (Fitzsimons & Wescott, 2018). The United Kingdom has expanded its
MPA coverage through the Marine and Coastal Access Act, complemented by designations
across its Overseas Territories (Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 2025). Island nations
such as Palau have introduced bold initiatives, notably the Palau National Marine Sanctuary,
which protects over 80% of its Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) (Republic of Palau, 2015).
Similarly, Seychelles has designated 30% of its EEZ as MPAs through its Marine Spatial
Planning Initiative and Blue Economy Strategic Framework (Seychelles Marine Spatial
Plan Initiative (SMSP), 2020). Chile has advanced large-scale MPAs under its National
System of Protected Wild Areas and subsequent expansions (Petit et al., 2018), while France
has created multiple Marine Natural Parks under its national Biodiversity Act (Lewis et al.,

2017). African countries are not left behind, with remarkable progress in declaring MPAs
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(United Nations Environment Programme — Nairobi Convention Secretariat, 2021). South
Africa, through the Operation Phakisa Oceans Economy Programme, expanded its MPA
network by declaring 20 new MPAs in 2019 (Department of Environmental Affairs, 2019).
Mauritius, Mozambique, Tanzania and Kenya continue to strengthen MPA governance
through national biodiversity strategies, marine spatial planning and integrated coastal
management policies (United Nations Environment Programme — Nairobi Convention
Secretariat, 2021). Together, these efforts demonstrate increasing global and regional
commitment to marine protection and offer valuable lessons for countries like Ghana, which
is currently pursuing the establishment of its first MPA.

Ghana’s coastal and marine ecosystems exhibit a wide array of habitats and species
that provide essential services to numerous fishing communities, thus playing a crucial role
in the country’s economy, cultural heritage, and overall welfare. The fisheries sector alone
directly employs around 2.4 million people in coastal regions and contributes nearly 1.5%
to the national agricultural Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Doku et al., 2018). However, a
review of Ghana’s fisheries sector has revealed a prolonged crisis, with Ghana’s total
marine fish landings falling from about 492,776 metric tons in 1999 to 333, 524 metric tons
in 2011, which represents a roughly 30% decrease (United States Agency for International
Development [USAID]-University of Rhode Island [URI], 2013). Small pelagic species,
which are important for coastal livelihoods and economies, have experienced a drastic
decline in landings. According to more recent analyses, small pelagic stocks reached their
lowest recorded biomass levels during the time series from 1990 to 2019, despite increasing
fishing effort (Lazar et al., 2020). Economic analyses estimate that overfishing and its
related expenses have cost the economy roughly US$233 million annually, equivalent to
about 0.4% of GDP in 2017 (World Bank Group, 2020). The sustainability of these

resources is seriously threatened, and environmental degradation is spreading because of
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the progressively decreasing fish capture, which is exacerbated by governance issues and
disputes (Coastal Resources Center, 2013b; Finegold et al., 2010; Lazar et al., 2018; World
Bank Group, 2020). To address these challenges, Ghana has initiated plans to establish
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in strategically important regions of its coastal and marine
zone as a tool to conserve marine biodiversity and promote sustainable development of its
ocean resources (MOFAD, 2015; Nunoo, 2018). To that effect, the Fisheries Commission
(FC) under the purview of the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development
(MOFAD) developed a document on strategies, action plans and implementation framework
for Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in Ghana (Nunoo, 2018). The report outlines the
objective for the development of MPAs and presents 20 potential sites across the four
coastal administrative regions of Ghana, with careful attention given to ecological
significance, biodiversity, and fisheries advantages. More recently, the Feed the Future
Ghana Fisheries Recovery Activity (GFRA) sought to support MOFAD/FC to establish
MPAs, as outlined in Strategic Action 4.1 of Ghana's Marine Fisheries Management Plan
(2022-2026). The MPAs are expected to contribute to the management and recovery of
small pelagic fishes, whose production is currently at its lowest since the 1970s (Finegold
et al., 2010) and enhance marine biodiversity (Ghana Fisheries Recovery Activity [GFRA],
2023; Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development [MoFAD], 2022). Based on
available data and information, the MOFAD/FC, with the support of GFRA, has considered
the Greater Cape Three Points enclave in the Western Region as a potential MPA site for
small pelagic fisheries management and recovery (GFRA, 2023). Ecological assessments
have identified key sites in the Western Region where nearshore MPAs could be established
to support this goal (GFRA, 2023).

The Western Region of Ghana stands out as a prime location for the establishment

of a Marine Protected Area due to its rich marine biodiversity and natural resources crucial
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for the advancement of fishery, tourism and industry (Coastal Resources Center [CRC] &
Friends of the Nation [FoN], 2011; Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development
[MOFAD], 2015). Additionally, the region faces severe threats from coastal habitat loss,
bycatch of endangered species, pollution, and overexploitation of marine resources,
prompting calls for conservation efforts (deGraft-Johnson et al., 2010). Research and
environmental assessments have long supported establishing an MPA in the Western
Region. The Integrated Coastal and Fisheries Governance (ICFG) initiative, which ran from
2009 to 2013, focused on addressing the region’s coastal and marine challenges,
highlighting areas of biological significance and opportunities for creating MPAs
(Ateweberhan et al., 2012; USAID-URI, 2013). The Environmental Protection Agency of
Ghana also published the State of the Marine Environment report for the coastal districts in
the country's Western region. The report provides an overview of the condition and health
of marine and coastal resources in the Western region, highlighting the importance of
conservation measures to effectively manage resource exploitation and promote long-term
sustainability (Environmental Protection Agency [EPA], 2021). Other studies have been
conducted to determine the critical areas requiring protection in specific coastal ecosystems
in the Western Region of Ghana. These studies also highlighted the management issues
associated with these selected habitats (deGraft-Johnson et al., 2010; Jonah, 2020).
Additionally, within the broader Blue Economy discourse, Ansah & Oduro (2025) caution
that weak governance, resource overexploitation, and inadequate institutional coordination
pose major risks to Ghana’s coastal development agenda, reinforcing the need for place-
based measures, such as MPAs, to secure long-term ecological, social, and economic
benefits. However, while the ecological rationale for establishing MPAs is promising, the
potential socio-economic and cultural implications for communities that rely on marine

resources remain uncertain.
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This study adopts a comprehensive methodology to ascertain the potential socio-
economic and cultural implications from the perspectives of local resource users before the
establishment of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), using the Western Region of Ghana as
the study area. Investigating local-level perspectives is critical because coastal communities
possess place-based indigenous knowledge and lived experiences that reflect their long-
term interactions with marine ecosystems (Anokye, 2022; Karakara et al., 2024). Such
knowledge systems offer nuanced insights into resource conditions, ecological changes,
livelihood vulnerabilities, and cultural values or factors that are often overlooked in top-
down conservation planning (Arthur & Nsiah, 2011; Effah, 2022). Incorporating these
perspectives will enhance the accuracy and relevance of these socio-economic and cultural
impact assessments, as well as strengthen ocean governance by providing information for
designing socially acceptable restrictions, promoting compliance and achieving context-
specific MPA management in the Western Region.

The findings of this study will thus serve as a fundamental reference to guide sustainable
and inclusive decision-making during the subsequent stages of MPA implementation,
ensuring that the transition adheres to principles of “Blue Justice” and equitable governance

(Chuenpagdee & Jentoft, 2025; Okafor-Yarwood et al., 2022).

Statement of the Problem

The establishment of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) is internationally recognised
as an effective strategy for mitigating biodiversity loss and fostering resilient marine
ecosystems (Grorud-Colvert et al., 2021). International environmental agreements and
policy frameworks, such as the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), and the International Union for Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), strongly emphasise the need for well-designed and effectively managed MPAs to

meet global marine protection targets(Grorud-Colvert et al., 2021; IUCN, 2023). Despite

Digitized by Sam Jonah Library



University of Cape Coast https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

their ecological justification, implementing MPAs is inherently complex, as it requires a
careful balancing act between ecological objectives and the socioeconomic needs of coastal
communities reliant on marine resources (Gollan & Barclay, 2020; Ojea et al., 2017; Voyer
et al., 2015). While MPAs are designed to address both ecological and socioeconomic
considerations, the conservation priorities often overshadow livelihood considerations,
leading to unintended consequences for resource-dependent communities (Beare et al.,
2013; McNeill et al., 2018). MPAs often introduce management measures such as no-take
regulations, fishing gear restrictions and spatial or temporal closures, which can
significantly alter resource access to marine resources, reshaping usage patterns and
disrupting traditional livelihoods and socio-economic dynamics of coastal populations
(Campbell et al., 2018; Cinner et al., 2009; Katikiro et al., 2014). While these measures may
yield long-term ecological benefits, their short to medium-term socio-economic
consequences for resource-dependent communities are frequently uneven and context-
specific (Gollan & Barclay, 2020; Ojea et al., 2017; Voyer et al., 2015). Empirical evidence
from diverse geographical contexts such as South Africa, Indonesia, Australia and Tanzania
demonstrates that socio-economic outcomes of MPAs are highly context-specific, with both
positive and negative effects observed depending on governance arrangements,
enforcement and community engagement (Gurney et al., 2015; Mann-Lang et al., 2021;
McNeill et al., 2018; Sowman & Sunde, 2018).

The proposed transition in Ghana’s fisheries governance from an open-access to restricted
access through the establishment of MPAs occurs in a context of earlier management
interventions that have historically overlooked the socio-economic and cultural
complexities of coastal life. Recent reforms, such as the National Closed Fishing Season
implemented by the Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development (MoFAD), serve

as a cautionary indicator for the potential trajectory of MPAs. While these temporal closures
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are biologically sound and grounded in strong justification for stock recovery, their
implementation has been frequently undermined by significant social friction, non-
compliance, and severe economic hardship among fishers (Mensah et al., 2025; Owusu et
al., 2023). This discrepancy points to a systemic ‘blind spot’ where ecological goals are
prioritised at the expense of the human dimension. Furthermore, in the Western Region,
where marine resources sustain local economies and cultural identities, coastal communities
currently face a spatial squeeze between industrial exclusion zones created by the offshore
oil and gas industry and the intensifying environmental threats. Within this contested space,
the proposed MPAs, which threaten to further limit their remaining traditional fishing
grounds, further raise critical uncertainties regarding potential socio-economic and cultural
impacts (Finegold et al., 2010; Nunoo, 2018; Owusu, 2019). Even though ecological and
policy frameworks strongly support the establishment of MPAs in Ghana, existing research
has predominantly focused on biophysical and ecological aspects. This means there is a
significant knowledge gap regarding the potential effects of MPAs on livelihoods, food
security, social relations, and cultural practices of coastal communities (Ateweberhan et al.,
2012; EPA, 2021; Sagoe et al., 2021). The Nature-based Solutions (NBS) framework,
championed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the
European Union (EU), emphasises the need to incorporate socio-economic considerations
into ecosystem management (Blampied et al., 2023; Di Cintio et al., 2023; Sowinska-
Swierkosz & Garcia, 2022). Without such assessments, MPA implementation in the
Western Region risks alienating local communities, provoking conflict and undermining
long-term conservation success (Chaigneau & Brown, 2016; Gollan & Barclay, 2020;
Voyeretal., 2012). Poorly managed MPAs can impose undue stress on communities, reduce
adaptive capacity and lead to non-compliance, ultimately compromising both ecological

and socio-economic objectives (Baker et al., 2021; Castrejon et al., 2024; Gollan & Barclay,
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2020; Mizrahi et al., 2020). Given these risks, there is an urgent need for comprehensive
research to provide empirical evidence on the potential socio-economic and cultural
implications of proposed MPAs in Ghana’s Western Region, in order to ensure that the
transition to MPAs in Ghana adheres to ecological soundness while engendering social and

economic sustainability.

Purpose of the study
This research aims to assess the potential socio-economic and cultural implications

of establishing proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in the Western Region of Ghana.

Specific Objectives

The specific objectives were to:

1. Assess the level of marine resource dependency of selected coastal communities in the
Western Region of Ghana.

2. Examine the perceived economic and socio-cultural effects of establishing Marine
Protected Areas in selected coastal communities in the Western Region of Ghana.

3. Identify community-preferred strategies to minimise potential negative socio-economic
effects of establishing Marine Protected Areas in the Western Region of Ghana.

Research Questions

1. To what extent do selected coastal communities in the Western Region depend on
marine resources for their livelihoods?

2. How do coastal communities perceive the economic and socio-cultural effects of Marine
Protected Areas (MPASs)?

3. What strategies do coastal communities prefer to mitigate potential negative socio-

economic effects of MPAs on local communities?

10
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Significance of the Study

This study addresses a globally relevant dimension of marine conservation by
examining the socio-economic and cultural implications of Marine Protected Areas
(MPAs), a critical factor that influences their long-term effectiveness (Giakoumi et al.,
2018). By contributing empirical evidence from Ghana’s Western Region, the study directly
supports Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14.5 under the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, which specifically targets the effective establishment and management of
MPAs (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). Beyond SDG 14.5, the research makes
substantial progress towards several other SDGs that are directly related to marine-
dependent livelihoods. By analysing how MPA-induced restrictions might alter socio-
economic equilibrium, particularly on income, food security, employment and equity, the
study provides insights relevant to SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 8
(Decent Work and Economic Growth), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) (United Nations
General Assembly, 2015). Understanding how MPAs may affect access to fish and
livelihood opportunities is very important for ensuring that conservation measures do not
unintentionally aggravate poverty, hunger, or socio-economic inequities within coastal
communities. Regionally, the study aligns with Africa’s Agenda 2063, particularly
Aspiration 1, which aims to create a prosperous Africa based on inclusive and sustainable
development. By encouraging socially responsible marine governance and emphasising the
importance of local knowledge in ocean stewardship, the study further supports the African
Union’s Blue Economy Framework (African Union — Inter-African Bureau for Animal
Resources (AU-IBAR), 2019).
The study directly supports Ghana’s Blue Economy Agenda at the national level, which
prioritises inclusive economic development, community well-being, coastal resilience, and

sustainable fisheries management. By identifying potential socio-economic and cultural

11
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impacts of proposed MPAs, the study offers evidence relevant to ongoing national processes
such as the National Fisheries Management Plan and the National Ocean Policy. This
ensures that management measures are context-specific and aligned with national blue
growth strategies (Government of Ghana, 2025; Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture
Development [MOFAD], 2022).
At the community level, the study is significant because it foregrounds the experiences,
expectations and concerns of local stakeholders. By integrating community perceptions with
scientific assessments, the study aligns with Nunoo's (2018) call to prioritise local
perceptions and concerns, offering insights critical to developing communication and
stakeholder engagement plans that generate enthusiasm and support for MPA initiatives.
Furthermore, by identifying strategies to minimise potential negative effects while
maximising benefits, the study promotes adaptive management approaches that enhance
community resilience, ultimately contributing to the design of sustainable, socially inclusive
MPAs and fostering long-term conservation success in the region.
Delimitation of the Study

This study is geographically limited to selected coastal communities in the Western
Region of Ghana, particularly those within the vicinity of the proposed Marine Protected
Areas. Based on the Marine Protected Area Site Selection Report (GFRA, 2023), 18
prospective communities in Ahanta West and Nzema East Municipalities are included in
the proposed MPA area. The focus of the study has been narrowed to the following
communities: Busua, Dixcove (Upper and Lower), Akwidaa, Achonwa, Princess Town,
Akatekyi, Agyan and Akonu. These communities were chosen based on their proximity to
the proposed MPA and their varying level of fishing-related activities to provide a critical
context for understanding how MPAs might impact local livelihoods and communities. The

study specifically focuses on three main aspects: assessing the marine resource dependence
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levels of selected communities, examining the perceived economic and socio-cultural
effects of establishing MPAs on selected communities, and identifying strategies to mitigate
any negative socio-economic consequences. Although the ecological dimension of MPAs
is acknowledged, it is beyond the scope of this research, which places a higher priority on
socio-economic dimensions. This delimitation ensures a focused investigation of the
interplay among MPAs, communities, and local livelihoods and offers valuable insights for

sustainable marine resource management in the Western Region.

Limitations of the study

This study is contextually focused on selected coastal communities in the Western
Region of Ghana, which limits the generalisability of the findings to other coastal areas of
Ghana or to regions with different socio-economic and cultural contexts. To improve
internal representativeness within the study area, a multi-stage sampling procedure was used
that included communities with varying levels of fishing intensity, geographic
characteristics, and livelihood structures. To further enhance the reliability and
generalisability of the findings to comparable small-scale fisheries contexts, a relatively
large sample (n = 394) was used, and eight diverse coastal communities were included.
Additionally, since the proposed Marine Protected Area (MPA) has not yet been
established, the study’s assessment of potential socio-economic implications is anticipatory.
This means that it relies on projected impacts and perceived risks rather than observed
outcomes. To address this limitation, the study triangulated quantitative survey data with
qualitative insights from focus group discussions to enable more in-depth community
concerns and locally grounded interpretations of the potential implications of MPAs.
Although every attempt has been made to guarantee robust analysis, these limitations signal
the need for additional empirical assessments once the MPA is operational in order to refine

the study's projections.
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Definition of Some Key Terms
To ensure clarity and a shared understanding, the terms used in the study are defined in this
section.
Potential: This refers to the capacity of a project to yield particular outcomes based on
latent resources and anticipated scenarios (Arponen & Salomaa, 2023). In this study’s
context, this means that the socio-economic outcomes of the proposed Marine Protected
Areas (MPAs) in the Western Region of Ghana have not yet been realised but are anticipated
based on available data and stakeholder expectations.
Socio-Economic Implications: The term refers to the “intended and unintended social
consequences, both positive and negative, of planned interventions” (Vanclay, 2003). The
term “‘socio-economic implications” in this study refers to the positive or negative effects
of an intervention, policy, or project on the social, cultural and economic (e.g. income,
employment, access to resources, social cohesion, etc.) standing of coastal communities in
the Western Region.
Marine Resource Dependency: The term refers to the degree to which individuals,
households or communities depend on ocean resources, such as fish, shellfish and other
organisms, for their subsistence, livelihood, or income (Selig et al., 2019).
Organisation of the Study

This thesis is structured into six chapters.
Chapter One provides the foundation for the study, starting with the background of the
research topic. It outlines the statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, the
significance of the research, and delineates the delimitations and limitations of the study.
Furthermore, it includes definitions of key terms used throughout the study to ensure a

common understanding.
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Chapter Two comprehensively reviews relevant literature on the study's topic. It synthesises
existing knowledge, theories, and research findings on major concepts related to the
research area, providing a conceptual framework to guide the study.

Additionally, Chapter Three outlines the research methodology used to conduct the study.
It describes the study areas, research design, population, sampling method, research
instruments, and procedures for data collection and analysis.

Chapter Four presents the findings derived from the study’s investigation. It includes a
detailed account of the data gathered and analysed during the research process, presented
through tables, graphs, diagrams, and narratives.

Chapter Five provides an in-depth discussion of the findings, highlighting major findings
and their implications. The discussion is organised around the study’s specific objectives
and research questions, providing insights into the significance of the findings and their
relevance to addressing the research problem.

Chapter Six synthesises the study's findings and presents conclusions based on the analyses
conducted. Additionally, it offers recommendations for further action based on the study's

findings.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in three
distinct sections. The first section explores the fundamental concept of MPAs, including
their different types and the legal frameworks governing their establishment and
management. The second section explores the diverse impacts associated with MPAs. This
includes both positive and negative effects, drawing on case studies conducted around the
globe that provide empirical evidence of their socio-economic impacts. The third section
presents an empirical review of the existing literature on the research topic, offering a

nuanced understanding of the current state of knowledge and the gaps within those studies.

Theoretical Review

The concept of MPAs is based on theories that aim to balance the conservation of
natural resources with the socio-economic needs of communities that depend on them.
Amongst the most relevant theoretical frameworks is the Socio-Ecological Systems (SES)
theory, which provides an integrated lens for understanding the interdependence between
human societies and natural ecosystems.
Social-Ecological Systems (SES) theory

According to the SES theory, the world is a complex, interconnected system because
human societies and natural ecosystems are intertwined and mutually influence one another
(Berkes & Folke, 1998). The SES theory highlights how human societies are an essential
part of natural ecosystems, with institutions and decisions that both influence and are
impacted by ecological processes. Later advancements in SES thinking, particularly by
Ostrom (2009), provided analytical tools for examining the governance of common-pool
resources such as fisheries. The framework identifies four core subsystems, i.e. resource
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systems, resource units, governance systems and users, and emphasises how interactions
among these components influence sustainability outcomes. This is especially relevant to
MPAs, where local socio-economic contexts, governance structures and stakeholder
participation influence ecological outcomes. Petrosillo et al. (2015) further expanded the
SES perspective by highlighting the importance of integrating stakeholder perceptions,
institutional arrangements, and adaptive capacity into conservation planning. Importantly,
the SES theory recognises that marine resources in coastal communities extend beyond
economic value and are embedded within social relationships, cultural identities, customs,
and indigenous knowledge systems(Berkes et al., 2009; Ostrom, 2009). These socio-cultural
dimensions influence community responses to conservation and the support they provide
for its establishment. In the past, ecological goals dominated the design of Marine Protected
Areas (MPAs) with limited attention given to social outcomes (Salm et al., 2000). However,
the shortcomings of ecologically oriented MPAs, which often neglect human factors and
frequently result in non-compliance, displacement, or even resource conflict, are
demonstrated by an increasing body of research (e.g., Christie, 2004; Jones et al., 2013).
This recognition has contributed to a paradigm shift towards a more integrated socio-
ecological approach, especially in regions where livelihoods and cultural practices are
directly related to marine resources (Christie, 2004). The SES framework has been widely
applied by scholars such as Lopez-Angarita et al. (2014) and Rees et al. (2018), who also
emphasise the importance of understanding local perceptions, cultural contexts, and social
dynamics alongside ecological goals in the planning and governance of MPAs. All these
theoretical developments collectively reinforce the need to view MPAs through a socio-
ecological lens that explicitly acknowledges the interconnectedness of social, economic,
and cultural dimensions in conservation outcomes. Within the SES framework, socio-

cultural impacts such as changes to cultural practices, social cohesion, traditional
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livelihoods, and local government arrangements are critical for acceptance and
sustainability (Bennett & Dearden, 2014). In the context of the Western Region of Ghana,
where marine resources play a vital role in livelihoods and cultural identity, viewing MPAs
through the SES framework provides a justified basis for examining the social, economic
and cultural impacts of proposed MPAs and further enhances the potential for MPAs to
achieve long-term sustainability, ecological resilience, and strong local support.
A key strength of the SES framework lies in its holistic and integrative nature. It explicitly
recognises that marine resources are not merely economic assets but are embedded within
social relations, cultural identities, customary institutional and indigenous knowledge
systems (Berkes et al., 2009). This makes the framework suitable for analysing MPAs in
the context of developing-countries such as Ghana. The SES supports adaptive
management, allowing for iterative learning and adjustment as social and ecological
conditions change (Folke et al., 2016). Despite these strengths, the SES theory has some
limitations. Critics argue that, while the framework is effective at mapping interactions
within systems, it often underplays issues of power, politics and inequality (Cote &
Nightingale, 2012). The SES framework tends to obscure how political interests, elite
capture and unequal enforcement shape access to resources and conservation outcomes.
Political Ecology

To address the above limitations, the Political Ecology theory complements the SES
framework. Political ecology theory examines how governance, power relations, and
political-economic structures influence resource access, control, and the distribution of
benefits and costs, as well as their role in shaping environmental outcomes and livelihood
vulnerabilities(Robbins, 2020). In the context of MPAs, political ecology provides a lens
for understanding how government decisions to establish marine protected areas can

disproportionately affect small-scale fishers while benefiting politically connected or
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industrial actors (Ayilu et al., 2023). Studies applying political ecology to marine
conservation have highlighted how selective enforcement, elite capture and unequal
compensation mechanisms can undermine conservation legitimacy and undermine socio-
economic realities (Fabinyi et al., 2014; Sowman & Sunde, 2018). In Ghana, political
ecology perspectives have been used to analyse challenges in fisheries governance,
including conflicts over closed seasons, enforcement inequities, and the marginalisation of
artisanal fishers (Ansah et al., 2022; Nolan, 2019; Owusu & Adjei, 2021). By integrating
political ecology, this study interrogates who gains, who loses and why, in the process of
MPA establishment.
Relevance of the theoretical Frameworks to the study

The combined application of the SES and Political Ecology theories provides a
robust theoretical foundation for this study. The SES framework supports the assessment of
the marine resource dependency (objective 1) and informs the examination of the perceived
socio-economic and cultural impacts of MPAs (Objective 2). Political ecology strengthens
the analysis of objectives 2 and 3 by highlighting how policy implementation and
institutional arrangements shape community perceptions and their preferred mitigation
strategies. The integration of SES and Political Ecology theories provides a justifiable and
contextually appropriate lens for analysing the potential socio-economic and cultural
implications of proposed MPAs.
Conceptual Framework for the study

The conceptual framework for this study is grounded in the Sustainable Livelihoods
Framework (SLF) and complemented by insights from the SES and Political Ecology. This
framework provides a comprehensive analytical structure for understanding how Marine

Protected Areas (MPAs) as governance interventions interact with community livelihood
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systems, perceptions, and response strategies to ultimately shape livelihood outcomes in
coastal communities in the Western Region of Ghana.

The Sustainable Livelihoods Framework (SLF) is a conceptual tool designed to assess the
capabilities, activities and assets necessary for sustainable living, particularly in resource-
dependent communities. Developed in the late 1990s and popularised by the United
Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DFID), the SLF offers a
comprehensive approach to understanding how policies, institutions, structures, and
processes influence household assets and vulnerability contexts (trends, shocks and
seasons) (DFID, 1999). Central to the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework are five
livelihood capitals including; human capital (skills, knowledge, health and labour capacity),
natural capital ( access to environmental resources), social capital (networks, norms,
institution and collective actions), financial capital (access to credit, saving, income
sources), and physical capital (infrastructure, tools) (Nayak, 2017; Schaumloffel, 2015;
Shah et al., 2022). These capitals collectively determine the capacity of households and
communities to pursue sustainable livelihoods and to respond to external shocks and
interventions. The SLF has been widely applied in coastal livelihood studies and small-scale
fisheries contexts (Allison & Ellis, 2001; Allison & Horemans, 2006), making it particularly
relevant for the study. In this study, the SLF serves as a diagnostic tool to measure the
reliance of coastal communities on marine resources across the capital categories and
examine how this dependency affects community vulnerability to external governance
interventions, particularly the proposed establishment of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
(Schaumloffel, 2015; Shah et al, 2022). In the context of this study, MPAs are
conceptualised as key institutional and regulatory interventions within the marine
governance system, comprising laws, policies, zoning measure and enforcement

mechanisms that directly influence access to marine resources (Christie & Pollnac, 2011).
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Within this framework, MPAs are situated within the existing vulnerability context,
alongside other stressors such as overfishing, declining fish stocks, climate variability, and
seasonal fluctuations in fisheries productivity. These stressors and policy interventions
interact dynamically with livelihood assets, altering the availability, accessibility and
security of the five capitals. The framework further incorporates Marine Resource
Dependency (Objective 1) as an analytical construct derived from the livelihood capitals.
The level of dependency reflects the extent to which households rely on marine-based
activities for food, employment, income and social identity. Higher dependency is expected
to increase sensitivity to changes in resource access, thereby intensifying the perceived risks
associated with MPA establishment. Building on this, the framework explicitly integrates
community perceptions of the socio-economic and cultural impacts of MPAs (Objective 2).
The changes in livelihood assets and resource access triggered by MPAs are expected to
shape how communities perceive potential economic, social and cultural consequences.
These perceptions are informed by local ecological knowledge, lived experiences and
historical interactions with marine governance systems, which are consistent with the
principles of SES theory. To minimise potential negative effects of MPAs, the framework
includes community-preferred mitigation strategies (Objective 3). It recognises that
households articulate adaptive and mitigation strategies in response to policy or intervention
outcomes. Political Ecology is also integrated to highlight the role of institutions and
governance in shaping resource access and conservation outcomes. Finally, the framework
links these interactions to livelihood outcomes that can be either positive (e.g. improved
income stability, resource sustainability, and strengthened social cohesion) or negative (e.g.
increased vulnerability, income loss, or increased social conflict). These outcomes are
conceptualised as feeding back into livelihood assets, governance systems and community

strategies to reflect the adaptive nature of socio-ecological systems. Overall, the conceptual
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framework provides a holistic structure that integrates marine resource dependency,
perceived socio-economic and cultural impacts of MPAs and community-preferred
mitigation strategies, while situating them within broader ecological, institutional and
political contexts. By doing so, it supports a nuanced understanding of how MPAs may
reshape livelihoods and social systems in coastal communities, further informing more
socially responsive MPA planning and effective coastal governance (Bennett & Dearden,
2014; Schreckenberg et al., 2016).

Conceptual framework Linking Marine Resource Dependency, MPA governance,

Socio-Economic Impacts, and Livelihood Outcomes

Vulnerability Context
* Trends, shocks, seasons
* Overfishing, decline stocks,
climate variability,policy
change

Economic Capital
Perceived Socio-economic
and Cultural Impact
MPA
Governance/Institutional Natural Capital |——] Marine Resource Dependency Social Capital 6:.

Income effect

1 Employment
Intervention Food security

e Laws Cultural practices

e Zoning I Human Capital I I Physical Capital I Social cohesion

* Regulations

e Enforcement

2 Higher Dependency = Higher Vulnerability

Mitigation Strategies
e Financial access
e Compensation
e Skill training
e Co-management
* Alternative Livelihood

l

Resilience Vulnerable

Loss of income

e Sustainable fishery : Conflicts
.
.

e Stable income

Food insecurity
* Stronger governance

Non-compliance

Figure 1: Conceptual framework of the study

Source: (Adapted from Department for International Development, 1999)
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The Historical Background of Marine Protected Areas and Milestones for Their
Establishment

The global establishment of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) has been a significant
step forward in efforts to conserve marine biodiversity. While the vast expanse of the Earth's
surface is covered by oceans (71%), the official designation of MPAs for conservation
purposes has been a relatively recent endeavour. This represents a significant shift towards
proactive conservation efforts, spurred by the growing environmental awareness and
scientific advancements (Hoyt, 2018). Historically, MPAs have been rooted in customary
protection practices, with the formal designation of conservation areas emerging in the late
19th century. The concept evolved from early efforts to protect specific species or scenic
locations to a more comprehensive approach focused on safeguarding diverse marine
habitats. Key milestones include the designation of Royal National Park in Australia in 1879
as the first documented example of an MPA in the world and the establishment of Fort
Jefferson National Monument in the United States in 1935, which is believed to be the first
MPA that exemplified an ecosystem-based approach to marine conservation (Laffoley et
al., 2019). International events and agreements have played a crucial role in advancing the
establishment of MPAs. An important turning point was the first World Congress on
National Parks (1962) and the 1982 meeting that called for the inclusion of freshwater,
marine, and coastal sites in the global network of protected areas (Humphreys & Clark,
2019a; Laffoley et al., 2019). Subsequently, the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) mandated countries to protect and preserve the marine environment, laying the
groundwork for global marine conservation efforts and further driving the momentum for
MPA establishment. In the late 20™ and early 21%' centuries, there was a concerted effort to
expand MPA coverage globally. Recommendations for a globally representative network

of MPAs were made in 1995, followed by the publication of guidelines for MPA planners
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and managers in 2000. International commitments, such as the UN Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD) and the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
in 2002, have played a crucial role in setting targets for marine conservation. The WSSD
called for the creation of global MPA networks by 2012, and years later, the CBD supported
the WSSD’s call by adopting a goal of effectively conserving at least 10% of the world’s
marine ecosystems by that year (CBD, 2004). However, despite significant progress, the
target was not fully met by 2012, leading to a revision and extension to the year 2020, with
targets outlined in the Aichi Biodiversity Targets (Laffoley et al., 2019). Central to Aichi
Target 11 was the equitable and effective management of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs),
complemented by Target 18, addressing the need to include Indigenous and local
perspectives in conservation planning, and Target 14, delineating the importance of
ecosystems that provide services, such as wellbeing and health (CBD, 2010). Another
commitment that supports the expansion of MPAs in both number and scope is the United
Nations Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14, which addresses the sustainable use of
seas, oceans, and marine resources (CBD, 2010; United Nations General Assembly, 2015).
This dedication to conservation is demonstrated by the Kunming-Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework (GBF), which was adopted in 2022. The third target of the
framework aims to conserve 30% of terrestrial, inland water, coastal, and marine regions by
2030 (CBD, 2022). Implementing MPAs is integral to achieving this goal, given their
multidimensional role in social, economic, health, governance, cultural, and environmental
domains (Blampied et al., 2023; Giakoumi et al., 2018). However, achieving these
ambitious targets requires better guidance and global cooperation to overcome existing

challenges (Laffoley et al., 2019).
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Categories of Protected Areas According to Management Objectives

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) developed a
comprehensive structure for categorising protected areas, providing a framework for
understanding their management objectives, governance types and conservation goals
(Grorud-Colvert et al., 2021; International Union for Conservation of Nature [ITUCN],
2019). A Marine Protected Area (MPA) is defined by the IUCN as “any area of intertidal
or subtidal terrain, along with its overlying water and associated flora, fauna, historical, and
cultural features, designated by law or other effective means to protect part or all of the
enclosed environment” (IUCN, 1994; Kelleher, 1999). For a site to be eligible for any of
the JIUCN Categories, it must first fulfil this requirement. The categories of Marine
Protected Areas (MPAs), based on their management objectives, have been classified by
the ITUCN into six types (Day, 2012; Dudley, 2008; IUCN, 2019) and are outlined as
follows:
Category I refers to Strict Nature Reserves and Wilderness Areas, which are managed
primarily for scientific research or the protection of the wilderness. It includes two
subcategories: Ia, which comprises strict nature reserves preserved exclusively for scientific
purposes, such as ecological baseline studies and long-term monitoring; and Ib, which
includes areas maintained for wilderness protection, where natural conditions are left
largely undisturbed to preserve the area’s pristine character and ecological processes.
Category Il encompasses National Parks, which are protected mainly for ecosystem
conservation, particularly to maintain large-scale ecological functions and processes. These
areas also allow for culturally appropriate educational and recreational activities that do not
compromise conservation objectives.
Category III refers to Natural Monuments, which are usually small areas designated for

the protection of specific natural features such as seamounts, coral reefs, caves, or ancient
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groves. Despite their size, these areas are often of exceptional ecological, cultural or
aesthetic value.

Category IV includes Habitat or Species Management Areas, which are managed through
targeted interventions to maintain habitats or meet the specific needs of particular species.
These sites often require ongoing, active management to sustain conservation goals.
Category V, often defined as Protected Landscapes or Seascapes, recognises areas that are
valued for their aesthetic, recreational or cultural significance due to their interaction with
people over time. These areas are managed to safeguard both natural and human-made
features, while supporting recreation and community-based conservation.

Category VI represents Protected Areas with Sustainable Use of Natural Resources. These
are typically large landscapes or seascapes that allow for low-level, non-industrial use of
natural resources. The main goal is to balance biodiversity conservation with the sustainable

livelihood needs of local communities.

Types of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)

Different conservation goals and management purposes are served by the different
types of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). Each type is characterised by the range of
activities permitted and the level or degree of protection afforded to the marine
environment. However, it is important to note that the ecological objectives of the MPA,
the condition of the sites, and the intensity of human activities in the area all influence the
required level of protection (Schratzberger et al., 2019). The following are the main types
of MPAs:

Marine reserve, also known as an ecological reserve or no-take zone. These areas offer the
highest level of protection by strictly prohibiting extractive activities and consumptive use

of marine resources. Specifically, no fishing, harvesting, or habitat alteration is allowed.
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The only activity typically permitted in these zones is the removal of organisms for scientific
research under strict regulation.
Multiple-use MPA, which integrates conservation efforts with sustainable use. These areas
often include designated zones where certain activities, such as recreational or small-scale
commercial fishing, may be permitted. To maintain ecological balance, management
measures such as seasonal closures, catch limits, and gear restrictions are applied to specific
zones within the MPA.
Marine Park, which operates under a concept similar to terrestrial parks, aims to conserve
biodiversity while also enabling human activities that are environmentally compatible.
Marine parks are usually governed by structured regulations that seek to balance ecosystem
protection with educational, recreational, and, at times, tourism-related uses.
Policy Contexts and Legal Basis for Establishing Marine Protected Areas

The establishment of Marine Protected Areas is underpinned by a robust legal
framework that includes international agreements, national laws and regional conventions
to ensure its effectiveness and promote international cooperation. These legal instruments
provide the basis and guidelines for the designation, management, and enforcement of
MPAs, ensuring the protection of marine biodiversity and the sustainable use of marine

resources.

International Legal Frameworks Supporting MPAs

The international legal framework is a complex web that contains binding and non-binding
instruments which provide the foundation for a country’s development and the
establishment of MPAs. It includes mechanisms that can be used to achieve a country’s
commitment to the conservation, preservation, and sustainable use of living resources and
biological diversity (Young, 2007). While these instruments offer guidance, their

effectiveness hinges on strong national implementation and international cooperation to
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ensure well-managed MPAs that can effectively conserve marine biodiversity and

ecosystems. Ghana has ratified several international agreements that provide a legal basis

for MPA establishments. Key ones among these include:

Foundational Legal Frameworks for Ocean Governance

1.

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) was adopted in
1982 and came into effect in 1994. This is the foundational principle of international
ocean governance that outlines the rights and responsibilities of nations concerning
the use of the oceans and their resources, thereby serving as a complete regime of
law and order in the marine environment. An identifiable strength of the UNCLOS
that relates to the establishment and management of an MPA is how it emphasises
the protection, conservation and management of the marine environment as a
general obligation of states as found in Articles 192 and 194 (Duan & Shen, 2024).
Article 192 of UNCLOS obligates states to protect and preserve the marine
environment. This provision forms a fundamental basis for creating MPAs aimed at
conserving marine biodiversity and ecosystems (United Nations, 1982). Article
194(1) explicitly states that countries must “take all measures necessary to prevent,
reduce, and control pollution of the marine environment from any source”. This
includes establishing MPAs to mitigate environmental degradation and protect
marine ecosystems (United Nations, 1982). Article 194(5) emphasises the protection
of rare or fragile ecosystems, as well as the habitat of depleted, threatened, or
endangered species. This provision supports the creation of MPAs to protect these
vulnerable marine areas and species (United Nations, 1982). While UNCLOS does
not explicitly mention MPAs, it provides the general legal framework for

establishing them within national jurisdiction (the territorial sea and the exclusive
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economic zone) or through international cooperation on the high seas (areas beyond
national jurisdiction).

2. The Convention on Biological Diversity, adopted in 1992, is a central agreement
built upon UNCLOS and has been instrumental in promoting biodiversity by making
specific provisions for MPAs. The convention even has a definition of the term
‘protected area’ stated clearly in Article 2 as a geographically defined area that is
designated, regulated, and managed to achieve specific conservation objectives
(Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2011). The CBD recognises
the importance of in situ conservation, including through the establishment of
protected areas (Article 8). It also makes provision for protected areas related to the
marine ecosystem through various CBD Programmes of Work (PoW) on Marine
and Coastal biodiversity, inland water ecosystems, traditional knowledge, tourism
and biodiversity, and island biodiversity, which makes mainstreaming of marine and
ecosystem approaches into guidelines for national legislation on the establishment
and management of MPA very effective. Additionally, the CBD requires member
states to develop and implement national biodiversity strategies and action plans,
which often include the designation of MPAs as a key conservation measure
(Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2011). The Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework under CBD introduces the “30x30” target,
aiming to protect 30% of the world's land and ocean by 2030 (CBD, 2022). This
commitment provides Ghana with an opportunity to expand its MPA network in line
with global conservation goals.

Legal Instruments Supporting Marine Biodiversity Protection
1. The Ramsar Convention on Wetlands of International Importance Especially as

Waterfowl Habitat, adopted in 1971, is an international treaty primarily focused on
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the conservation and wise use of wetlands, which are broadly defined under the
convention to include certain coastal and marine areas. Parties to the Convention are
obligated to designate wetlands of international importance that meet specific
ecological criteria as nature reserves (Article 4) and to maintain their ecological
character through effective management (Ramsar Convention Secretariat, 1971,
2013).

The World Heritage Convention (WHC), adopted in 1972, focuses on safeguarding
cultural and natural heritage sites of exceptional universal value for biodiversity
conservation. It also works closely with the UNESCO MAB programme to identify
and protect biosphere reserves to improve interaction between people and their
surroundings. The convention allows for the designation of marine and coastal areas
as World Heritage Sites. There are specific guidelines and criteria for qualifying an
area for nomination to the World Heritage List. The sites have to be recognised for
their extraordinary ecological, geological, or cultural significance, including cultural
landscapes, heritage routes, heritage canals, historic towns, and town centres (United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO], 1972). With
the creation of the WHC Marine Programme in 2005, the WHC also demonstrated
a special interest in MPAs. Since then, it has enhanced the management of numerous
large, iconic MPAs and developed a best-practice manual (Douvere, 2015; Wells et
al., 2016).

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)
Man and Biosphere (MAB) programme (1971) promotes the establishment of
Biosphere Reserves, which offer a framework for managing protected areas that
integrates conservation with sustainable development practices (UNESCO, 2017).

The MAB programme provides a framework to support national governments in
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managing protected areas through facilitating the exchange of knowledge and best
practices to ensure the long-term sustainability of both ecological and social
systems.

The United Nations Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild
Animals (the Bonn Convention), adopted in 1979, focuses on the conservation of
migratory species, including many marine species such as whales, turtles, and
seabirds, as well as their habitats. The Bonn Convention plays a vital role in MPA
development by identifying conservation priorities, such as migratory species that
require protection. Parties to the Bonn Convention are encouraged to develop and
implement agreements through Memoranda of Understanding for specific migratory
species, which can help foster international collaboration in establishing

transboundary MPAs (United Nations, 1979).

Regional Agreement and Cooperation

1.

The Abidjan Convention for the Cooperation in the Protection, Management and
Development of the Marine and Coastal Environment of the Atlantic Coast of the
West, Central and Atlantic Africa Region (Abidjan Convention), adopted in 1981
and entering into force in 1984, establishes a framework for regional cooperation
among member states. Recognising the ecological interconnectedness of the region's
marine ecosystems, the Convention emphasises the need for a coordinated approach
to their protection (UNEP, 2014). A key aspect of the Abidjan Convention’s
approach to marine conservation is its focus on Marine Spatial Planning (MSP).
Developing a framework for MSP promotes a comprehensive approach to managing
marine and coastal resources, including the potential for incorporating MPAs into
national and regional plans. Article 11 of the Convention empowers contracting

parties, including Ghana, to establish MPAs. It calls on contracting parties to take
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measures to protect and preserve ecosystems and habitats, and to establish protected

areas "such as parks and reserves" (UNEP, 2014).

Legal and Policy Framework for Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in Ghana

National legislation for MPAs is developed by aligning them with obligations under

international agreements. To ensure the effectiveness of the international legal framework,

strong implementation at the national level is required. The establishment of Marine

Protected Areas (MPAs) in Ghana is anchored in a combination of constitutional mandates,

sector-specific legislation, and policy frameworks. These legal instruments align with

Ghana’s commitments under international environmental agreements, ensuring that

national legislation supports marine conservation objectives. Key legal and policy

frameworks that guide the development and management of MPAs in Ghana include:

Constitutional and Legislative Basis for MPAs

1.

The Constitution of Ghana (1992) provides a broad legal foundation for
environmental protection. While it does not explicitly mention MPAs, Article 268
mandates the protection and preservation of Ghana's land and resources, including
its marine environment. This overarching principle enables subsequent laws, such
as the Fisheries Act and the Environmental Protection Agency Act, to define more
specific frameworks for marine conservation (Government of Ghana, 1992).

The Fisheries Act, 2002 (Act 625), is the cornerstone of fisheries management in
Ghana. It establishes the Fisheries Commission and empowers it to regulate fishing
activities, enforce catch limits, and designate fisheries management areas that can
serve as de facto MPAs. Section 13 of the Act provides for the creation of restricted
fishing zones. This provision can be instrumental in Ghana’s recent attempts to
establish MPAs, facilitating their creation, with a focus on protecting fish stocks and

their habitats (Government of Ghana, 2002).
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Wildlife and Environmental Protection Laws Relevant for MPASs

1.

The Wildlife Resources Management Act, 2023 (Act 1115), provides a legal basis
for the sustainable management of both protected areas and wildlife. While the
Wildlife Resources Management Act primarily addresses terrestrial wildlife, several
provisions make it highly relevant for the establishment and management of Marine
Protected Areas (MPAs) in Ghana (Government of Ghana, 2023). The Act creates a
unified legal framework for all protected areas in Ghana, which, by definition, would
include MPAs, since they are specific types of protected areas often designated to
conserve marine ecosystems and fisheries. It provides clear categories of protected
areas and their management objectives, which offer a template that can be applied
to marine ecosystems. While the law can be extended to cover the conservation of
marine species, its lack of specific provisions for marine environments creates gaps
in enforcement and would require targeted implementation methods to address
unique aspects of marine conservation. Countries such as Kenya and Tanzania have
revised their wildlife laws to explicitly integrate MPAs, an approach that Ghana may
consider adopting (IUCN-ESARO, 2020).

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Act, 1994 (Act 490), established
Ghana’s Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and empowered it to take
measures to protect the environment and conserve natural resources, including
marine and coastal ecosystems. As a regulatory body, the EPA can utilise this act to
develop regulations and policies to establish and manage MPAs, ensuring the

protection of critical marine habitats (Environmental Protection Agency, 1994).

Specific Policy Frameworks Supporting MPAs in Ghana

1.

The Marine Fisheries Management Plan (MFMP) of Ghana, 2022 - 2026, developed

by the Fisheries Commission of Ghana, builds on the 2015 - 2019 MFMP, which
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initially aimed to protect marine ecosystems through the ‘creation of marine
ecosystem protection areas.” However, due to governance challenges, the 2015 -
2019 MFMP was unable to carry out this action. The revised plan (i.e., the 2022-
2026 MFMP) further strengthens MPA's commitment by drawing on lessons learned
from the old plan, along with other scientific data, in its development. In the current
MFMP, the Fisheries Commission, under Section 13 of the Fisheries Act, 2002 (Act
625), shall collaborate with relevant institutions to designate sites as MPAs, develop
legal frameworks for their protection, and establish management plans to ensure the
effectiveness of the designated areas (MoFAD, 2022). This strategic shift
acknowledges lessons from past failures and incorporates scientific data and
stakeholder input, thereby improving the likelihood of effective implementation.
Effectiveness of Marine Protected Areas: Key Factors and Considerations
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) have shown varied success in achieving
conservation goals, with numerous case studies highlighting both effective management and
significant challenges. Their effectiveness often hinges on factors such as design,
enforcement, and community engagement, which determine whether they contribute to
biodiversity conservation or fail to meet their objectives (Huang et al., 2024). Ecologically,
MPASs enhance biodiversity, restore degraded ecosystems, and support sustainable fisheries.
By restricting destructive activities, they serve as safe havens for marine organisms,
allowing populations to recover and thrive from exploitation, particularly endangered
species (Edgar et al., 2014; Humphreys & Clark, 2019a). MPAs also protect vital habitats
such as estuaries, mangroves, and coral reefs, safeguarding ecological processes, such as
nutrient cycling and biochemical flows, that are essential for ecosystem health (Halpern,
2003; Salm et al., 2000). Furthermore, they act as genetic reservoirs, facilitating the

restoration of degraded areas and contributing to sustainable fisheries by protecting
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spawning and nursery grounds, which, in turn, increases fishery yields beyond MPA
boundaries (Goiii et al., 2010; Harrison et al., 2012). Beyond ecological benefits, MPAs
offer significant social and economic advantages, including sustainable fishery yields,
enhanced ecosystem services, educational opportunities and income through marine-based
tourism (Bertelli & Unsworth, 2014; Moscardo et al., 2017; National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration, 2023; Selig & Bruno, 2010). However, to fully realise these
potential benefits, MPAs must be effectively designed and managed; otherwise, they risk
becoming ineffective “paper parks” (Di Cintio et al., 2023; Relano & Pauly, 2023). The
design and planning of MPAs are foundational to their success. Key considerations include
age, size, historical fishing intensity, and habitat representation, all of which influence
effectiveness in varying degrees across ecosystems (Smith et al., 2025). The location of
MPAs is equally critical, as their ability to protect coastal ecosystems depends on their
alignment with the biogeographic distributions of species and local environmental
conditions (Zucconi et al., 2024). Size also plays a crucial role, with larger MPAs generally
providing greater ecological benefits by encompassing diverse ecosystems and adequately
protecting migratory species (Ban et al., 2011; Gaines et al., 2010). Effective management
and governance require clearly defined goals and objectives to guide actions, along with
robust enforcement mechanisms to ensure compliance with regulations (Agardy et al.,
2011). Strong enforcement not only deters illegal activities but also fosters a sense of
legitimacy and fairness among local communities, which is essential for long-term
conservation success. Studies indicate that MPAs with rigorous enforcement exhibit higher
fish densities and biomass, signalling healthier ecosystems (Karr et al., 2024). Additionally,
fair administration of regulations enhances compliance, while perceptions of corruption can
undermine adherence (Ibbett et al., 2025). Stakeholder engagement is another critical factor

influencing MPA success. Recent research underscores the importance of involving local
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communities in the establishment and management of MPAs, as their support and
cooperation are crucial (Huang et al., 2024; Oyanedel et al., 2016, 2017). Effective
communication with stakeholders throughout the MPA process, from design to
implementation and ongoing management, enhances legitimacy and compliance (Di Cintio
et al., 2023; Russi, 2020). When local communities participate in decision-making, they are
more likely to accept and adhere to conservation measures, which will lead to improved
management outcomes (Horta e Costa et al., 2022). This link between regulatory
compliance and stakeholder support and acceptance reinforces the importance of
participatory planning. Best practices in MPA design involve incorporating legitimate
stakeholder interests, as this fosters trust and results in more credible, widely accepted
decisions (Horta e Costa et al., 2022). This approach has proven effective in cases involving
MPA zoning and rezoning, where integrating stakeholder perspectives has improved
conservation outcomes (Giakoumi et al., 2018; Horta e Costa et al., 2022). By carefully
considering design, enforcement, and stakeholder engagement, MPAs can maximise their
ecological, social, and economic benefits, ensuring they serve as effective tools for marine
conservation rather than symbolic, ineffective "paper parks."
Conceptualising Marine Resource Dependency

Resource dependency refers to the reliance of individuals, communities or regions
on natural resources for sustenance, economic activities and cultural practices (Bailey &
Pomeroy, 1996; Marshall et al., 2010). Marine resource dependency, a subset of this broader
concept, specifically addresses reliance on goods and services provided by marine
ecosystems, such as fish stocks, seabed minerals, and marine space, for sustenance, income,
and cultural identity (Thanh et al., 2020; Xue & Wang, 2013; Yanda et al., 2023). It is a
multidimensional concept that encompasses ecological, economic, and socio-cultural

interactions between humans and the marine environment (Marshall et al., 2010). Marine
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resource dependency manifests through both direct and indirect engagements with marine

environments. Direct engagements include fishing, aquaculture, and coastal resource

harvesting, while indirect engagements encompass marine-based tourism, transportation,

and ecosystem services such as coastal protection and carbon sequestration (Thanh et al.,

2020; Xue & Wang, 2013). It can also be broadly categorised into three key dimensions:

1.

Ecological Dependence

This refers to the reliance on marine ecosystems for ecosystem services such as fish
stocks, coastal protection, and biodiversity conservation (Selig et al., 2019). Healthy
marine environments sustain fisheries, aquaculture, and tourism industries while
mitigating climate impacts such as sea-level rise and extreme weather events (Costello
et al.,, 2016). This helps support lower dependency rates and enhance community
resilience to external shocks (Cinner & Pomeroy, 2012).

Economic Dependence

Many coastal communities depend heavily on marine resources for livelihoods, with
activities such as small-scale fishing, aquaculture, and tourism forming the backbone of
local economies (Cinner et al., 2018; Marshall et al., 2017). Fisheries and aquaculture
contribute significantly to global food security and local economies, particularly in
developing nations, where income sources are scarce (Pauly et al., 2002, 2005). Marine-
based tourism, including ecotourism, diving, and recreational fishing, is another major
contributor to economic growth (Hall, 2001; Yanda et al., 2023). However, economic
dependence on marine resources makes communities vulnerable to market fluctuations,
environmental changes, and regulatory policies (Cinner & Barnes, 2019).
Socio-Cultural Dependence

Marine activities and resources are deeply embedded in the traditions, identities, and

belief systems of many coastal and indigenous communities (Ameworwor et al., 2023;
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Eliska et al., 2020). Cultural heritage, for example, plays a significant role in
determining the types of marine resources communities utilise and how they are valued
(Eliska et al., 2020; Marshall et al., 2017). Cultural fisheries, traditional marine
governance systems, and customary marine tenure reflect the intrinsic connection
between societies and marine environments (Hicks et al., 2015; Johannes, 2002). This
cultural attachment to the sea often reinforces dependence on marine resources, as
generations continue to rely on traditional practices and beliefs (Ameworwor et al.,
2023).
It is significant to note that resource availability plays a crucial role in shaping the degree
and nature of dependency on marine resources. The abundance, accessibility and
sustainability of resources determine the extent to which individuals, communities and
economies rely on them for livelihoods, food security, cultural identity and economic
development (Cinner & Barnes, 2019; Pauly et al., 2002). Changes in marine resources,
whether due to overexploitation, environmental shifts, or regulatory restrictions, can have
profound socio-economic impacts, including income loss, food insecurity, and cultural
disruptions (McClanahan et al., 2015). Understanding marine resource dependency thus
requires a holistic perspective that balances resource use with conservation to ensure the
long-term sustainability of both ecosystems and the communities that depend on them
(Glaser et al., 2012). This balance is particularly critical in regions where coastal economies
are closely intertwined with marine resources, requiring strategies that address socio-
economic needs while fostering ecological resilience (Cullen, 2007).
Measurement of Marine Resource Dependency
Assessing resource dependency requires a multidimensional approach that considers
the social, economic, and cultural dimensions of marine use to help policymakers,

economists, and conservationists address anticipated socio-economic risks and tailor
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conservation strategies to minimise negative impacts on livelihoods while promoting
sustainable resource use. Researchers over the years have systematically assessed the
various dimensions of resource dependency using qualitative and quantitative measures.
Marshall et al. (2017) employed quantitative methods to investigate how different
stakeholder groups depend on the Great Barrier Reef, thus contributing valuable empirical
data to the field of marine resource management. The concept of resource dependency was
operationalised by examining a wide range of indicators across economic, demographic,
psychological, and cultural dimensions. Somoebwana et al. (2021b) also advanced the
discourse on resource dependency in rural settings by employing a quantitative approach to
measure marine resource dependence, specifically by calculating the proportion of
household income derived from ocean-fishery activities. Additionally, the study
incorporated a multidimensional perspective, which is critical for understanding the welfare
implications of resource dependency within the coastal community context. Somoebwana
et al. (2021a) combine quantitative data from statistical models with qualitative insights
obtained from interviews to give a detailed account of how social and cultural factors
influence marine fishery dependence in the coastal lowlands of Kenya. Aldasoro-Said and
Ortiz-Lozano (2021) employed the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) as a
conceptual basis for measuring marine resource dependency among rural communities in
the southwest Gulf of Mexico. This method allows for a nuanced understanding of how
various factors contribute to resource dependence, acknowledging the complex interplay of
different SLF capital forms. Selig et al. (2019) employed a Human dependence framework

to quantify nutritional, economic and coastal dependence on marine ecosystems.
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The Relationship Between Marine Resource Dependency and Marine Protected Areas
(MPAs)

Marine resource dependency encompasses a variety of socio-economic activities
intrinsically linked to marine ecosystems, including subsistence and commercial fishing,
small-scale aquaculture, marine-based tourism, seaweed harvesting, and coastal agriculture
(Bailey & Pomeroy, 1996). For many coastal communities, these activities not only sustain
livelihoods but also provide food security and reinforce cultural identity (Cinner & Barnes,
2019). However, implementing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) presents a complex
paradox. While MPAs are designed to conserve marine biodiversity and ensure long-term
resource sustainability, they can also restrict access to critical resources, thereby disrupting
established socio-economic systems (Bennett & Dearden, 2014; Edgar et al., 2014). This
complex and often paradoxical relationship between marine resource dependency and
MPAs often creates tensions arising from altered resource access and shifting economic
opportunities. For communities that rely heavily on marine resources, MPAs can pose
significant challenges by limiting fishing areas, restricting harvesting activities, and
imposing regulatory barriers. These changes may undermine income stability, exacerbate
food insecurity, and weaken cultural ties to traditional marine practices (Byers, 1996;
Lundquist et al., 2017). Furthermore, MPAs can reshape the distribution of ecosystem
services provided by coastal and marine ecosystems, sometimes redistributing economic
and ecological benefits in ways that disproportionately disadvantage small-scale fishers and
resource-dependent communities (Nuttle & Bergh, 2013). As a result, the establishment of
MPAs must account for the extent of local dependency on marine resources and the potential
socio-economic impacts of conservation measures. This underscores the need to integrate
socio-economic considerations into MPA design and management to ensure equitable

outcomes.
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Incorporating Marine Resource Dependency into MPA Planning and Management
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are most effective when they account for the socio-
economic dependencies of local communities on marine resources. A robust understanding
of resource dependency ensures that conservation measures are both equitable and
sustainable (Marshall, 2011). Stakeholders usually exhibit varying levels of dependency,
with vulnerable households often experiencing the risk of conservation-related restrictions
(Gimton et al., 2010; Wilson et al., 2005). Assessing dependency is therefore critical for
identifying the groups that would require compensatory mechanisms or alternative
livelihoods (Marshall et al., 2009). MPA zoning and regulations must reflect local socio-
economic realities to avoid unintended harm and ensure community support. Studies
demonstrate that restrictions without adequate alternatives often provoke resistance from
communities and hence undermine conservation goals (McClanahan et al., 2015). For
instance, in cases where high-dependency communities are faced with abrupt fishing bans,
compliance would be low unless accompanied by compensation or alternative income
sources, which are known to mitigate adverse effects and improve community support for
MPAs (McClanahan et al., 2015; Samonte et al., 2016a). This underscores the importance
of integrating dependency data into planning and management to ensure that conservation
goals and socio-economic needs align, thereby further improving both ecological and social
outcomes (Andradi-Brown et al., 2023). Additionally, since resource use dependence
reflects the flexibility and adaptability of local users when access to natural capital is
restricted, it also influences community perceptions of risk and willingness to engage with
conservation initiatives (Cinner et al., 2009; Marshall et al., 2010). Incorporating
dependency assessments alongside evaluations of social resilience and institutional trust can
help policymakers anticipate conflicts and design more adaptive management strategies

(Marshall et al., 2009). Literature has consistently highlighted resource dependency as a

41

Digitized by Sam Jonah Library



University of Cape Coast https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

prioritised socio-economic factor in MPA planning (Cinner & McClanahan, 2006; Eriksson
etal., 2019; Levine et al., 2015). By explicitly addressing dependency through participatory
zoning, compensatory mechanisms and alternative livelihood programmes, MPAs can
achieve the dual goals of safeguarding marine biodiversity while supporting communities
that depend on it (Marshall, 2011; Tidball & Stedman, 2013).
Empirical Review on Socio-Economic Impacts of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
According to empirical studies conducted across diverse geographical contexts,
Marine Protected Areas generate varying socio-economic outcomes for adjacent coastal
communities. These impacts are shaped by governance arrangement, enforcement
effectiveness, livelithood dependence and stakeholder inclusion. The existing body of
literature shows that MPAs can produce positive outcomes in several ways, particularly
through fisheries spillover, improvements in ecosystem services and the development of
tourism (Bertelli & Unsworth, 2014; Harrison et al., 2012). For instance, in Cu Lao Cham,
Vietnam, Ngoc (2018) observed improved catch rates, household incomes, and food
security as the economic benefits as a result of reef protection and tourism. Similarly, Mann-
Lang et al. (2021) found that older and well-enforced MPAs in South Africa correlated with
higher well-being indicators, especially in cases where community engagement has been
sustained over time. Benefits from tourism have been widely cited as a key driver of
economic growth in communities adjacent to MPAs. Gollan and Barclay (2020) found that
businesses near MPAs experienced growth in revenue and employment due to increased
visitation and improved ecosystem health. In Europe, Rodriguez-Rodriguez and Loépez
(2020) discovered that national-level stakeholders strongly supported MPAs due to their
perceived role in local development and sustainability. By creating jobs in hospitality,
guiding services, and food industries, these advantages often extend beyond fishing

households to entire coastal economies (Jones et al., 2017; Moscardo et al., 2017).
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Despite the documented benefits, a substantial body of literature shows that MPAs
have negative and uneven socio-economic impacts, particularly for small-scale and
subsistence fishers. While ecological recovery within MPAs can generate benefits such as
fishery enhancement and tourism growth, they may also impose costs, including restricted
access to resources, loss of income, and social tensions, especially among small-scale
fishers and marginalised communities (Charles & Wilson, 2009; Mascia et al., 2014). In
South Africa, Sowman and Sunde (2018) studied five MPAs and documented widespread
negative effects, including loss of tenure, food insecurity, reduced income, and cultural
dislocation. Similarly, Eriksson et al. (2019) reported that nearly half of local respondents
experienced a worsening of their livelihoods following shark and manta conservation
policies, largely due to disruptions to fishing-dependent income. This kind of economic
pressure can be a significant problem, exacerbating poverty and food insecurity in
communities with limited livelihood options (Bartlett et al., 2009; Charles & Wilson, 2009;
Mangora et al., 2014). These highlight the fact that the costs and benefits of MPAs are not
evenly distributed. Socioeconomic burdens are often borne by poorer and more resource-
dependent communities, especially in cases where governance processes lack transparency,
participation and trust (Gollan and Barclay, 2020; Rodriguez-Rodriguez and Lépez, 2020).
The key to achieving net positive socio-economic outcomes lies in inclusive governance,
which ensures equitable benefit-sharing and appropriate participatory planning to
proactively address community concerns (Day et al., 2019; Horta e Costa et al., 2022).
Empirical evidence on Marine Protected Areas in Ghana

Although global literature provides a roadmap of possible impacts, empirical
research on MPAs in Ghana remains limited and fragmented. Comprehensive socio-
economic impact analysis has received less attention than ecological assessments and

fisheries governance. Interestingly, no study has conducted a holistic ex-ante assessment of
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socio-economic and cultural implications of proposed MPAs in the Western Region of
Ghana.

Sagoe et al. (2021) examined community participation in the assessment of fishing-related
ecosystem services toward MPA establishment in the Greater Cape Three Points area in the
Western Region of Ghana. The study uses cost-benefit analysis and ecosystem service
valuation to provide insights into stakeholder perception and the trade-offs between
conservation and livelihoods. However, rather than methodologically examining
household-level dependency, vulnerability and anticipated livelihood outcomes under
proposed MPA scenarios, the study focused primarily on ecosystem services and
participatory processes.

Baseline ecological and environmental studies have been conducted in the region. To
provide vital data on marine biodiversity and habitat condition, Ateweberhan et al. (2012)
conducted baseline ecological surveys of nearshore rocky reefs in the Western Region. In a
similar vein, the Environmental Protection Agency (2021) documented the deteriorating
health of ecosystems and the different pressures they face in a state of the marine
environment report for selected coastal districts in the Western Region. While these studies
are essential for the ecological justification of MPAs, they do not consider the socio-
economic and cultural implications for coastal communities.

At the national level, Karakara et al. (2024) examined the relationship between traditional
cultural practices and modern marine conservation efforts in Ghana, identifying existing
cultural practices that could support Marine Protected Area (MPA) initiatives. However, the
study provides a national-level perspective and does not provide region-specific or
community-level analysis relevant to the Western Region.

Additionally, the Integrated Coastal and Fisheries Governance (ICFG) programme collected

baseline livelihood data from coastal communities in Ghana's Western Region(Kruijssen et
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al., 2013). Although the work provides valuable information on income sources, seasonal
vulnerability, and fish consumption patterns, it does not link these livelihood characteristics
to MPA establishment or project how they might change under restricted access regimes.

The reviewed literature reveals critical gaps in ex-ante socio-economic impact assessments
of proposed MPAs in Ghana, particularly in the Western Region. Additionally, in the studies
currently available, marine resource dependency, community perceptions, and preferred
mitigation strategies are not included in a single analytical framework. This study addresses

gaps, providing context-specific evidence to support MPA planning.

Case Studies on Socioeconomic Outcomes of MPAs

The socioeconomic impacts of Marine Protected Areas are multifaceted, with
outcomes varying widely depending on governance, community involvement, and local
context. This review synthesises key case studies from different regions, illustrating the
diverse socio-economic effects (both positive and negative) that MPAs can have on local
communities and economies.
Enhance Fisheries

e Case Study: Apo Island Marine Reserve, Philippines

The Apo Island Marine Reserve (AIMR) demonstrates how MPAs can enhance fisheries
through the “spillover effect” (Lester et al., 2009). Established in 1982 on the Philippine
Island of Negros Oriental, the AIMR exemplifies the efficacy of community-based MPA
management and its positive impact on fisheries (Raymundo, 2003). The AIMR
implemented a community-based management system with a 7 km? no-take zone along the
island's southeast coast, complemented by regulated fishing areas (Alcala, 2004;
Raymundo, 2003). This configuration allowed the fish population to recover within the
sanctuary, leading to increased biomass and species diversity in adjacent fishing areas.

Fishers benefited from larger catches, supporting both income and food security (Abesamis
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et al., 2006; Mecha et al., 2022; Russ & Alcala, 2011; Walmsley & White, 2003). The
reserve also improved the overall health and resilience of the surrounding coral reef
ecosystems, contributing to ecological and socio-economic resilience (Russ & Alcala, 2011;
Walmsley & White, 2003). This case serves as a model for sustainable marine resource
management worldwide. It underscores the critical role of community involvement and
collaboration in achieving conservation and socio-economic goals, providing a compelling
argument for implementing similar marine protected areas (MPAs) elsewhere.

Promoting Tourism and Economic Development:

e (Case Study: Great Barrier Reef Marine Park, Australia

MPAs with rich biodiversity and healthy ecosystems have the potential to drive tourism as
they raise the profile of an area, making it an attractive destination for other recreational
activities. This generates significant revenue streams and creates employment opportunities
for local communities (Bushell et al., 2007; Toropova et al., 2010). The Great Barrier Reef
Marine Park (GBRMP), located 2300 km along Australia’s northeast coast, is a prime
example of how MPAs can drive economic development through tourism. Known to be one
of Australia’s national treasures, it was designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in
1981, spanning over 348,000 km? and encompassing the world’s largest coral reef system
(Deloitte Access Economics, 2013). The GBRMP protects not only coral reefs but also
includes islands, beaches, estuaries, mangroves, and other parts of the marine system
(Creighton et al., 2021; Stoeckl et al., 2014). To balance conservation with human use, the
park employs a zoning system with varying levels of protection. At its core are highly
protected "marine parks" with strict regulations on fishing and other potentially damaging
activities. Surrounding these core areas are "multiple-use zones" where activities such as
snorkelling, diving, and limited commercial fishing are permitted under strict guidelines.

This zoning approach allows for the protection of sensitive ecosystems while enabling
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tourism and economic activity in designated areas (Day et al., 2019). According to a report
by Deloitte Access Economics report (2013), tourism associated with the GBRMP generates
over $4 billion annually and supports more than 64,000 jobs, making it the largest employer
in Queensland. The reef’s economic contributions extend beyond tourism, bolstering local
infrastructure and services and highlighting the importance of MPAs in promoting regional
development (Creighton et al., 2021).

Preservation of Cultural Values

e (Case Study: Haida Gwaii Marine Protected Area, Canada

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) can play a vital role in preserving cultural values by
safeguarding archaeological sites, historical landmarks, sacred spaces, and areas of
traditional significance. These protected areas foster a sense of belonging and strengthen
the cultural heritage of local communities (MEA, 2005). The Haida Gwaii MPA, also
known as the Gwaii Haanas National Marine Conservation Area Reserve and Haida
Heritage Site, is an exemplary case of integrating cultural preservation with marine
conservation. Located off the northern coast of British Columbia, Canada, the Haida Gwaii
MPA spans over 3,400 square kilometres of ocean area and encompasses the waters around
the southern portion of the Haida Gwaii archipelago (University of British Columbia, 2017).
This region is renowned for its rich biodiversity and cultural heritage. The MPA employs a
zoning system to balance conservation objectives with sustainable use, ranging from no-
take zones that prohibit all extractive activities to areas permitting sustainable fishing and
low-impact activities. The MPA’s co-management framework, shared between the Haida
Nation and the Government of Canada, ensures that conservation measures respect and
incorporate Haida cultural values and traditional practices (Shields, 2020). Traditional
Haida knowledge is integrated with contemporary scientific research, creating a holistic

approach to conservation. This structure enables the Haida Nation to play a central role in
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decision-making processes, maintain their cultural continuity, and foster respect for
ancestral wisdom (Shields, 2020). The waters of Haida Gwaii hold numerous culturally
significant sites, including ancient villages, petroglyphs, burial grounds, and ceremonial
sites. Legal protection under the MPA prevents disturbance and degradation of these sites,
allowing the Haida people to continue spiritual and cultural practices in their sacred spaces
(Guzide, 2022). This integration of cultural values into the management plan fosters a strong
sense of ownership and responsibility among the Haida Nation, contributing to the long-
term ecological and cultural success of the MPA.
Research and Education:

e Case Study: The Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary, USA
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), characterised by minimal disturbance and reduced
extraction activities, often serve as reference locations for scientific research and
surveillance.
Acting as living laboratories, MPAs enhance the understanding of species demographics,
ecosystem interactions, and the effects of conservation measures. They also provide
invaluable opportunities for students and researchers to engage with marine ecosystems
through field studies, training, and collaborative research initiatives (Thebaud et al., 2023).
The Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary (MBNMS), established in 1992 along the
central coast of California, exemplifies the role of MPAs in advancing research and
education. Spanning over 6,000 square miles, it is one of the largest MPAs in the United
States and encompasses diverse marine habitats, including kelp forests, deep-sea canyons,
and underwater seamounts (Wood, 2017). Managed by the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), the sanctuary employs a zoning system to balance
conservation and human activities. Specific zones are designated for research, education,

and recreational activities such as diving and sustainable fishing. The MBNMS supports

48

Digitized by Sam Jonah Library



University of Cape Coast https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

over 30 world-class research institutions within the greater Monterey Bay area, fostering a
collaborative environment for scientific innovation (Monterey Bay National Marine
Sanctuary, 2021). Its diverse habitats offer unique opportunities to study ecosystem
dynamics, while "no-take" zones provide pristine reference areas for comparing protected
ecosystems with those impacted by human activities.
The MBNMS recognises the critical role of education in fostering a generation of ocean
stewards. The sanctuary offers a wealth of educational resources, including teacher training
programmes, curriculum materials, and interactive exhibits at its visitor centres. These
initiatives engage the public and build awareness of marine conservation, ensuring that the
benefits of the sanctuary extend beyond scientific research to broader societal impact
(Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary Foundation, 2022; Wood, 2017).
Alternative Livelihood Creation:

e Case Study: Chumbe Island Coral Park (CHICOP), Tanzania
MPAS can also support local livelihoods by fostering sustainable resource use and providing
diverse livelihood opportunities. By engaging in ecotourism, community-related jobs, and
enterprises, communities near MPAs can diversify their income sources and reduce their
reliance on traditional fishing activities (Christie & Pollnac, 2011). The Chumbe Island
Coral Park (CHICOP), established in 1994 off the coast of Zanzibar, Tanzania, is a prime
example of how marine conservation and community development can complement each
other. Covering approximately 55 hectares, CHICOP comprises a no-take marine reserve
(Coral reef sanctuary), a protected terrestrial area, an eco-lodge, a nature walk, and a visitor
and education centre (Chumbe Island Coral Park [CHICOP], 2017). Its establishment has
preserved the island's unique ecosystems while significantly improving local livelihoods.
The park employs residents as rangers, guides, and eco-lodge staff, providing a stable,

sustainable income that reduces reliance on traditional livelihoods such as fishing
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(CHICOP, 2017). CHICOP also invests in capacity building through training programmes
in hospitality, eco-tourism, and environmental management. Additionally, it supports
community-based enterprises that produce handicrafts and souvenirs for visitors, offering
alternative income sources for local artisans. Revenue generated from tourism activities is
reinvested in community projects, including healthcare, education, and infrastructure
development, thereby further enhancing the quality of life for residents (CHICOP, 2017;
Salm et al., 2000).
This integrated approach has made CHICOP a global model for private MPA management,
demonstrating that conservation efforts can simultaneously achieve ecological
sustainability and socio-economic development. By creating alternative livelihoods and
reinvesting in community welfare, CHICOP highlights the potential of MPAs to foster
resilience and empower communities.
Negative Impacts of MPAs

While Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are established primarily for ecological
conservation, their implementation frequently generates complex socio-economic trade-offs
that disproportionately affect coastal communities (Mascia et al., 2010). The following case
studies demonstrate how various structural shortcomings translate into tangible negative
impacts:
Cultural Displacement and Social Disruption

e Case Study: Galapagos Marine Reserve, Ecuador

The Galapagos Marine Reserve (GMR), established in 1998, is one of the world’s largest
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), covering 137,000 km? of coastal and marine environments
(Burbano & Meredith, 2020; Castrejon & Charles, 2013). Managed by the Galapagos
National Park Directorate (GNPD) in collaboration with governmental and non-

governmental organisations, the GMR aims to protect vital habitats and ecosystem services.

50

Digitized by Sam Jonah Library



University of Cape Coast https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

However, its implementation highlights the potential socio-economic challenges of MPAs,
particularly cultural displacement and social disruption. The GMR initially employed a
participatory management regime with stakeholders, resulting in a zoning plan in the year
2000 that excluded industrial fishing within the reserve. However, in 2016, a second zoning
plan expanded conservation areas from 10% to 33%, encompassing an additional 47,000
km?. While this aimed to enhance ecosystem protection, it significantly reduced fishing
grounds, directly impacting local fishers’ livelihoods (Galapagos National Park Service,
2014; Zapata, 2005). The rezoning led to social conflicts, with fishers staging a nonviolent
four-month protest from April to August 2016, after a three-day strike. This unrest prompted
a one-year moratorium on the new zoning plan to allow further consultations and
adjustments. Despite these efforts, the fisheries sector continued to object to the restrictions,
leading to the moratorium being extended three times (Burbano et al., 2020). The strict
conservation measures disrupted traditional fishing practices, leaving fishers feeling
disconnected from their way of life. This loss of traditional livelihoods had not only
economic but also cultural implications. Additionally, the increasing focus on tourism
within the GMR overshadowed traditional practices and values, contributing to cultural
displacement. Many local communities felt marginalised as tourism activities took
precedence, further eroding their connection to the marine environment (Burbano &
Meredith, 2020).

This case underscores the significance of balancing conservation objectives with the socio-
economic realities of nearby communities. It highlights the need for inclusive management
approaches that respect traditional practices and ensure equitable benefit-sharing to

minimise cultural displacement and social tensions.
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Increased Costs for Fishers
e (ase Study: Hol Chan Marine Reserve, Ambergris Caye, Belize

The Hol Chan Marine Reserve, established in 1987 off the coast of Ambergris Caye in
Belize, is one of the first Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in the Caribbean (Cho, 2005).
Covering approximately 18 km?, the reserve is a multiple-use area with zones designated to
conserve marine biodiversity and promote sustainable resource use. Its zones include coral
reefs (Zone A), seagrass beds (Zone B), mangrove forests (Zone C), and Shark Ray Alley
(Zone D), where sharks and rays congregate (Jacobs, 2019; E. R. Young & Bilgre, 2002).
While the reserve has contributed to the recovery and sustainability of marine ecosystems,
it has also imposed high economic costs on local fishers. The creation of no-take zones
reduced the number of accessible fishing grounds, forcing fishers to travel farther offshore
to catch fish. This increased fuel consumption and operational expenses, thereby raising the
financial burden on small-scale fishers (Garaway & Esteban, 2002; Ramsubeik et al., 2006).
Additionally, new licensing and monitoring regulations introduced compliance costs,
including permit fees and fines for non-compliance, further straining fishers’ finances
(Garaway & Esteban, 2002). The success of the reserve in promoting ecotourism has also
intensified competition for marine space. Fishers must navigate tourist zones and contend
with recreational boats and divers, which complicates their fishing activities and reduces
efficiency (Cho, 2005). Moreover, the influx of tourists has altered local market dynamics.
While some fishers have transitioned into alternative roles, such as tour guides or eco-
tourism service providers, the increased cost of living in the area has offset these benefits
for many (Cho, 2005; Garaway & Esteban, 2002). The Hol Chan Marine Reserve illustrates
the dual-edged impact of MPAs. While they can achieve ecological success and foster

alternative economic opportunities, the costs to fishers, both direct and indirect, highlight
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the importance of equitable resource management and the need to mitigate socio-economic
burdens on resource-dependent communities.

Displacement and Migration

e (ase Study: Chagos Marine Protected Area

The Chagos Marine Protected Area (MPA), established by the British government in 2010,
is one of the largest marine reserves in the world, encompassing approximately 640,000
km? in the Indian Ocean. Comprising 60 low-lying coral islands and a 200-nautical-mile
MPA, it aims to conserve marine biodiversity and protect the unique ecosystems of the
Chagos Archipelago (Dunne et al., 2014). However, while ecologically significant, the
creation of this MPA has had profound and far-reaching social and economic consequences
for the Chagossian community. The Chagossian community, previously displaced from the
archipelago during the construction of a U.S. military base on Diego Garcia, has long sought
the right to return to their homeland (Dunne et al., 2014). The establishment of the Chagos
MPA further compounded these challenges, effectively denying access to traditional fishing
grounds and other marine resources. Critics argue that the MPA was implemented without
adequate consultation or consideration of the Chagossians’ right to return to their ancestral
lands (Jeffery, 2013; Waibel, 2015). Despite numerous legal challenges in both British and
international courts, the Chagossians have been unable to reclaim their homeland (De Santo,
2013; Evers & Kooy, 2011). This has deepened their economic struggles and intensified
feelings of marginalisation (Gifford & Dunne, 2014; Sand, 2015). The Chagos Marine
Protected Area case demonstrates the socio-economic trade-offs and ethical challenges of
marine conservation. While the MPA contributes to biodiversity protection, it highlights the
importance of integrating human rights into conservation efforts. Addressing the needs and
rights of displaced communities is essential to achieving equitable and ethical MPA

management.
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Economic Hardship
e (ase Study: Cabo de Gata-Nijar Natural Park

The Cabo de Gata-Nijar Natural Park, established in 1987 on the south-eastern coast of
Spain, spans approximately 495km? and includes both marine and terrestrial environments
(Cortes-Vazquez, 2014). While the park has delivered ecological benefits, its creation has
had significant socio-economic repercussions on the local communities reliant on traditional
economic activities such as fishing and agriculture. The implementation of stringent
conservation measures restricted access to essential natural resources, adversely affecting
livelihoods. Local fishers, for instance, are prohibited from fishing in certain areas,
resulting in reduced catch and income (Cortes-Vazquez, 2014). Similarly, farmers faced
limitations in land use, pesticide application, and water extraction to protect the park's
landscapes and biodiversity, leading to decreased agricultural productivity and income
(Latorre et al., 2001; Sanchez-Picon et al., 2011). These regulations are particularly
burdensome for small-scale farmers and fishers who lack alternative livelihoods (Cortes-
Vazquez, 2014). While the park also promoted eco-tourism as an alternative economic
activity, the benefits have been unevenly distributed. Many residents lack the skills or
resources to transition into tourism-related jobs, resulting in unemployment and economic
instability (Latorre et al., 2001). Furthermore, the promotion of ecotourism made it difficult
for residents to afford housing and essentials, as rising property and living costs were driven
by the development of ecotourism (EI Pais, 2024).

The Cabo de Gata-Nijar Natural Park exemplifies the socio-economic trade-offs often
associated with conservation initiatives. While the park contributes to environmental
protection, its restrictive measures and uneven economic benefits have led to economic

hardship and displacement. Addressing these impacts through inclusive management
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practices and the development of equitable alternative livelihoods is essential to ensure a

balance between conservation and community well-being.

Chapter Summary

The chapter provided a theoretical review essential for understanding Marine
Protected Areas (MPAs). It detailed the historical background and legal bases that underpin
their establishment. Subsequently, the chapter examined case studies and empirical research
concerning the socioeconomic impacts of MPAs, highlighting how these conservation
measures affect coastal communities. Additionally, the chapter delved into the concept of
marine resource dependence, emphasising its significance in the design and management of
MPAs. The relevance of the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework in this context was also
highlighted. By integrating theoretical perspectives, empirical evidence, and the SLF, this

chapter effectively enriches the analytical framework for addressing the research problem.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This chapter provides a detailed methodological framework employed to assess the
potential socio-economic implications of establishing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in
the Western Region of Ghana. It encompasses the research design, including the selection
of the study area, the target population, the sampling approach, and the determination of the
sample size. Additionally, the chapter elaborates on data collection methods, analysis
techniques and the ethical considerations integral to the research process, ensuring rigour

and adherence to academic and community norms.

Research Design

This study adopted a convergent parallel design, a mixed methods approach
grounded in pragmatist research philosophy. The pragmatist research philosophy prioritises
the application of practical solutions over adherence to a single ontological or
epistemological position and emphasises the use of multiple methods to understand complex
social phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Morgan, 2014). Because pragmatism is
predicated on the idea that reality is pluralistic and shaped by lived experiences, it is
appropriate for studies that examine both quantifiable patterns and subjective meanings
(Morgan, 2014). The socio-economic implications of proposed MPAs represent realities
that are both objective (e.g., dependence on marine resources) and subjective (e.g., fears of
livelihood loss, cultural attachment to the sea). Pragmatism, therefore, provides the
foundation for examining these multidimensional issues by enabling the integration of
quantitative and qualitative evidence to answer the research questions effectively.
In line with the pragmatist stance, the study adopted a mixed-methods research approach.
This approach allows the researcher to examine a phenomenon that cannot be fully
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understood through a single approach (Shannon-Baker, 2016). The study’s objectives,
which include assessing the levels of marine resource dependency, examining perceived
socio-economic impacts, and identifying preferred mitigation strategies, require both
quantitative and qualitative inquiry. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) argue that mixed
methods are particularly useful for investigating human perceptions and experiences within
socio-ecological systems. In alignment with this, the study utilised a convergent parallel
mixed-methods design. This design was selected for its capacity to simultaneously capture
and integrate both quantitative and qualitative data, enabling a holistic understanding of the
research phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). By combining numerical data analyses
with in-depth qualitative insights, the approach leverages the strengths of each method while
mitigating the limitations inherent in using either method in isolation (Choy, 2014; Mehrad
& Zangeneh, 2019). The design was chosen because understanding local perspectives on
the potential socio-economic implications of MPAs requires examining both statistical
patterns (e.g., levels of dependency, frequency distributions) and contextual interpretations
(e.g. narratives of perceived livelihood threats). Quantitative data provide numerical
evidence of dependency levels, while qualitative data captures the rich nuances and the
cultural context, which are essential when studying community perceptions and experiences
(Cohen et al., 2017). Using both methods strengthens the credibility of the findings. As
Ivankova & Wingo (2018) argue, convergent parallel designs are powerful for verifying
results across datasets and minimising the risk of overgeneralisation, hence yielding robust
and well-rounded conclusions. Additionally, the design’s efficiency in collecting both
qualitative and quantitative data concurrently allows the research to be completed within a
single fieldwork phase, optimising time and resource use (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

Ultimately, by integrating multiple perspectives and triangulating data, the study offers an

evidence base that reflects the complex socio-economic dynamics surrounding MPAs,
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thereby improving the relevance of the research for policy development, stakeholder

engagement, and adaptive MPA planning within Ghana’s Western Region.

Study Area

This study was carried out in eight communities, namely Busua, Dixcove (Lower
and Upper), Akwidaa, Achonwa, Princess Town, Akatekyi, Agyan, and Akonu, in the
Western Region of Ghana. The Western Region is situated in the equatorial climate zone
and covers approximately 2391 square kilometres, representing about 10% of Ghana’s total
land area. The region experiences moderate temperatures and receives 1600 mm of rainfall
on average each year (Amoasah, 2010). Its topography exhibits predominantly low-lying
characteristics, with elevations that do not surpass 30 meters. The Western Region has a
coastline of approximately 202 kilometres, characterised by a broad continental shelf
extending up to 200 nautical miles, which translates to approximately 80 kilometres from
the shore of Cape Three Points (Boye et al., 2018). This coastal zone supports a rich tapestry
of coastal ecosystems and habitats, including mangrove swamps, estuaries, lagoons,
headlands and sandy beaches, which harbour a wealth of biodiversity and provide critical
goods and services that fuel socio-economic development in the region (Ateweberhan et al.,
2012; CRC & FoN, 2011). Despite its ecological significance, the region faces significant
threats, including pollution, overfishing, coastal habitat degradation, harmful algal blooms,
and the bycatch of endangered species (deGraft-Johnson, 2010). These challenges
undermine the ecological integrity of the coastal and marine environment and the socio-
economic benefits it provides. According to the MPA site selection report, the proposed
area for a nearshore MPA encompasses 18 coastal communities within the Ahanta West and
Nzema East Municipal Assemblies (GFRA, 2023).

The Ahanta West Municipal, with Agona Nkwanta (Agona Ahanta) serving as its

capital, covers an overall land area of 591 square kilometres (deGraft-Johnson et al., 2010).
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It is located in the southernmost part of Ghana, lying between latitudes 4° 45N and 4° 57'N
and longitudes 1° 45'W and 2° 13'W (Asante-Yeboah et al., 2022; Coastal Resources
Center, 2013a). According to the 2021 Population and Housing Census report, the
municipality has a population of 153,140 inhabitants (GSS, 2021). The Gulf of Guinea
borders the municipality to the south, Mpohor District and Tarkwa Nsuaem Municipal to
the north, Nzema East Municipal to the west, and Sekondi-Takoradi Metropolitan Assembly
(STMA) to the east (Fisheries Scientific Survey Division [FSSD], 2022). Ahanta West falls
within Ghana’s southwestern equatorial climatic zone characterized by; a moist semi-
deciduous forest ecosystem, double-maxima receiving annual rainfall (peaks in June and
October), Annual rainfall ranging between 1250mm and 1750mm, making it one of the
wettest areas in Ghana (Ghana Statistical Service (GSS), 2014a; United Nations
Development Programme [UNDP], 2007). The relative humidity is very high, about 70-
80% year-round, peaking at 75-80% during the rainy season (UNDP, 2007). The monthly
mean temperature fluctuates between 20° C (August) and 34° C (March-April) (Ahanta
West Municipal Assembly, 2018 [AWMA] ). The municipality lies within the country's
coastal belt, with elevations ranging from zero (0) to 121 metres above sea level. Its
coastline features capes and bays, including the notable Cape Three Points, sandy beaches,
rocky shores, mangrove stands, estuaries, wetlands and supports diverse fish and
invertebrate species (Coastal Resources Center, 2013a; GSS, 2014a). The local economy
is driven by agriculture, fishing, trade, and formal-sector employment. Key fish species in
the area include sardinellas (Sardinella aurita and Sardinella maderensis), tunas, Congo
dentex (Dentex congoensis), Frigate Mackerel (Auxis thazard), Angola dentex (Dentex
angolensis) and Lobsters (4bramis spp.) (FSSD, 2022).

The Nzema East Municipal, with its administrative capital at Axim, is located at the

southernmost border of Ghana’s Western Region, lying between longitudes 2° 05° W and
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2° 35 W and latitudes 4° 40’ N and 5° 20’ N (CRC & FoN, 2010). Covering a total land
area of 1,084.0 square kilometres, it shares boundaries with Jomoro Municipal to the west,
Amenfi Central District to the north, Ahanta West Municipal, and Tarkwa Nsuaem
Municipal to the east, and the Gulf of Guinea to the south. In 2023, the district’s population
was projected to be 98,851 (Agyapong et al., 2024). Nzema East lies within the wet semi-
equatorial climate zone of the West African Sub-region, experiencing year-round rainfall
with double maxima peaks from May to July and September to November (FSSD, 2022;
GSS, 2014b). Annual rainfall averages 1800-2000 mm, with Axim recording the highest
rainfall in Ghana (2000 mm annually) (GSS, 2014b). The mean monthly temperatures range
between 25 °C and 30 °C, with an annual average of 29.4 °C. Additionally, the district
records high relative humidity, ranging from 26.6% to 27.6% between May and June and
from 27.3% to 27.9% during the rest of the year. Fishing and farming form the backbone of
the local economy, engaging over 65% of the economically active population (FSSD, 2022).
Similarly, the municipality possesses extensive coastal and marine resources, including
lagoons, estuaries, mangrove ecosystems, sandy beaches and productive nearshore waters,
making it a significant hub for artisanal and semi-industrial fishing. The primary catches
include tunas, small pelagic fishes, and demersal fishes such as sardinellas (Sardinella

aurita and Sardinella maderensis) (FSSD, 2022).

Brief Description of the Communities

For this study, the study areas were restricted to eight (8) communities, namely
Busua, Dixcove (Lower and Upper), Akwidaa, Achonwa, Princess Town, Akatekyi, Agyan,
and Akonu (represented in Figure 2). These communities, per the MPA site selection report,
constitute part of the 18 communities that will be adjacent to the proposed area for the
nearshore MPA in the Western Region (GFRA, 2023). These communities rely primarily

on fishing for their livelihoods and represent varying degrees of dependence on marine
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resources (the criteria and procedures for selecting these communities are discussed in detail
in the Sampling procedure).

Busua is a coastal fishing village located at coordinates 1° 56' 18.62"W 4° 48' 24.46"
N in the Ahanta West District of Ghana’s Western Region, approximately 30 km west of
the regional capital, Takoradi (GSS, 2014a). The community shares boundaries with Butre
to the east and Dixcove to the west, with its shoreline extending eastward towards Butre.
According to the 2010 Population and Housing Census, Busua has an estimated population
of 1,667 (GSS, 2014a). Fishing is the primary occupation in Busua, with the community
operating approximately 53 canoes and supporting around 290 fishermen (CRC & FoN,
2010; FSSD, 2022). The main catch includes sardinellas, which are typically smoked and
sold by fishmongers at the local market (Adjei & Sika-Bright, 2019; Nunoo et al., 2015).
Busua is a well-known tourist destination, recognised for its relatively pristine beach and
reputation as one of Ghana’s safest and most suitable locations for water sports, particularly
surfing (Dylewska, 2009; GSS, 2014a). Compared to other communities along Ghana’s
western coast, Busua is relatively developed, partly due to its long-standing status as a
tourist hub (Adjei & Sika-Bright, 2019; GSS, 2014a).

Dixcove is a historic fishing community located at latitude 1° 56' 47.99" W and
longitude 4° 48' 11.73" N in the Ahanta West District of Ghana (Ameyaw et al., 2020;
Coastal Resources Center [CRC] & Friends of the Nation [FoN], 2010). The community is
bordered by Busua to the east, Achonwa to the west, and Sunkoe to the north. Dixcove is
divided into two distinct sections: Lower Dixcove (east) and Upper Dixcove (west),
separated by the main road leading into the settlement (Ameyaw et al., 2020; CRC & FoN,
2010). The shoreline is characterised by rocky shores, distinguishing it from neighbouring
sandy beaches. Dixcove is one of the oldest and most prominent fishing communities in

Ghana, serving as a central hub for the fish trade and supplying surrounding rural
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settlements (Adjei, 2024). Fishing is the primary livelihood for approximately 90% of the
population. Dixcove is particularly renowned for its tuna fisheries, attributed to the use of
drift gill nets, favourable water depths, and extensive fishing expeditions (Ameyaw et al.,
2020; CRC & FoN, 2010). Other commonly harvested species include sardinellas and
sharks (CRC & FoN, 2010; Nunoo et al., 2015). According to recent data, the community
operates a total of 197 canoes and supports 1,246 fishers across Lower and Upper Dixcove
(Fisheries Scientific Survey Division [FSSD], 2022).

Achonwa is a small coastal community situated at latitude 4° 46' 6.44 " N and
longitude 1° 58' 36.82 " W in the Ahanta West District, bordered by Upper Dixcove to the
east, Akwidaa to the west, and Doahorodo to the north. The terrain is relatively hilly, with
large rock formations. The shores of Achonwa are occasionally visited by sea turtles
migrating from neighbouring communities or habitats (Coastal Resources Center [CRC] &
Friends of the Nation [FoN], 2010). Traditionally reliant on fishing, Achonwa has
experienced a shift in livelihoods from strict dependence on fishing to a combination of
fishing and farming due to declining fish stocks (CRC & FoN, 2010). From recent data, the
community operates 20 canoes, most of which are one-man canoes, supporting a total of 29
active fishermen (FSSD, 2022).

Akwidaa is a coastal community located at latitude 4° 45' 35.64"N and longitude 2°
01' 33.15 " W in the Ahanta West District (Effah, 2014). The community is bounded by
Achonwa to the west and Cape Three Points to the east. Its topography features a distinctive
landscape of hills and valleys. The local economy is primarily dominated by fishing,
although residents often engage in farming to supplement household incomes during periods
of low fish catches (CRC & FoN, 2010). The current fishing infrastructure includes 107
operational canoes supporting 668 fishermen. The community's fishermen typically harvest

diverse marine species, including dolphins, round sardinella (Sardinella aurita), cassava
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croaker (Pseudotolithus senegalensis), and West African ilisha (/lisha africana) (CRC &
FoN, 2010; FSSD, 2022).

Princess Town, formerly known as Prince’s Town, is a coastal settlement located at
latitude 4° 47' 41.10" N and longitude 2° 08' 02.90" W in Ghana’s Ahanta West District.
The community is characterised by relatively level coastal terrain, with two rivers that meet
and flow into the sea on the town’s outskirts. Princess Town is bordered to the east by
Aketekyi and to the west by Miemia, two other coastal villages (CRC & FoN, 2010; Nyarko,
2013). It is among the few coastal communities in the Ahanta West district which exhibit
well-planned characteristics with an organised road network interspersed among residential
structures. Subsistence farming is the mainstay of this coastal town, though some
community members engage in fishing; the activity has been lower than in years past. This
can be attributed to the decline in fish stocks and the rocky nature of the landing beach,
which occasionally ruins canoes (CRC & FoN, 2010). Current fishing capacity includes 26
operational canoes supporting 144 fishermen. The principal catch harvested includes
Cassava fish/law croaker (Pseudotolithus spp.), Shine-nose/common threadfin (Galeoides
decadactylus) (FSSD, 2022).

Akatekyi is a coastal community located at latitude 4° 47' 5.88" N and longitude 2°
06' 32.48" W in Ghana’s Ahanta West District, bounded by Princess Town to the west and
Cape Three Points to the east. The eastern part of the community features a distinctive hilly
terrain, while its coastal waters are notably deep (CRC & FoN, 2010). The community's
eastern boundary is marked by the Epuho Lagoon, an ecologically significant wetland that
supports a population of crocodiles and serves as a local tourist attraction (CRC & FoN,
2010). Additionally, whales and dolphins are often sighted a few meters away from the
coast, and turtles make seasonal appearances, particularly during March. The mainstay of

this community is the fishing industry, but a fairly large portion also engages in farming
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(CRC & FoN, 2010). The community maintains active fishing operations with 63 canoes
and 488 fishermen. The primary marine species harvested include common dolphin
(Coryphaena hippurus), round sardinella (Sardinella aurita), cassava croaker
(Pseudotolithus senegalensis), and West African ilisha (/lisha africana) (CRC & FoN,
2010; FSSD, 2022).

Agyan is positioned at the easternmost part of the Nzema East Municipal. The
community is located at latitude 4° 49' 45.93" N and longitude 2° 11' 57.72" W. It is
bounded to the east by Egyambra and to the west by Akonu. The community’s northern part
exhibits distinct geomorphological characteristics marked by dense vegetation and hilly
terrain. The coastal environment features two lagoons: Agyani Wanlea lagoon (eastern
boundary) and Tonzu lagoon (western boundary), which merge with the sea during the wet
season. The rocky, curved beach features a little green island just a few meters from the
coast. Seasonally, whales can be sighted five miles away offshore, particularly in August
(CRC & FoN, 2010). The community maintains active fishing operations with 81 canoes
and 136 fishermen (FSSD, 2022).

Akonu is a small coastal village in the Nzema East Municipality, located at latitude
4° 50" 6.58" N and longitude 2° 12' 14.83" W. The community's geographic boundaries are
Domunli to the west and Agyan to the east. The community exhibits distinct topographical
features, including a predominantly flat coastal landscape and a steep, bushy northern
section. The shoreline is defined by an open sandy beach. The major economic activities of

the people of Akonu are small-scale fishing and farming (CRC & FoN, 2010).
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Figure 2: Map indicating the study area
Source: Adapted from the proposed MPA site map (GFRA, 2023)

Population

In research, the term “population” refers to the entire set of individuals or elements
from which data can be collected to make broad conclusions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
In this study, the target population comprised households whose livelihoods are directly
reliant on marine-related or fishing activities, including fishers, fish processors, fish traders
and canoe owners in the selected coastal communities, including Busua, Dixcove (Lower
and Upper), Akwidaa, Achonwa, Princess Town, Akatekyi, Agyan, and Akonu (Figure 2)
in the Western Region. These groups represent the primary occupations whose livelihoods
are directly linked to marine resources and are most likely to be affected by the

establishment of a Marine Protected Area.
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To establish a sample frame, the study relied on household population data from the
2010 Population and Housing Census (GSS, 2014a; 2014b) as the baseline. Given the
absence of more recent census data, the 2010 figures were projected to the year 2024 using

Ghana’s annual population growth rate of 2.18% (GSS, 2016). The projection was

computed using the standard demographic formula: Projected Population (Pt) =Pg (1 + r)n,

where Pt is the Projected population in the target year (2024), PO is the base population

(i.e., 2010 data), r is the annual population growth rate (0.0218), and n is the number of
years between the base year and the projection year (14 years).

Table 1: Projected Population for the Study Communities

Communities Po (2010) r n 1+r Projected
Population (2024)
Busua 449 0.0218 14 1.0218 607.25
Dixcove 1385 0.0218 14 1.0218 1873.15
Achonwa 720 0.0218 14 1.0218 973.76
Akwidaa 858 0.0218 14 1.0218 1160.41
Princess Town 446 0.0218 14 1.0218 603.19
Akatekyi 977 0.0218 14 1.0218 1321.35
Agyan 504 0.0218 14 1.0218 681.64
Akonu 270 0.0218 14 1.0218 365.16
Total 7585

Sampling Procedure
The study employed distinct sampling procedures for the quantitative and qualitative
components. The quantitative component utilised a multi-stage sampling technique to

ensure representativeness and diversity in participant selection for the survey component.
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At the first stage, the communities were selected from the 18 coastal communities identified
in the MPA site selection report as adjacent to the proposed nearshore MPA (GFRA, 2023).
These 18 communities have been classified into four distinct clusters based on geographical
proximity, historical relations and accessibility. From these clusters, eight communities
(two per cluster) were purposively selected to ensure balanced representation. The selection
of communities was further informed by data from the Ghana Canoe Frame Survey (FSSD,
2022). Priority was given to communities exhibiting varying levels of fishing intensity,
measured by the number of active fishers and canoes (high and low concentrations), to
capture differences in fishing dependence and socioeconomic dynamics. The second stage
involved the household selection process. Within each selected community, households
engaged in marine-related livelihoods were identified with support from community leaders
and fisheries informants. A simple random sampling technique was then applied to ensure
that all eligible households had an equal chance for participation. For the third stage, which
involved the respondent selection, within each selected household, an eligible respondent
was selected based on their primary involvement in marine-related activities. This approach
ensured that respondents possessed direct knowledge of marine resource use and were likely
to be affected by the establishment of an MPA. For the qualitative component, purposive
sampling was employed, independent of the quantitative sampling process. Participants
were selected based on experience, livelihood roles and involvement in marine resource
use.
Sample Size Determination

The sample size for the household survey was determined using Yamane's formula

(1967).

The formula is expressed as: n = , where n = sample size, N = estimated household

1+N(e)2
population and e = sampling error (established at 0.05).
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Substituting values: n = — 7585 _ 37996
1+7585(0.05)2

Therefore, Sample size (n) = 380 (380 respondents)

To account for potential non-response and incomplete surveys, the initial sample size was
increased by 10%, in line with standard survey methodology (Beard, 2015; Tumiran, 2024).
The adjusted sample size was calculated as:

n(adjusted) =n % 1.10 =380 x 1.10 = 418 respondents

Thus, the target sample size was set at 418 respondents. However, during data collection,
394 usable responses were obtained, representing a 94.3% response rate relative to the
adjusted target (418). This achieved sample, while slightly below the adjusted target,
exceeds the original minimum requirement of 380 (per Yamane’s formula), and maintains
a margin of error of 4.95%, improving on the initial 5% threshold.

Table 2: Distribution of sample size among the eight (8) selected communities

Community Participants
Busua 30
Dixcove 90
Achonwa 48
Akwidaa 57
Princess Town 34
Akatekyi 64
Agyan 51
Akonu 20
Total 394
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Data Collection Methods and Instruments

A combination of both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods was
employed in consistency with the convergent parallel design. The quantitative data were
collected through a household-based survey, which enabled the collection of numerical data
on marine resource dependence, perceptions of the proposed MPAs, and preferred
mitigation strategies across the selected coastal communities. The qualitative data were
collected through focus group discussions (FGDs), which facilitated in-depth exploration
of shared perceptions and community narratives regarding MPAs. The primary data
collection instruments included a structured interview schedule and a focus group
discussion guide (FGDs). Each instrument was meticulously designed in alignment with the
study’s specific objectives, ensuring that the data collected effectively addressed the
research questions.

For the quantitative data, the structured interview schedule was designed to elicit
detailed and relevant responses through researcher-administered questioning. The
instrument encompassed both limited open-ended and closed-ended questions, based on all
the specific objectives of the study and was organised into five sections. The first section of
this instrument covered the socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents; the
second section captured the marine resource dependence indicators operationalised through
the Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) (Aldasoro-Said & Ortiz-Lozano, 2021) with
indicators adapted to local contexts: natural capital (land ownership or access to marine),
human capital (education levels, fishing labour relevance, and economic burden), social
capital (Informal (family and community networks) and formal (memberships in
organisations) and economic capital (Income sources, work independence, monthly
expenditure, subsidies received, and food dependency) (See Appendix C for indicators).

The third section covered perceptions of the proposed MPA establishment, and the fourth
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section comprised strategies to minimise potential negative impacts of the
MPA. Qualitative data were collected using a semi-structured focus group discussion
guide, which comprised both open-ended questions and probing prompts centred on marine
resource use, perceptions of the proposed MPA, and perceived socio-economic and cultural
impacts, as well as mitigation strategies.
Validity and Reliability of Research Instrument

Validity and reliability are essential concepts in research methodology that
determine the overall quality and credibility of a study (Taherdoost, 2018). Validity refers
to how accurately a method measures what it is intended to measure, ensuring that the
research methods and instruments are appropriate for the study’s objectives. In contrast,
reliability refers to the consistency of the measurement and the ability of the instrument to
produce stable results, minimising random error (Middleton, 2020; Mohajan, 2017).
Together, these concepts indicate how well a research methodology, data collection
technique, or analysis is designed to measure study variables, thereby improving the
precision and accuracy of the research (Taherdoost, 2018; Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).
To ensure the validity of this research, a thorough review of the existing literature on MPAs
and their socio-economic impacts was conducted to inform the selection of survey
questions. Experts in marine conservation and socio-economic research, as well as
colleagues familiar with the subject matter, were consulted to review the research
instrument. Their insights helped refine the questions to ensure they were clear, relevant,
and comprehensive. Furthermore, a pre-test of the instrument was conducted with a small
sample (n = 30) of respondents from the target communities. The feedback from the pre-
test was used to identify unclear questions and ensure they were understandable and
captured the intended information. This led to the achievement of both face and content

validity.
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To evaluate the reliability of the research instrument, a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient (r)
was calculated. Cronbach’s Alpha is commonly used to assess the internal consistency of a
set of items within a research instrument, ensuring that they measure the same underlying
construct reliably. In this study, the calculated Cronbach’s Alpha was 0.8, indicating
satisfactory reliability for the instrument used to collect the data. According to Izah et al.
(2024), a coefficient value above 0.75 is generally considered to reflect strong internal
consistency, meaning that the items are consistently related to one another and can be relied
upon to evaluate the intended construct. Therefore, the reliability test confirmed that the
instrument was appropriate for further analysis and supported the credibility of the data

collected.

Data Collection Procedures

The data collection took place between July 2024 and August 2024 through
structured interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs). Entry into the study
communities was facilitated through traditional channels, including community leaders,
chief fishermen, and representatives of local fisheries associations. This was done to help
introduce the study and seek permission to ensure community acceptance of the research.
Quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently. The household surveys were
conducted through face-to-face interviews, while FGDs were undertaken to complement
and deepen the understanding of community perspectives. The procedures for administering
each data collection method are described below.
Interview Schedule
To facilitate the data collection from respondents, field assistants were recruited based on
their prior experience in field data collection and their fluency in local languages (Fante,
Twi and Nzema). They were trained by the researcher on the objectives of the study, the

administration of data collection instruments, the use of the Computer-Assisted Personal
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Interviewing (CAPI) system, and ethical protocols, including informed consent,
confidentiality, and anonymity. Interviews were conducted in respondents’ households to
minimise disruptions and enhance comfort, following a face-to-face interview approach.
This enabled the researcher or their representative to explain the instrument vividly to get
relevant and detailed information. Most of the respondents were interviewed while mending
their fishing nets, particularly during July (the closed fishing season), when fishers were
more available. The interviews were conducted in the respondents' preferred local dialect
(Fante, Twi or Nzema) to ensure effective communication and cultural appropriateness. The
responses were recorded using the Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI)
system (Kobo Toolbox/ODK Collect™), which helped minimise errors commonly
associated with manual data collection and ensured standardised data entry. Each interview
lasted approximately 60 minutes.
Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)
Eight focus group discussions were held, one in each study community. Each group
comprised nine (9) to ten (10) participants, including fishermen and fish processors/traders,
to facilitate participatory dialogue and capture diverse concerns and expectations regarding
the establishment of Marine Protected Areas. Participants were purposively selected, with
the help of community leaders and local fisheries associations, to ensure representation
across gender, age, and occupational roles within the fisheries value chain. Additionally,
participants were required to have at least ten (10) years of experience in marine-related
livelihoods. The FGDs followed a semi-structured discussion guide and lasted an average
of 90 minutes, and were audio-recorded with participants’ consent.
Field Challenges

A few challenges were encountered that affected participation. Some participants

expressed strong emotional reactions, including threats to the researcher’s safety, because
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the study addressed issues of access restrictions, prompting many to recall negative
experiences with past fisheries interventions, such as the closed season policy. These
challenges were managed by adhering to ethical protocols and using trained research

assistants familiar with local dialects.

Data Processing and Analysis

Quantitative data were thoroughly cleaned to ensure completeness and accuracy.
The cleaned dataset was then coded and analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences (SPSS) version 25.0 and Stata version 17.0. Descriptive statistics such as central
tendencies, frequencies, and percentages were employed to summarise the quantitative data
obtained from structured interviews. In addition, inferential statistical tests, including
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), Bonferroni post hoc tests, and Chi-square tests, were
conducted. Qualitative data were processed following an established thematic analysis
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This approach was supported using NVivo software for
effective data management, coding, and interpretation. The processes involved are
described below:
Marine Resource Dependence Index (MRDI) Values
The data were systematically processed and analysed according to the methodology outlined
by Aldasoro-Said and Ortiz-Lozano (2021) to compute the Marine Resource Dependence
Index (RDI). All categorical variables (e.g., land ownership and social capital membership)
were coded numerically for analysis.
To ensure comparability across households and maintain consistency with the Marine
Resource Dependence Index (RDI) methodology, indicator values were standardised using
min-max scaling. For indicators that increase marine resource dependence, standardisation

was performed using equation (1):
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Sd—Smin
Is = ———
Smax—Smin
()
Where:

e Sd = Value of the indicator for a given household
¢ Smax and Smin = Maximum and minimum values observed across all households,
respectively
For indicators that reflect resource independence (e.g., diversified income sources, number
of alternative livelihoods), a direction-sensitive normalisation formula was applied using
equation (2):
Smax— Sd

Is =

~ Smax-Smin
2

This adjustment, following methods used in other studies (Albasri & Sammut, 2021; Jones
& Andrey, 2007), allows the standardisation of indicators that are inversely related to the
outcome variable, which in this case is “marine resource dependence.” Applying the
transformation directly during the normalisation stage ensures that higher standardised
values consistently indicate greater dependence on marine resources, thereby maintaining
directional consistency across all indicators. While Aldasoro-Said and Ortiz-Lozano (2021)
addressed this issue using a post-standardisation inverse transformation (X = 1 — Is), this
study integrates the adjustment directly into the normalisation stage, as recommended by
other studies to improve interpretive clarity. Each sub-index representing the four livelihood
capitals, i.e. natural, human, social, and economic, was calculated by averaging the
standardised values of its constituent indicators. The final RDI score for each household
and community was computed as the sum of the four sub-indices: RDI = Natural Capital +

Human Capital + Social Capital + Economic Capital
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In this study, the RDI includes 11 indicators, and thus the theoretical range of the index is
from 0 (low dependence) to 11 (high dependence). Although the original authors stated a
range up to 12, this appears to be a minor inconsistency, as their model comprises 11
components. The corrected range has been adopted here for methodological precision.

To facilitate interpretation, RDI scores were categorised into three levels of dependency
using the equal interval threshold method: Low dependence (0.00 - 3.66), Moderate
dependence (3.67 - 7.33), and High dependence (7.34 - 11.00). This classification approach
provides a straightforward and interpretable framework suitable for comparing community-
level marine resource dependence.Furthermore, one-way ANOVA was used to compare
RDI scores across communities; when a significant difference was found, a Bonferroni post
hoc test was used to identify which communities differed.

Perceived Economic and Social Implications of MPAs

For qualitative data processing and analysis, all audio recordings from FGDs were verbatim
transcribed and imported into NVivo. Subsequently, coding was done to capture recurrent
concepts and perceptions using the inductive approach. After initial coding, the related
codes were examined and grouped into broader themes. Each theme was clearly defined and
named to reflect the research objectives. Descriptive summaries were written for each theme
and then supported by illustrative verbatim quotations from participants to ensure
authenticity. This qualitative analysis approach enables the identification of recurring
themes, patterns, and relationships within the textual data, enriching the understanding of
participants' perspectives and experiences.

Strategies to mitigate the potential negative effects of the MPAs

Pearson’s chi-square test was used to determine whether there were significant differences
between the eight communities in showing support for the most effective strategy to

mitigate the potential negative socio-economic effects of MPAs.
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Ethical Consideration

Researchers need to adhere to a code of conduct that guides research designs and
practices to protect participants, uphold scientific integrity, and enhance the study's
credibility (Bhandari, 2021). Ethical principles in research commonly address voluntary
participation, informed consent, anonymity, confidentiality, respect for participants and
minimising harm (Bhandari, 2021; Ramirez, 2024). In this study, several ethical measures
were implemented to safeguard participants and maintain research integrity. Prior to data
collection, ethical approval was sought from the University of Cape Coast Institutional
Review Board (UCCIRB). The study was reviewed for ethical soundness and granted
clearance with the reference number UCC-436/2024.
Participants in the eight selected communities were fully informed about the research
objectives, data collection methods, and any potential risks or benefits associated with
participation. Informed consent was obtained from all participants using both written and
digitally recorded consent procedures for the quantitative survey and the Focus Group
Discussions, respectively, to ensure their voluntary participation. This consent process
ensured that participants understood the study details and made informed decisions about
whether to participate (Ramirez, 2024). Participants were also allowed to ask questions and
express concerns, and they were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any
time without consequences. This protected their autonomy and prevented participants from
being forced to engage in the research if it conflicted with their values and cultural norms
(Mumford et al., 2021). Furthermore, personal identifiers such as names, contact details,
religion, and addresses were excluded from the research data to ensure participants’ privacy
and maintain anonymity. This encouraged open and honest responses, thereby enhancing
the reliability of the findings (Saunders et al., 2015). Additionally, strict confidentiality

measures were enforced. These included access controls and data encryption to prevent
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unauthorised access or disclosure of sensitive information. This ensured that participants’
data remained private unless otherwise permitted by the participants for exposure (Laryeafio

& Ogbewe, 2023; Sen & Nagwanshee, 2016).

Chapter Summary

This study followed a pragmatic paradigm and employed a convergent parallel
mixed-methods design to assess the potential socio-economic impacts of MPAs in Ghana’s
Western Region. The design allowed for a robust examination of the research aim by
merging datasets from quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews. The processes for
population sampling, data collection, instrument validity and reliability testing, and data

processing and analysis were followed, with all stages guided by ethical protocols.
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CHAPTER FOUR
RESULTS
Introduction
This chapter presents the findings of the study, which aimed to assess the potential
socio-economic implications of establishing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in the Western
Region of Ghana. The chapter begins by outlining the socio-demographic characteristics of
the respondents, followed by a presentation of the results structured according to the study's

objectives.

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

This section presents a demographic profile of survey respondents (n = 394) across
selected communities, covering gender, age, educational background, marital status,
ethnicity, place of origin, household size, and years of occupational experience. These
characteristics are presented to establish the social and livelihood context of the
communities. They provide the background needed to understand the study's analysis. The
demographic characteristics summarised in Table 3 are essential for contextualising later
analysis.
From the results, most respondents were male (57.4%), with females accounting for 42.6%,
indicating a slight predominance of males. The age distribution showed that the majority
were in the working-age bracket of 36 to 45 years, representing 28.4% of respondents, while
25.4% were aged 26 to 35 and 23.4% were aged 46 to 55. Only 4.1% of the respondents
were 66 years or above, indicating a predominantly younger population. Most respondents
(56.4%) had basic-level education, while 33.5% reported having no formal education. Only
a small fraction (1.0%) have a tertiary education, suggesting limited formal educational
attainment among respondents. Regarding marital status, a majority of the respondents

(66.2%) were married, while smaller proportions were single (10.2%), widowed (9.6%),
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separated (4.6%), divorced (3.8%) or cohabiting (5.6%). Household sizes were primarily
between 1 and 5 persons (52.8%), followed by households with 6 to 10 persons (41.1%),
and households with more than 10 members (6.1%). This trend toward smaller household
sizes could indicate a shift toward nuclear-family setups in these communities. The ethnic
composition was 54.3% Ahanta, making them the largest group, followed by Nzema
(27.9%) and Fante (17.3%). Notably, 82.2% were native to the communities, indicating a
predominantly local population with a shared cultural background and community ties.
Occupation experience levels varied; the data show that 27.2% have been engaged in their
primary occupation for 1 to 8 years and 30.2% for 9 to 18 years, with fewer respondents
having been engaged for 19 to 38 years.

Table 3: Demographics of the Respondents from Selected Coastal Communities

Variable Subscale Frequency (N=394) Percentage (%)
Gender
Male 226 57.4
Female 168 42.6
Age (years)
18-25 31 7.9
26-35 100 25.4
36-45 112 28.4
46-55 92 23.4
56-65 43 10.9
66 and above 16 4.1

Educational level

No formal education 132 33.5
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Table 3: Continued

Marital status

Household size

Ethnicity

Native of community

Basic

https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

Secondary/Vocational

Tertiary

Single
Married
Divorced
Separated
Cohabiting

Widowed

More than 10

Fante
Nzema
Ahanta
Ga

Ewe

Natives

80

222

36

40

261

15

18

22

38

208

162

24

68

110

214

324

56.4

9.1

1.0

10.2

66.2

3.8

4.6

5.6

9.6

52.8

41.1

6.1

17.3

27.9

543

0.3

0.3

82.2
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Table 3: Continued

Non-natives 70 17.8
Main Livelihood
Artisanal fisher 224 57.0
Fish monger/processor 165 42.0
Tourism operator 12 2.9
Canoe owner 2 0.5
Canoe builder 2 0.5
Fishing gear shop owner 1 0.5
Years in Occupation
1-8 107 27.2
9-18 119 30.2
19-28 82 20.8
29-38 49 12.4
39-48 31 7.9
49-58 6 1.5

Level of Marine Resource Dependency of the selected coastal communities in the
Western Region of Ghana

The first objective of the study was to assess the level of marine resource
dependency of the selected coastal communities in the Western Region of Ghana. The
Marine Resource Dependency Index (MRDI) was calculated based on four sub-indices:
Natural Capital, Human Capital, Social Capital, and Economic Capital, aggregated from

eleven indicators (Table 4). The dependency levels were quantified on a scale of 1 to 11,
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where higher values indicate greater reliance on marine resources for livelihoods and
household sustenance. The results reveal significant variations in dependency, with some
communities exhibiting higher dependence than others. Table 4 presents the MRDI scores
and sub-index values across the study communities.

Table 4: Overall Marine Resource Dependence Index by Studied Community

Sub index Natural Capital Human Capital Social Capital Economic Capital
. , Fishing . Formal

Indicators Alloxt Fishing qu;:atmrlal labour g.m;:mlc ]l?f;)rmalltal social l[[ﬁ‘ﬂ\h:r{lls(e Expenditure Subsidies zoud . MRDI

ownership areas access leve relevance Durden - social capi capital independence ependency
Averaged
Indicator 0.60 0.81 0.65 0.72 7.80
Busua 0.47 0.52 0.38 8.22
Dixcove 0.40 0.56 0.35 7.95
Achonwa 0.19 0.58 0.31 7.69
Akwidaa 0.21 0.52 0.32 8.09
Alkatekyi 0.53 0.33 7.62
rincess 053 031 7.97
Town
Agyan 0.42 0.38 7.44
Akonu 032 [ 075 060 0.29 7.12

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0
MNormalized Indicator Score (0 = Low, 1 = High)

The assessment of marine resource dependency across eight coastal communities in the
Western Region yielded Marine Resource Dependency Index (MRDI) scores ranging from
7.12 to 8.22 (Table 4). The MRDI scores indicate relatively moderate to high levels of
dependence on marine resources across the study areas. To facilitate interpretation, the
index values were categorised using the equal interval threshold method, which divides the
full theoretical range of the MRDI (0 -11) into three equal-width categories: Low
Dependence (0.00 -3.66), Moderate Dependence (3.67 -7.33), and High Dependence (7.34
-11.00). The results reveal that seven out of the eight communities, i.e., Busua (8.22),
Akwidaa (8.09), Dixcove (7.95), Princess Town (7.97), Achonwa (7.69), Akatekyi (7.62),
and Agyan (7.44), fell within the high marine resource dependence category. This suggests

a strong reliance on marine resources for livelihoods, food security, and economic stability.
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In contrast, one community, Akonu, had the lowest score (7.12) and fell within the moderate
dependence category, with an RDI score marginally below the high-dependence threshold.
To better understand the drivers of the MRDI scores, the following subsections present the
disaggregated results for each livelihood capital, i.e. Natural, Human, Social and Economic,
based on their respective indicators.

Table 5: Natural Capital Indicators by Community

Community Allotment ownership Fishing areas access Natural Capital Sub-
Index
Busua 0.47 0.97 0.72
Dixcove 0.40 0.96 0.68
Achonwa 0.19 0.96 0.58
Akwidaa 0.21 0.96 0.59
Princess Town  0.13 0.96 0.57
Akatekyi 0.18 0.96 0.55
Agyan 0.12 0.98 0.55
Akonu 0.20 1.00 0.60
Average 0.24 0.97 0.60

The natural capital sub-index, comprising allotment ownership and fishing area
access, yielded an average score of 0.60 (Table 5), reflecting a moderate overall
contribution to marine resource dependency. However, the two indicators exhibited starkly
contrasting trends. Fishing area access scores were consistently high across all communities
(0.96 to 1.0), with all communities scoring above 0.95 (Table 4). The high scores suggest
that households have limited access to diverse fishing areas, heightening their reliance on
the available marine resources. Communities such as Akonu (1.0), Agyan (0.98), and Busua

(0.97) were particularly constrained in their access to alternative fishing grounds, thereby
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driving up their dependency levels. Conversely, allotment ownership scores were uniformly
low (<0.5) across all communities, with Busua (0.47) being the highest. These lower values
indicate broader land ownership, which helps reduce dependence on marine resources
across communities.

Table 6: Human Capital Indicators by Community

Community Educational level  Fishing Economic Human
labour Burden Capital Sub-
relevance Index

Busua 0.78 0.81 0.83 0.81

Dixcove 0.71 0.88 0.85 0.81

Achonwa 0.77 0.72 0.85 0.78

Akwidaa 0.79 0.87 0.86 0.84

Princess Town 0.76 0.73 0.88 0.79

Akatekyi 0.76 0.91 0.91 0.72

Agyan 0.70 0.81 0.89 0.80

Akonu 0.63 0.51 0.88 0.67

Average 0.74 0.78 0.87 0.81

The human capital sub-index, which includes fishing labour relevance, educational
level, and economic burden, emerged as the highest contributor to marine resource
dependency, with an overall average score of 0.81 (Table 6). Among these indicators,
fishing labour relevance was particularly high in Princess Town (0.91) and Dixcove (0.88),
emphasising fishing as a primary livelihood activity in these communities, with limited
occupational diversification. Similarly, Akwidaa (0.87) and Agyan (0.81) also showed high
scores, reflecting deep-rooted expertise in marine-related livelihoods accumulated over the

years. In contrast, Akonu (0.51) recorded the lowest score, suggesting comparatively greater
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experience in alternative income sources. There were notable variations in educational

attainment. Communities like Akonu (0.63) and Agyan (0.70) exhibited the lowest values,

reflecting relatively stronger educational attainment and greater potential for economic

diversification. In contrast, Akwidaa (0.79) and Busua (0.78) achieved relatively higher

values for educational level, indicating comparatively lower educational outcomes, likely

limiting opportunities for diversification away from marine-based livelihoods. The

economic burden indicator made the most significant contribution to marine resource

dependence related to human capital across all communities, with most scores exceeding

0.85. Princess Town (0.91), Agyan (0.89) and Akatekyi (0.88) recorded particularly high

scores, indicating economic pressures from supporting a large household size with fewer

income-contributing members.

Table 7: Social Capital Indicators by Community

Community Informal Social Formal Social Social Capital Sub-
Capital Capital Index
Busua 0.52 0.90 0.71
Dixcove 0.56 0.70 0.63
Achonwa 0.58 0.85 0.72
Akwidaa 0.52 0.91 0.72
Princess Town 0.53 0.86 0.69
Akatekyi 0.53 0.77 0.65
Agyan 0.42 0.55 0.48
Akonu 0.32 0.75 0.53
Average 0.50 0.79 0.65

The social capital sub-index, encompassing informal social capital, formal capital,

and work independence, demonstrated a moderate overall contribution to marine resource
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dependency, with an average score of 0.65 (Table 7). Among these indicators, informal
social capital, which represents a reliance on family and community networks, contributed
the least to marine dependency across all communities. Most communities displayed mid-
range values for this indicator, including Achonwa (0.58), Dixcove (0.56), Princess Town
(0.53), Akatekyi (0.53), Busua (0.52), and Akwidaa (0.52), demonstrating moderate-level
support from informal systems. However, Akonu (0.32) and Agyan (0.42) recorded the
lowest values, suggesting stronger informal networks that may help reduce reliance on
marine resources. In contrast, formal capital emerged as the most significant social capital
contributor to marine resource dependency, with the highest values observed in Akwidaa
(0.91), followed closely by Busua (0.9), Akatekyi (0.86), Achonwa (0.85), Princess Town
(0.77), Akonu (0.75), Dixcove (0.7) and the lowest value observed in Agyan (0.55). This
indicated particularly low membership in formal institutions within these communities.
Conversely, Agyan (0.55) displayed the lowest formal capital-related contribution to
dependency, indicating comparatively stronger institutional engagement that may reduce
over-reliance on marine resources.

Table 8: Economic Capital Indicators by Community

Community Work Expenditure Subsidies ~ Food Economic
independence dependency Capital

Sub-index
Busua 0.83 0.38 0.93 0.79 0.73
Dixcove 0.83 0.35 0.90 0.80 0.72
Achonwa 0.68 0.31 0.94 0.85 0.69
Akwidaa 0.83 0.32 0.98 0.84 0.74
Princess Town 0.68 0.33 0.94 0.83 0.69
Akatekyi 0.87 0.31 0.97 0.82 0.74
Agyan 0.77 0.38 0.90 0.92 0.74
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Table 8: Continued
Akonu 0.60 0.29 1.00 0.95 0.71

Average 0.76 0.34 0.95 0.85 0.72

The economic capital indicators, including work independence, expenditure,
subsidies, and food dependency, contributed substantially to marine resource dependency,
with an average score of 0.72 (Table 8). Among these indicators, work independence, a
measure of livelihood diversification, exhibited moderate to high values, with Princess
Town (0.87) and Busua (0.83) showing the strongest reliance on marine-based livelihoods,
indicative of limited occupational alternatives. In contrast, Akonu (0.60), Akatekyi (0.68),
and Achonwa (0.68) exhibited comparatively lower values, indicating greater
diversification into non-marine income sources. Food dependency was another prominent
contributor to marine resource dependency, particularly in Akonu (0.95), Agyan (0.92),
Achonwa (0.85), and Akwidaa (0.84). These scores indicate a substantial dependence on
marine resources for household food security. Notably, subsidies emerged as the most
influential economic indicator, with consistently high scores across all communities. There
were near-maximum scores in all communities, particularly in Akonu (1.0), Akwidaa
(0.98), and Princess Town (0.97), indicating that communities had minimal or no access to
subsidies to reduce resource dependency. In contrast, expenditure scores were uniformly
low across communities, with marginal variations. Comparably, Busua (0.38) and Agyan
(0.38) recorded the highest scores, while Akonu (0.29) reported the lowest amongst the
communities.

Sub-index Values by Community
Figure 3 presents the individual contributions of sub-indexes to marine resource

dependence across the eight coastal communities. Human capital is the dominant
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contributor in most communities, particularly in Agyan, Akwidaa, and Dixcove. Economic
capital shows high contributions in Agyan, Princess Town, and Achonwa. Natural capital
contributions are moderate across communities but are relatively lower in Akwidaa and
Akatekyi. Social capital shows more variation, with lower contributions in Agyan and

Akonu, and higher values in Akatekyi and Akwidaa.
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Figure 3: Sub-index values by community

Statistical Comparison of Marine Resource Dependence Among Communities

Before conducting statistical comparisons, a joint Skewness-Kurtosis test was
performed to determine the appropriate statistical approach. As shown in Table 9, the joint
Skewness-Kurtosis test produced a p-value of 0.0606, which exceeded the 0.05 threshold
(p <0.05). This indicates that the MRDI scores do not deviate significantly from a normal
distribution, thereby justifying the use of parametric tests (e.g., ANOVA) for further

analysis.
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Table 9: Skewness-Kurtosis Test for Normality of MRDI

Skewness and Kurtosis tests for normality

Variable Observation  Pr(skewness) Pr (kurtosis) Adjchi2(2) Prob>chi2

MRDI 394 0.0188 0.7804 5.61 0.0606

One-Way ANOVA Comparing Marine Resource Dependency Index (MRDI) Across
Communities

Table 10 presents the results of a one-way ANOV A examining whether MRDI scores differ
significantly across the eight study communities. The analysis revealed a statistically
significant difference between groups (F (7, 386) =4.53, p <0.0001).

Table 10: One-Way ANOVA of MRDI Scores by Community

Source SS df MS F Prob>F
Between 31.7904 7 4.5415 4.53 0.0001
groups

Within 387.0128 386 1.0026

groups

Total 418.8031 393 1.0657

The one-way ANOV A results indicate a statistically significant difference in mean
MRDI scores across the eight coastal communities (F (7, 386) = 4.53, p < 0.0001). This
suggests that marine resource dependency is not uniform across the study area. Although
the communities exhibit moderate to high levels of dependence, the significant F-statistic
indicates that the degree of dependence varies meaningfully across communities, reflecting

differences in livelihood structures, access to resources, and socio-economic conditions.
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Additionally, Bartlett’s test confirmed the assumption of equal variances across groups (>
(7)=6.9456, p = 0.435). The significant F-value (F =4.53, p =0.0001) indicates differences
in mean MRDI scores across communities, further strengthening the robustness of the
ANOVA results. Ultimately, it shows that the observed differences in the MRDI are
unlikely to be driven by unequal variability across the communities.
Bonferroni-Adjusted Pairwise Comparisons

To identify which community pairs differ significantly in their MRDI scores, post
hoc tests/pairwise comparisons (i.e., Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons) were
performed. Because there are eight (8) communities, there are 28 pairwise comparisons.
The Bonferroni adjustment controls for Type I error by effectively setting a stricter
significance level. The analysis reveals that differences in marine resource dependency are
concentrated between communities with relatively high MRDI scores and those with
comparatively lower scores, rather than being uniformly distributed across all community
pairs. In the analysis, the pairwise comparisons (see Table 11) indicate the following key
differences:
Akwidaa and Busua, both recording the highest scores, showed statistically significant
differences when compared with Agyan (p = 0.020 and p = 0.021, respectively). This
indicates that levels of marine resource dependency in Akwidaa and Busua are significantly
higher than in Agyan. Other comparisons involving Akonu (e.g., Akonu vs Akwidaa (p =
0.006), Akonu vs Busua (p = 0.005), Akonu vs Dixcove (p =0.027), and Akonu vs Princess
Town (p = 0.080)) also yielded p-values that remain significant after adjustment. These
results highlight Akonu as a distinct community with lower marine resource dependence

than the rest.
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Table 11: Bonferroni-Adjusted Pairwise Comparisons of MRDI Scores

Row Achonwa  Agyan Akatekyi  Akonu Akwidaa  Busua Dixcove

Mean

Agyan 1.000

Akatekyi  1.000 1.000

Akonu 0.935 1.000 1.000

Akwidaa  1.000 0.020 0.249 0.006

Busua 0.681 0.021 0.188 0.005 1.000

Dixcove 1.000 0.108 1.000 0.027 1.000 1.000

Princess 1.000 0.460 1.000 0.080 1.000 1.000 1.000
Town

Perspectives on the Economic and Social Implications of MPAs among the selected
coastal communities

The second objective was to examine the perceived potential economic and social
implications of MPAs. To accomplish this objective, the study investigated awareness and
understanding of MPAs, attitudes towards conservation, and perceptions of how MPAs

could potentially affect livelihoods.

Awareness and Knowledge of Proposed MPA Establishment

To determine awareness of the respondents on the proposed MPA establishment,
participants were asked whether they had heard of the designated sites. Before responding,
each participant received a brief explanation of MPAs to ensure clarity. As shown in Figure
4, 62% of respondents reported being aware of the proposed MPA, while 38% were

unawarc.
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m Aware of MPAs ® Not Aware of MPAs

Figure 4: Community Awareness of Proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
Establishment

To further explore awareness of the proposed establishment of MPAs, focus group
discussions (FGDs) were conducted. Assessing awareness was necessary because
knowledge and understanding of MPAs influence how coastal communities perceive
proposed restrictions and socio-economic impacts. The qualitative findings reveal that
awareness and understanding of MPAs varied across communities, with some
demonstrating informed recognition of conservation principles and others expressing
uncertainty and limited exposure to the initiative. In some communities, there was a clear
recognition of MPAs as designated zones for marine conservation, emphasising restrictions
on fishing to protect fish breeding grounds and ensure long-term ecological benefits. For
instance, one discussant framed the MPA as a scientifically informed intervention:
“...Like we are saying, there is a place where the fish breed. So, the Government
researched about it and wants to protect that area,; we support it because it will bring more

fish...FGD 02.”
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Similarly, another participant demonstrated an awareness of the temporal nature of spatial
fisheries management measures, describing MPAs as involving periodic closures and
reopening of fishing grounds to allow for ecological recovery and sustainable harvesting;
“We have heard of the MPA. They said that a portion has been selected which would be
fishing-free for a period. The purpose is to allow the fish to grow and also encourage
appropriate fishing practices when the time is due for harvesting...FGD 04”
Conversely, other communities reported minimal exposure to MPA-related discussions,
with awareness often emerging indirectly through neighbouring villages. Participants
reported that discussions about MPAs were taking place in neighbouring areas but not
within their own communities. This led to feelings of exclusion and uncertainty regarding
the proposed MPA. As one participant noted: “Concerning MPAs, we don’t have such
meetings here, but there are such discussions if you go to Dixcove and Akwidaa. I learned

that soon we will have those discussions...FGD 03”.

Sources of Information on Proposed MPAs

To understand how community members became aware of the proposed MPAs,
respondents who indicated awareness were further asked to identify their sources of
information. Figure 5 shows the responses across six primary sources. A total of 42.5% of
respondents (n=136) reported learning about the proposed MPA through community
meetings. Although this represents the single largest source, it also indicates that fewer than
half of the respondents obtained information through formal community meetings. The
second most cited source was Traditional leaders, such as the chief fisherman (25.0%),
emphasising the influence of traditional authorities in conservation discussions.
Government officials were a source of awareness for 18.4% of respondents, indicating some
level of governmental outreach, although limited. Other sources included Information

Centres (8.4%), Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) (7.9%), and informal social
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networks such as family and friends (4.1%). This distribution of sources represents a variety
of information channels, with awareness arising from a mix of traditional, communal,
institutional and informal routes. The findings suggest that while community meetings and
traditional authorities play important roles in information dissemination, awareness of the
proposed MPA is shaped by varied communication contexts across communities. This

indicates differences in exposure, engagement mechanisms and stakeholder involvement.
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Figure 5: Sources of Information on the Proposed MPAs

Note: Multiple responses

Attitudes Toward Conservation Goals

Community attitudes toward the proposed MPAs varied significantly across the
study sites, ranging from enthusiastic support to outright resistance. These attitudes were
shaped by a combination of cultural understanding of marine stewardship, perceptions of
institutional credibility and concerns about economic survival.
Across all the studied communities, participants generally recognised the importance of
conserving marine resources, especially given declining fish stocks. Participants from
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Dixcove and Busua, for instance, recognised the need to protect marine life to promote long-
term sustainability. Many acknowledge the potential of MPAs to protect breeding habitats
and support ecological recovery by increasing fish availability. Illustratively, one
participant in Dixcove likened the need for fish to find sanctuary to human birthing
processes, stating, “Humans go to the hospital to give birth before resuming their daily life,
and I believe fish need the same protection...FGD 04”

However, despite the widespread agreement on the principle of conservation, support for
MPAs was rarely unconditional. Instead, it hinged on several factors such as the historical
inconsistencies of implementing agencies, weak enforcement mechanisms and anticipated
impacts on their livelihoods. Participants in Aketekyi and Agyan, for example, questioned
the logic of implementing MPAs without first addressing rampant illegal fishing practices
such as light fishing, trawling in unapproved areas and the use of unapproved nets. Many
believed that illegal fishing posed a more immediate and severe threat than open access
fishing by locals. One participant in Aketekyi argued:

“The primary issue is to stop light fishing, the light is destroying everything, and when they
do that, there will be no need for the MPA...FGD 05.”

This sentiment reflected a common thread that MPAs, without enforcement of existing
regulations, would be ineffective.

In communities like Busua and Princess Town, some participants expressed hope that MPAs
could bring long-term ecological and economic benefits. However, these attitudes leaned
towards conditional support as they believed MPAs might work depending on the
effectiveness of the policy and those managing it. One participant in Princess Town shared,
“MPAs are places where fish come to lay eggs, I believe if they are managed well, they will

allow us to harvest more in the future...FGD 06.”
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While this hopeful outlook existed, other communities like Akwidaa were far more
resistant. For a community deeply reliant on fishing for their livelihoods, any restriction was
viewed as a direct threat to their survival. One participant articulated the stance of the
community:

“We would prefer the Government keep the MPAs to themselves. Even if they offered us a
building full of money in exchange for implementing it, we would reject it. No matter what
they say about it, we will not accept the MPA...FGD 04”

For these participants, MPAs symbolised loss of access, marginalisation, and policy
imposed without their consent. Their resistance occurred within a context of high marine
resource dependence and limited livelihood diversification. As shown in Table 4, Akwidaa
recorded one of the highest MRDI scores (8.09), driven largely by high fishing labour
relevance, economic burden, limited alternative work, and substantial food dependency.
Additionally, qualitative evidence further revealed that resistance in Akwidaa was shaped
by awareness and participation-related factors. These findings show that their resistance
was not rooted in indifference to marine degradation but in lived experiences and
apprehensions regarding economic vulnerability and procedural inclusion.

Notably, several participants across multiple communities framed conservation in
intergenerational terms to show their support for marine protection. In Akonu, a participant
explained this using a well-known Akan proverb:

“Our coast is our future. At the moment, we are doing this for our children so the fish in
our waters will not go extinct anytime soon...FGD 08~

Such framing suggests that values on stewardship were widespread and could serve as an
entry point for culturally grounded conservation approaches.

Ultimately, attitudes towards MPAs were not driven by rejection of conservation but by

deep-rooted concerns about institutional implementation. Support for MPAs, where it
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existed, was heavily dependent on trust and a desire for fairness, and even among
supporters, there was a consensus that MPAs would be ineffective unless harmful fishing

practices such as light fishing and unapproved nets were strictly regulated and enforced.

Systemic Exclusion and Inequality in Marine Policy Governance

Participants perceived the proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) as more than
being about conservation. Rather, they saw MPAs as part of a broader governance system
characterised by exclusion, inequality and political interference. Concerns were generally
centred around two major areas: limited community participation in decision-making and
unequal distribution of MPA-related benefits and enforcement efforts.
Limited Representation in Decision-Making Processes
Across nearly all the communities, there was a deep and recurring concern that MPA-related
decisions were being made without genuine local input. While some acknowledged that
consultation meetings had occurred, many described them as tokenistic, noting they offered
no real opportunity for influence or responsiveness. This fostered a sense of powerlessness
and alienation. As one participant in Dixcove shared,
“Sometimes, our views are not taken into consideration, which makes us hesitant to attend
meetings.. FGD 01.”
Others expressed frustration that research and planning for the MPA designation occurred in
their fishing areas without prior consultation. This framed the MPA as a Government-
imposed decision rather than a collaborative effort with affected communities. One
participant in Akwidaa expressed,
“The Government came, did their research, and concluded that this area would hold the
MPA without consulting us...FGD 04”
In Achonwa and Princess Town, participants felt overlooked altogether, with some

highlighting little representation during discussions, while others only learned of
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consultations taking place in neighbouring areas. Even in communities such as in Busua,
Akonu and Agyan, where participants reported more inclusive engagement, there remained
doubts about their value. The main concern was that these consultation processes lacked
transparency and rarely led to tangible action, especially regarding promised support for
fishers during restricted periods. This further undermined confidence in any future
engagement.

In Aketekyi, participants expressed a deeper distrust, not only in the consultation process
but also in the political motivations behind enforcement practices. Participants explicitly
linked decision-making failures to political interference and selective enforcement. One
participant revealed the disconnect between public commitments and the on-the-ground
realities by explaining;

“The idea (establishment of MPAs) is good, but they should engage with us more.
Nowadays, politics is encouraging illegal fishing practices. Some time ago, the Minister
(Fisheries and Aquaculture) called us to Accra to discuss why the light should be banned,
but still, the light is being used...FGD 05~

This lack of transparency and responsiveness has eroded trust, not only in the MPA process
but in the broader system of marine governance.

Inequality in Resource Distribution and Policy Enforcement

The mistrust among participants extended beyond consultation and translated into how they
believed the MPA would be implemented, should it be approved. Based on past experiences
with other programmes, many anticipated that any future support, such as compensation or
alternative livelihoods, would be distributed unfairly, favouring wealthier or politically
connected individuals. Participants described the system as rigged, expressing frustration
over how government support mechanisms were often monopolised and distributed. One

participant in Dixcove described,
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“Whenever there’s an opportunity, it always goes to the rich in the community... FGD 01

This sentiment was echoed in Akwidaa, where fishers recounted previous government
programmes that failed to reach them, further increasing scepticism about MPA-related
assistance. One participant in Akwidaa remarked,

“We were told the Government would help with nets, but to this day, we have received
nothing...FGD 04”

Participants in Achonwa expressed fears that the MPA support scheme would follow the
same pattern of helping only a select few and cautioned against it.

“If the MPA is for all of us, then everyone should benefit. Not that it will help only some
people while the rest of us suffer...FGD 03”

Concerns extended beyond past disappointments to policy enforcement, where participants
alleged unequal punishment of fishers. Wealthier or politically connected actors were seen
as protected, while small-scale fishers were penalised. One participant in Busua
emphasised: “The big boats will still find ways to fish while we, the small ones, are left to
suffer...FGD 02”

Another participant in Aketekyi stated,

“Some time ago, the Minister (Fisheries and Aquaculture) called us to Accra to discuss why
the light should be banned, but still, the light is being used. The big men have the boats, so
they don’t stop it.. . FGD 05”

These accounts reveal a perception that marine conservation is being carried out along
existing socio-economic fault lines and is likely to reinforce inequality rather than resolve
it. From tokenistic consultation to elite-dominated benefit distribution and unequal
enforcement, this deep-seated distrust in policy implementation has led to scepticism about
whether MPAs would be enforced fairly or simply worsen existing economic disparities,

reproducing the same injustices as experienced in the past.
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Economic Impacts of Proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)

The introduction of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) presents a complex economic
challenge for coastal fishing communities. While MPAs are designed to replenish fish
stocks and promote long-term sustainability, fishers worry about the immediate economic
disruptions they may cause. The findings from the study reveal three interrelated themes

shaping the concerns of the communities.

Livelihood Fragility and Economic Insecurity in Coastal Communities

Fishing communities across the study area were experiencing increasing economic
insecurity due to a convergence of ecological, systemic, and policy-related pressures.
Participants consistently described how declining fish stocks, rising operational costs and
lack of viable alternatives have undermined their ability to sustain their households. This
context influenced how MPAs were viewed with anxiety and scepticism.

A common concern among participants was the decline in fish availability, largely driven
by illegal practices such as light fishing, trawling, and the harvesting of fingerlings. These
were perceived to disproportionately benefit industrial and semi-industrial vessels while
harming small-scale fishers who rely on traditional gear and techniques. One participant in
Dixcove noted,

“About 10 years ago, the large boats didn’t fish where we used to go with our small canoes.
But now, they harvest the fingerlings, and we don’t get the fish anymore...FGD 01”
Participants expressed feeling disadvantaged compared to larger boat users who are better
equipped to access deeper and more productive waters. As one participant from Agyan
explained, “For those using the boats, they harvest more and leave nothing for us using the
canoe because they can go farther out to sea...FGD 07”.

Beyond these illegal practices, climate-related changes have further compounded the

challenges faced by fishermen. In Princess Town, for instance, participants highlighted the
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growing invasion of sargassum (seaweed), which obstructed their nets and complicated
fishing processes. One participant remarked, “When you cast your net, all you pull out is
seaweed, so how will we bring home a harvest for our families?...FGD 06"

As a result of these challenges, operational costs have also risen sharply. Fishers across
several communities described how dwindling catches have forced them to travel longer
distances and spend more hours at sea, at a higher cost, only to return with smaller and less
valuable catches. A participant in Dixcove shared,

“The nets and fuel we buy now are expensive, and sometimes we don’t get enough fish to
make it worth the trip...We incur expenses of about GHS 10,000 to fish, but when we sell
the catch, we make at most GHS 4,000...FGD 01"

Another in Aketekyi expressed;

“At first, we could harvest five containers easily, but ever since light fishing became
rampant, we can cover a very long distance for 10 days, and we won’t get even two
containers...FGD 05”

These testimonies illustrate a vicious cycle of financial losses, where increased effort yields
diminishing returns. The trend has left many households in debt and has translated directly
into economic insecurity. As catches decline, families are increasingly unable to meet basic
needs. Many reported that the unpredictability of their income now prevents them from
keeping their children in school. In Aketekyi, one participant shared:

“Since the harvest has gone down, this difficulty has happened, and nobody can even take
their children to the university. Even at the JHS level, when they demand 700 cedis at the
end of the year, we can’t afford it. Currently, I have not been able to pay 100 cedis for my
kid in school...FGD 05

For many households, fishing was described not just as a source of income but as a lifeline,

and its near collapse triggered cascading effects. For many, the absence of alternative
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livelihood options meant that even small fluctuations in catch could leave their household
needs unmet. Several participants noted increasing signs of social issues within their
communities. Some mentioned school dropouts, increased theft, and youth involvement in
illegal mining (“galamsey”), as emerging consequences of financial desperation. A
participant in Aketekyi shared, “Now, children don’t go to school anymore, issues of theft
are rampant, and others are involved in galamsey... FGD 05~

Against this backdrop of struggle, the proposed MPAs were viewed with ambivalence.
While some participants believed that well-managed MPAs could improve the income of
fishers over time, they also viewed the restrictions associated with MPAs as a potential
source of hardship that could impose new burdens on communities that were already
struggling to survive.

One participant in Dixcove expressed: “We depend on fishing for everything, so if they stop
us, how will we survive?..FGD 01

Another participant in Achonwa echoed this sentiment:

“We have no other work apart from fishing, so any stoppage will affect us badly... FGD
03”

In Akwidaa, the strong opposition to MPAs was evident, with participants fearing their
potential to disrupt their only source of income. One participant asserted, “Fishing is our
means of income and survival, If the MPA is introduced, it will bring a lot of hardship upon
us...FGD 04

There were also concerns about the timing of potential restrictions, with participants fearing
that MPAs could coincide with peak harvest months, further undermining economic
resilience. As one participant in Agyan expressed, “If they stop us during the good harvest

months, we won 't have money to survive... FGD 07"
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Smaller-scale fishers, particularly those with limited gear or capacity, felt especially
vulnerable and were concerned about the financial strain they would endure during potential
closure periods. One participant in Akonu expressed,
“For those using smaller gears, it will be very hard for us to make money during that time. ..
FGD 08
Despite these concerns, a few participants believed that MPAs could lead to improved
incomes and better living conditions for their families if properly managed. A participant in
Akonu remarked, “When the men bring in more fish, we can smoke them and sell them,
which will help us cater for our children... FGD 08
These mixed perceptions reflect that while people want ecological recovery, they fear that
MPAs, when introduced without viable alternative livelihood options or support, will leave
them trapped in a cycle of poverty, further deepening the risk of socio-economic insecurity.
Impact on Food Security and Nutritional Health

The decline in fish stocks has directly affected household food security and nutrition
across coastal communities. Participants consistently expressed that reduced access to fish,
which is the primary source of affordable protein, has disrupted diets, raised food prices,
and triggered fears of malnutrition and hunger.
In communities like Dixcove, Busua, and Akwidaa, participants described how reduced fish
availability has increased food prices and made nutritious meals harder to afford. Fish, once
a staple, has become a luxury for many households. A Dixcove participant explained:
“If there’s no fish, how can we feed our families? We rely on fish for protein, and without
it, our children will suffer... FGD 01”
A participant in Busua also shared, “We used to eat fish with every meal, but now it’s a

luxury. This is affecting our health... FGD 02”
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In several communities, participants highlighted that the area designated for the proposed
MPA is where their major fishing grounds are located, and they believed it would worsen
food insecurity once established. One participant remarked,

“There will be issues of hunger because where we will get to fish is where the MPA will be
established...FGD 02”

In Akwidaa, Achonwa and Akatekyi, participants connected fish scarcity directly to health
deterioration: One Aketekyi participant warned, “The MPA will bring sickness. We won’t
have good food to eat, and that will bring sickness and financial challenges...FGD 057
Participants in Akonu drew parallels between MPAs and likened their potential effect to
that of the closed season, expressing fears of recurring food shortages:

“Implementing the MPA will bring about hunger in the community. As it is closed season
now, there are fish in the sea, but we are not supposed to go fishing, and we are hungry, so
if the MPA comes, it is going to do the same, and we will face hunger... FGD 08”

While some voices were more hopeful, they emphasised the need for fair and transparent
implementation. A female participant explained:

“There are challenges when you begin anything, but when we do it well, it will help. If the
leaders are truthful and fair, when we struggle for a while, and the fish become abundant,
we are the same people who will go and fish. We will get money to buy from the crop
farmers, and they will, in turn, grow more crops. Now, because they don’t get enough fish,
there is no money to buy cassava and other foodstuffs, and most of it has rotted away. So,
if they implement it well, it will help us...FGD 02”

As the data suggest, this optimism, however, was conditional and hinged on trust, integrity,

commitment to a good cause, compensation and short-term support mechanisms.
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Gendered Impacts of Food Scarcity

A recurring sub-theme was that food insecurity was deeply gendered. Women, who
often manage the household food and earn income from fish processing, are
disproportionately affected when fish availability is low. In Dixcove, participants
emphasised that women would bear the brunt of the economic challenges caused by the
establishment of MPAs. One participant explained,
“If the men don’t catch fish, the women have nothing to sell. This will affect the entire family
because they feed the home... FGD 01”
Similar concerns were echoed in Busua, where women highlighted that they often shoulder
emotional and economic burdens during hardship. Participants acknowledged that while
men might struggle with fishing restrictions, women would bear the economic ripple effects,
particularly in securing food for their families. One participant explained,
“When everything about fishing is put together, the women are those who suffer. If it should
affect the men, it will not be as bad compared to the women, because when the men do not
get fish, all they care about is having food on the table. Wherever you get money, they don’t
care... FGD 02”
In Princess Town, women described how they are often left with full responsibility of
managing the household when men migrate in search of alternative work. One participant
expressed,
“In times of difficulty and hardship, we, the ladies, suffer more because when my husband
goes to harvest fish is when I can also get something to do for the family. Another reason is
that in times of difficulty, husbands just leave home in search of something to cater for the
family. Once he is gone, our kids cry, looking to us for food, which becomes the burden of

the wife... FGD 06”.
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In Aketekyi, participants reported that women often sell personal belongings to support their
households during economic difficulties. One woman shared,

“Women suffer when our children are going to school, and there is no money. We can even
sell our clothes, but the men will not do the same. So, there should be jobs for us, the
women... FGD 05”

The gender imbalance was put succinctly by a participant in Agyan, who shared,

“In difficult times, we, the ladies, suffer more. When it happens, there is no money, so when
the kid goes to their dad for anything, he tends to direct them to us to cater or provide for
the needs of the child, because he also has nothing since the sea has been closed, and they
are unable to harvest fish to sell and make enough cash. With that, whether I have or not, 1
will have to provide for the kids, so in times of difficulty, we, the ladies, suffer a lot...FGD

07"

These findings reveal that food insecurity in the context of MPAs is multidimensional. It
shows that food insecurity in coastal communities is not only about the availability of fish,
but also about who manages food, who suffers when food is scarce, and how gender roles
influence vulnerability. While MPAs may improve fish stocks over time, community
members fear that short-term restrictions will deepen food insecurity, especially for women,
who are at the forefront of household provisioning. These highlight that any successful
MPA implementation must therefore be gender-sensitive and nutritionally informed to
prevent intensifying household hunger as well as widening gender inequalities.
Social and Cultural Impacts of Proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
Cultural and Ritual Disruptions

Cultural traditions and rituals tied to the marine environment were evident across all
communities. Many described the sea as not just a site for their economic activity, but as a

vital cultural and spiritual element. Many participants emphasised that traditional rituals,
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beliefs in sea deities, and ceremonies to ensure safe passage and a good harvest were integral
to their fishing practices. The proposed establishment of MPAs raised concerns about the
potential disruption they could cause to sacred practices tied to the sea.

In Dixcove, participants spoke of rituals performed at the seashore to honour a sea god
named ‘“Nana Ekow Broni.” These rituals were believed to ensure good harvests and
provide fishers protection from misfortune at sea. One participant expressed concern about
the potential consequences of MPAs on these traditions:

“If the MPA restricts our fishing, it will provoke our gods in the community. They don 't like
the closed season, and the MPA might unleash their anger...FGD 01.”

Similarly, in Busua, participants highlighted historical traditions such as pouring libations
to a sea god called “Nana Abrekow.” These rituals, though less frequently practised today,
were credited with ensuring bumper harvests in the past. One participant noted,

“In the old days, these rituals were serious, and they brought us good harvests. Maybe if we
try them again, things will improve... FGD 02”

In Akwidaa, rituals remain a vital part of cultural life. Participants described annual
ceremonies performed to honour a god called “Asaase Wura,” particularly during festive
seasons. A participant noted that while MPAs may not directly prevent these rituals, they
could indirectly disrupt their livelihoods, making it difficult to get the economic means
required to sustain these practices:

“These rituals are important to us. If the MPA is implemented, it may not disrupt the rituals
themselves, but it will disrupt us, the fishermen... FGD 04”

Other communities reflected a gradual decline in traditional rituals, which they linked to the
shift in religion, as many elders who led such practices were no longer alive. A female
participant in Achonwa attributed the erosion of marine rituals to the growing influence of

Christianity. She explained,
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“There used to be rituals for the ocean, but now Christianity has taken over, and these
practices have diminished... FGD 03”

A similar trend was observed in Akonu, where a participant explained:

“We used to perform some rituals here every year, and it helps us with harvest, but it’s been
five years since we performed traditional practices for the sea... FGD 08”

In contrast, Aketekyi continues to perform annual rituals to honour the lagoon deity “Nana
Apugu”, who is believed to bring bountiful harvest and protect fishers. The rituals reflect a
belief in maintaining harmony with the marine environment, viewing the sea as a provider
that must be respected. Similar beliefs were echoed in Agyan, where participants described
performing rituals at a sacred island or stone to bless their fishing efforts and protect the
community in general. Some believed that the decline in fish stocks was a direct
consequence of abandoning these rituals. One participant revealed, “We used to worship
gods before the arrival of the Bible. We now find ourselves turning our backs on the sea
and the gods who protect us here. After the introduction of Jesus Christ, we have now turned
our backs on the gods who help us when we perform rituals for them. Since that has reduced,
it has also affected our harvest... FGD 07.”

In Princess Town, cultural practices were mentioned in passing but did not appear to play a
central role in local concerns about the MPAs. Most participants instead focused on the
practical implications of the MPA on their daily lives rather than the spiritual consequences.
Overall, these findings indicate that the proposed MPAs intersect with spiritual belief
systems in several communities by potentially restricting access to marine spaces culturally
recognised as sacred, limiting the performance of sea-related rituals, and disrupting
livelihoods that provide the material means to sustain ritual practices. Hence, their
implementation must also consider the cultural and spiritual aspects of managing marine

resources.
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Anticipated Strains on Community Cohesion

While many fishing communities described themselves as generally peaceful and
united by their shared dependence on the sea, the introduction of MPAs raised fears of
disunity and conflict. These concerns were rooted in the belief that unfair restrictions,
support or enforcement could threaten unity, trust and result in social conflict within their
communities. As one participant in Dixcove expressed clearly:
“There is peace and unity here because we understand each other, but if the MPA is
introduced and some benefit while others don'’t, it will create conflict... FGD 01”
A similar concern came from Busua, where participants feared that resource restrictions or
unequal distribution of benefits might create conflict among community members and
stressed that fair implementation was key to maintaining social harmony. One participant
remarked:
“If the benefits are shared fairly, there will be unity. But if leaders take advantage, it will
bring chaos... FGD 02”
These views were echoed in Agyan, where participants warned that unequal enforcement
of the law could divide communities rather than unite them.
“If the rules apply to some and not others, it will cause conflict... FGD 07"
Such concerns show that social cohesion is not guaranteed and is likely to be threatened by
perceived injustice. Some communities even went further, linking hardship from MPA
restrictions to a potential increase in theft and other social problems. In Akwidaa, the
outlook was particularly grim. One participant foresaw worsening conditions:
“We live in peace now because we understand each other, but when the MPA is introduced,
[ foresee a lot of conflict and theft arising. They should not bring it at all... FGD 04”

Similarly, in Akonu, participants feared the MPAs could create social discord;
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“If the Government does not treat us equally, it will bring problems in the community...
FGD 08”
However, not all shared pessimism. In Achonwa and Princess Town, participants expressed
confidence in the community bonds, doubting that MPAs would harm their unity. They
attributed this faith in their community to a strong sense of mutual care and understanding.
However, even here, they cautioned that poor management could erode trust in government
initiatives. A participant in Achonwa shared,
“We are one big family here, so there is no conflict of any sort, and we live in harmony. We
will just plead with the authority to ensure that once the MPA is implemented, things will
be done properly to ensure that the MPA benefits fisherfolk and the community at large.
Otherwise, we will be disappointed...FGD 03”
This suggests that even within more cohesive communities, the anticipated implementation
of MPAs has raised genuine concerns about social fragmentation. It underscores that social
cohesion must be actively safeguarded through fair governance and equitable distribution
in conservation planning.
Displacement and Migration Risks

Participants across study communities expressed fears that the proposed MPAs, if
implemented without viable economic alternatives, would lead to both physical migration
and cultural displacement. These concerns were especially prominent in communities where
fishing is not only the main livelihood but the foundation of their identity and belonging.
In nearly every community, participants stressed that fishing is not only their primary
occupation but their only viable option for survival. Particularly in Akwidaa and Aketekyi,
participants described their connection to the sea as generational and irreplaceable, with one
participant in Aketekyi stating,

“We have been fishing in these waters for generations. Where else can we go?...FGD 05”
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Participants anticipated that once access to traditional fishing zones was restricted, they
would be pushed out of their trade, further heightening the risk of forced migration. One
participant in Akonu expressed,

“There is no work here apart from fishing. If we cannot fish, many will leave... FGD 08”
Participants repeatedly expressed concerns that the youth, who were already vulnerable due
to declining fish stocks and were faced with joblessness, would be the first to either migrate
to urban areas or engage in illegal mining operations. This concern was not hypothetical, as
many recounted past experiences in which declining fish stocks forced many youths to
migrate in search of work, and they feared that establishing an MPA might exacerbate the
situation. One participant in Achonwa revealed,

“There was an instance where there was no fish to harvest, which drove most of the youth
out of the town in search of work. Most of them ventured into galamsey to make ends meet
because work on the sea had changed. They only returned when there was a slight
improvement in the fishing activities... FGD 03”

Another participant in Busua confirmed this fear and warned,

“If the MPA is not managed well, our young people will leave for galamsey (illegal mining),
and our community will lose its vibrancy... FGD 02

Beyond this concern, participants expressed a deeper fear that migration would disrupt
family structures and dissolve communal identity.

These statements reveal that displacement and migration are not a future fear, but an
ongoing pattern which could accelerate under MPA restrictions. The emotional loss
attached to this, particularly involving the loss of family and the removal of members from
a particular way of life, is just as important as any financial loss. The finding shows that
without clear, careful planning, MPAs may inadvertently catalyse outward migration and

erode coastal community life.
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Strategies to Minimise the Potential Socio-economic Negative Effects Associated with
Establishing MPAs

This section presents the findings from the third objective, which aimed to identify
strategies to minimise potential negative effects associated with establishing marine
protected areas (MPAs) in selected communities. The results are organised into subsections,
each corresponding to specific strategies analysed. The statistical significance of the
observed differences across communities is highlighted, with chi-square test results
provided to indicate the strength of the associations between variables.

Table 12: Preferred Strategies to Minimise Potential Negative Effects of MPAs by
Community

Community name

Achonwa Agyan Akatekyi Akonu Akwidaa Busua Dixcove Princess Total Chi? (Pr)

Town

Compensation support schemes for affected individuals

No 43.7 39.2 547 450 31.6 333 322  67.7 41.9 20.7(0.004)
Yes 56.3 60.8 453 55.0 684 66.7 67.8 323 58.1

Training and Educational programmes

No 39.6 82.4 469 90.0 439 333 36.7 735 51.3 54.4(0.000)
Yes 60.4 17.6  53.1 10.0 56.1 66.7 63.3 26.5 48.7

Increase access to financial services

No 39.6 45.1 54.7 10.0 439 26.7 31.1 44.1 39.3 19.6(0.006)
Yes 60.4 549 453 90.0 56.1 73.3 689 559 60.7
Collaborative decision-making processes

No 54.8 86.3 68.7 100.0 63.2 60.0 489 44.1 62.7 39.0(0.000)

Yes 45.8 13.7 313 0.0 36.8 40.0 51.1 55.9 37.3
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Table 12: Continued

Enforcement of existing marine regulations

No 583 43.1 625 65.0 52.6 76.7 744 441 60.4 22.7(0.002)
Yes 41.7 56.9 375 350 474 233 256 559 39.6

Strengthen community-based organisations

No 813 98.0 89.1 95.0 7895 86.7 889 823 87.1 12.7(0.080)
Yes 18.7 2.0 109 50 21.05 133 11.1 17.7 12.7

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

From Table 12, access to financial services received the highest support (60.7%)
from respondents across all communities, indicating significant support (Chi* = 19.6, p =
0.006), with strong approval in communities such as Akonu (90.0%) and Busua (73.3%).
This underscores the critical role of financial inclusion in mitigating the socio-economic
impacts of MPAs. The lower support in Akatekyi (45.3%) suggests a need for targeted
financial outreach programmes in less receptive areas.

Compensation schemes were the second-most supported strategy (58.1%). The proportion
of support varied significantly (Chi*> = 20.7, p = 0.004). With notable endorsement in
Akwidaa (68.4%). Lower support in communities like Princess Town (32.2%) indicates
potential scepticism about the feasibility or fairness of such schemes. Tailored
compensation models addressing specific community concerns may enhance their
effectiveness.

Training and educational programmes were identified as an effective strategy by nearly half
of the respondents (48.7%), although significant variability was observed (Chi? = 54.4, p <
0.001). Communities such as Agyan and Akonu showed low support for training
programmes (17.6% and 10%, respectively), whereas Achonwa and Busua demonstrated
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higher approval rates (60.4% and 66.7%). These findings suggest that perceptions of the
effectiveness of training programmes are context-dependent.

Enforcement of existing marine regulations garnered support from 39.6% of respondents,
reflecting its limited appeal. While communities such as Agyan (56.9%) showed stronger
approval, others, such as Busua (23.3%), were less supportive, indicating the need for
complementary strategies to enhance regulatory acceptance.

Collaborative decision-making processes were supported by 37.3% of respondents overall
(Chi? =39.0, p < 0.001). Princess Town (55.9%) and Dixcove (51.1%) had relatively high
support, highlighting the importance of inclusive management approaches. Akonu,
however, recorded no support for this strategy (0%), pointing to significant challenges in
fostering participatory governance in some areas.

Strengthening Community-Based Organisations received limited support, with only 12.7%
of the respondents endorsing it (Chi® = 12.7, p = 0.080). Across all communities, low levels
of approval were observed, with the highest support in Achonwa (18.8%) and the lowest in
Agyan (2.0%). The low endorsement suggests that these organisations may lack the
visibility, resources, or trust needed to be effective in supporting MPAs. Strengthening these

institutions will require significant investment in capacity and trust-building measures.
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CHAPTER FIVE
DISCUSSION

Introduction

This chapter presents the discussion on the findings of the study, addressing its
research objectives. First, it assesses the level to which coastal communities in Ghana’s
Western Region depend on marine resources for their livelihoods. Next, it explores local
views on the possible economic and social effects of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs).
Finally, it evaluates strategies to mitigate negative impacts associated with establishing
MPAs, focusing on solutions that work within the local context. This supports sustainable

marine conservation while considering the needs of coastal communities.

Background of Respondents

The gender distribution of respondents shows higher male participation in the study,
which reflects the gender structure of coastal livelihoods in Ghanaian fishing communities.
This can be attributed to the fact that cultural norms and traditional beliefs largely confine
sea-going activities to men, while women dominate the shore-based post-harvest sector
(Adjei & Sika-Bright, 2019). Findings from the study further indicate that fishing is the
primary livelihood activity across the selected communities. This serves as evidence that
men are the group most directly affected by spatial restrictions associated with MPAs.
Consequently, conservation policies that tend to limit access to fishing grounds are likely
to have immediate economic implications for fishermen, who often serve as the primary
income earners and providers for their families (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAQO],
2018a). However, this does not imply that women are unaffected. While men face the
immediate impact of spatial exclusion, women, some of whom are referred to as “Fish
Mammies’ might face a secondary but equally devastating economic shock. In most fishing

communities in the Western Region, women serve as the primary financiers of fishing
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expeditions, suggesting that any reduction in landings due to MPA restrictions can directly
affect their invested capital and household food provisioning (Adjei & Chan, 2023; Samonte
et al., 2016). The age distribution of respondents shows 77.2% were falling between the
ages of 26 and 55. This age bracket represents the economically active population and
constitutes the primary resource users in coastal fisheries in the Western Region (Crawford
et al., 2016). This demographic is not only the primary driver of fishing effort but also the
group with a higher level of resource dependency and overall pressure on marine resources.
Compared with Ghana’s national demographic profile, the study sample shows key
structural similarities and contextual differences. According to the 2021 Population and
Housing Census, Ghana’s population is predominantly youthful, with a median age of
approximately 21.5 years, and economically active adults (25-54) constitute the largest
working-age population (Ghana Statistical Service, 2021). Given that the majority of
respondents are within the economically active age group, their perceptions and livelihood
needs have direct implications for patterns of resource extraction and are therefore
important for decision-making in the communities. Educational attainment among the
studied population was generally low, with 33.5% having no formal education and an
additional 56.4 % completing only basic education. This trend reflects broader patterns
observed in many Ghanaian coastal communities, where access to higher education is
limited, and livelihoods predominantly hinge on traditional knowledge and skills rather than
formal academic training (Amevenku et al., 2019). For many fisherfolk, formal education
is perceived as secondary to practical experience, as sea navigation, securing large catches
and obtaining competitive market prices are learned through hands-on training rather than
institutional education (Ginting, 2018). In terms of MPA administration and marine
governance, low formal educational attainment has implications for effective

communication, enforcement and compliance. Conservation frameworks that rely on
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technical language and written regulations are often inaccessible to primary resource users,
thereby creating a communication gap that undermines legitimacy. This has been
documented in Ghana’s fisheries governance, where a limited understanding of the
scientific rationale behind policies such as the national closed seasons and the ‘Tuesday
Non-Fishing Day’ led to resistance or non-compliance (Ansah et al., 2022; Owusu et al.,
2023). Additionally, limited educational attainment not only perpetuates a cycle of
dependence on traditional livelihoods but also restricts access to formal-sector employment
opportunities (Selig et al., 2019). Marital status data revealed that 66.2% of respondents
were married, reflecting the family-oriented nature of coastal communities in the Western
Region. In these settings, household structures are not merely social units but are the
primary economic systems of the blue economy. Married couples in fishing families often
support each other in the fishing business by pooling resources and sharing labour to
increase total household income (Karakara et al., 2025). Furthermore, because fishing
labour activities are often divided along genderlines within a marriage, the establishment of
an MPA becomes a household-level shock. As documented by Issah (2024), the economic
impact on a married fisher directly translates into a capital deficit for the wife, who typically
processes and trades the catch. Findings from this study also indicate that family members
and social networks were recognised sources of information about proposed MPAs. This
shows that in predominantly married communities, information about MPAs is likely to
circulate within households, shaping their perception and acceptance of conservation
measures. The dominant ethnic groups were Ahanta (54.3%) and Nzema (27.9%), which
reflects the regional ethnic composition and could influence cultural perspectives and
acceptance of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). Additionally, the study found that 82.2% of
respondents were natives of the communities, signifying a strong sense of local attachment.

Household sizes were predominantly one to five (1-5) members (52.8%). While this might
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appear small, in highly resource-dependent coastal communities, household sizes still exert
considerable pressure on marine resources, particularly when fishing serves as the primary
source of income and food (Enema & Quezon, 2024). This pressure is reinforced by the
livelihood structure of the study communities, where artisanal fishing was the main
occupation for 57 % of respondents, while fish processing and trading accounted for 42%.
These findings resonate with prior studies on coastal livelihoods in Ghana, where fishing
and its associated activities serve as the economic backbone of coastal communities
(Danquah et al., 2021). Notably, a significant proportion (57.4%) of respondents reported
having over nine years of experience in their occupation. This implies that the majority
possess the knowledge needed to anticipate potential socio-economic changes associated
with MPAs. Their experience in resource use allows them to observe trends over time and
assess both direct and indirect impacts of environmental interventions. Importantly, such
depth of experience is likely to shape their perceptions of the risks and benefits associated
with MPAs. According to Bennett (2016), perceptions grounded in long-term, lived
experience represent a valuable form of social evidence. These insights are embedded
within local ecological knowledge systems and can enrich decision-making processes by
reflecting historically informed understandings of environmental and socio-economic
dynamics.
Level of Marine Resource Dependency of the Selected Coastal Communities in the
Western Region of Ghana

The Marine Resource Dependency Index (MRDI) findings provide a foundational
understanding of the socio-economic dynamics within selected coastal communities in the
Western Region of Ghana, demonstrating the extent of reliance on marine resources for
livelihoods. Guided by the Socio-Ecological Systems (SES) framework, the MRDI results

are interpreted as outcomes of interactions between ecological conditions, governance
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arrangements, and household-level socio-economic characteristics. The dependency levels
observed across communities therefore reflect not only ecological reliance but also
feedbacks arising from livelihood structure, institutional capacity and adaptive options
available to resource users (Berkes & Folke, 1998; Ostrom, 2009).

The MRDI scores indicate that most coastal communities are highly dependent on
marine resources. The relatively close clustering of scores (between 7.12 and 8.22) in Table
4 reflects a homogenous socio-economic profile across the communities, characterised by
limited access to fishing areas, limited livelihood alternatives, high economic burden, high
food dependence, low levels of external income support (subsidies), and insufficient
presence of formal institutional structures. This finding aligns with studies that highlight the
significance of marine and coastal resources in Ghana as a fundamental component of the
coastal economy, offering essential nourishment, income, and livelihood assistance to
several coastal fishing communities (Hasselberg et al., 2020; Ofori-Danson et al., 2019).
While Akonu was classified as having moderate dependence, its MRDI score (7.12)
approaches the threshold for high dependence, suggesting widespread vulnerability to
disruptions in resource access across all communities. From the SES perspective, such high
levels of dependence signify a state of low resilience and reduced adaptive capacity. When
a social system (e.g., a community) is highly specialised in a single resource, it loses the
flexibility needed to absorb ecological shocks or policy-induced changes (Biggs et al.,
2015). As noted by Albasri and Sammut (2021), a high dependence on coastal resources is
strongly linked to increased livelihood vulnerability and could pose significant threats in
the face of regulatory restrictions. Consequently, this vulnerability presents a significant
management risk to MPAs.

The results for the natural capital sub-index reveal that limited access to fishing areas

significantly increases marine resource dependency, while higher land ownership, although
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not prevalent across all communities, provides a potential pathway to reducing reliance on
marine resources. The consistently high scores for fishing area access (above 0.95 in all
communities) suggest that households have limited access to diverse fishing grounds,
thereby increasing their reliance on available marine resources. Within the SES framework,
the results for the natural capital sub-index reflect ecological constraints interacting with
governance and spatial use conflicts, where limited spatial access to “Resource units” (fish
stocks) directly intensifies marine resource dependency. Empirical evidence indicates that
limited access to fishing areas leads to increased fishing pressure, overexploitation,
declining Catch Per Unit Effort (CPUE), and engagement in illegal or unregulated fishing
practices, which paradoxically increases reliance on the remaining resource to meet basic
needs (Davis & Harasti, 2020; Kraus & Diekmann, 2018). This challenge is evident in the
Western Region, where spatial competition between small-scale fishers and offshore oil and
gas companies, the presence of several exploration and research vessels and spread of
invasive species such as sargassum seaweed have constrained fishing mobility thus reducing
access to fishing grounds (Ackah-Baidoo, 2013; Adjei & Overa, 2019; Mohammed et al.,
2023; Owusu, 2019). These spatial restrictions exacerbate dependence on available marine
resources and heighten the vulnerability of communities to changes in resource access,
especially with potential external interventions such as Marine Protected Areas (MPAs),
which further limit fishing opportunities (Hampton et al., 2023). However, the SES
perspective also highlights the role of alternative resource systems. The comparatively low
allotment ownership score, typically below 0.5 across most communities, indicates that a
significant proportion of households hold allotments. This represents a latent form of social-
ecological resilience. While land ownership is not currently a primary driver of the
economy, it can contribute to economic diversification within these communities. Land and

housing ownership in coastal areas can often create opportunities for alternative income
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sources, ultimately reducing their dependence on marine resources (Fabinyi, 2020). Beyond
fishing, farming serves as a major complementary livelihood, particularly during seasonal
lean periods when fish catches naturally decline, as well as during periods of reduced
catches caused by overfishing or environmental changes (Fisher et al., 2017). Given the
high rate of allotment ownership among respondents, the introduction of MPAs presents a
strategic opportunity to promote context-specific alternative livelihood strategies.
Specifically, leveraging local land ownership can facilitate the development of viable
alternatives such as aquaculture or agroecological farming. These land-based alternatives
can reduce pressure on marine ecosystems while also generating more revenue. A growing
body of literature has underscored the importance of livelihood diversification as a means
to mitigate the socio-economic costs associated with restricted fishing access (Cinner et al.,
2009; Torell et al., 2017). Recognising land as a key developmental asset within MPA
planning allows for a “win-win” SES outcome which involves reducing anthropogenic
pressure on the marine “Resource System” while simultaneously strengthening the
economic “Social Subsystem” (Ostroom, 2009).

Human capital indicators contributed the greatest to marine resource dependency,
with fishing labour relevance and economic burden emerging as the most influential factors.
This aligns with findings by Aldasoro-Said and Ortiz-Lozano (2021), who identified that
fishing labour relevance and economic burden contributed the most to marine resource
dependence in relation to human capital in rural coastal communities. The high fishing
labour relevance in communities such as Princess Town (0.91) and Dixcove (0.88)
characterises these communities as highly specialised social subsystems. This means that
members have developed deep expertise in marine resource exploitation, hence have limited
diversification into other forms of labour. Increased experience often correlates with a

deeper understanding of marine ecosystems, leading to heightened appreciation and greater

121

Digitized by Sam Jonah Library



University of Cape Coast https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

reliance on these resources. Within the SES framework, such specialisation creates a path
to dependency, in which the collective expertise becomes a barrier to transformation (Folke
et al., 2005) and increases exposure to ecological and institutional shocks, as households
possess limited capacity to reallocate labour when marine resource access is constrained.
As noted by Cinner and Pomeroy (2012), such lived experiences often lead to strong socio-
cultural identification with marine ecosystems, where individuals feel that their livelihoods
are intertwined with the health of these ecosystems. The case of Akonu presents an
instructive contrast, with its markedly lower fishing labour relevance (0.51) reflecting
greater experience in alternative livelihoods than in marine-related activities. This finding
is consistent with reports from the Coastal Resources Center and Friends of the Nation
(2010), which describe Akonu as a farming-oriented coastal community with fewer
members engaged in fishing. The comparative analysis between these communities supports
Béné et al.’s (2010) contention that limited economic alternatives correlate strongly with
heightened marine dependency. The substantial economic burden on households, reflected
in scores exceeding 0.85, reveals a critical stressor in the dependency equation. The findings
suggest a pattern of financial precarity in which primary income earners shoulder
disproportionate responsibility. This indicates that financial responsibility often falls on a
single individual within these households due to the lack of diversified income streams,
exacerbating stress and vulnerability to resource shocks. This finding aligns with
Somoebwana et al. (2021b), who demonstrated that households with fewer financial
contributors face greater economic challenges, reinforcing the link between financial
pressures and reliance on a singular livelihood source. The present findings further
corroborate the literature that warns of the compounding effect of such a burden on the
adaptive capacity of households in terms of shifts in resources (Cinner et al., 2012).

Furthermore, the low educational attainment within the communities also contributes to
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marine resource dependency, with 33.5% of respondents having no formal education and
56.4% completing only basic education. The educational profile of these communities
reveals significant barriers to livelihood diversification. This limited human capital
development restricts occupational mobility, where community members face structural
barriers to entering alternative employment sectors. As demonstrated by Somoebwana et
al. (2021a), such educational limitations reinforce marine dependency by restricting access
to formal employment opportunities that typically require specific credentials or skill sets.
The convergence of high labour specialisation, low educational attainment, and high
economic burden exacerbates the cycle of marine resource dependency, making it difficult
to transition from fishing-based livelihoods. These dynamic mirrors Aldasoro-Said and
Ortiz-Lozano’s (2021) findings in Mexican coastal communities, suggesting common
patterns across developing coastal economies.

The analysis of the social capital reveals a critical dichotomy in how formal and
informal institutions mediate marine resource dependence in coastal communities. Within
the SES framework, institutions function as a “governance system” that influences how
people use resources and interact with the environment. The limited presence of formal
institutional structures across most study communities represents a fundamental barrier to
development opportunities (Speranza et al., 2014; Vallury et al., 2022). This institutional
deficit restricts the external links required to access microfinance, government subsidies or
technical training programmes, thereby locking communities into a state of high
dependency on the immediate resource system. As Karakara et al. (2024) note, only 23%
of fishers in Ghana’s coastal communities participate in formal associations, thereby
limiting access to institutional support mechanisms. This finding aligns with Pellowe &
Leslie (2020) governance analysis, which reveals ineffective resource management as a

result of government inadequacies failing to address the unique needs and practices of
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communities when developing institutional support mechanisms. Communities with weaker
formal networks, such as Akwidaa (0.91) and Busua (0.9), have a lower capacity to access
alternative livelihood training or participate in training programmes promoting sustainable
fishing practices, leaving them dependent on traditional fishing methods. This resonates
with Cinner et al.’s (2012) assertion that communities with better access to formal
institutions are more likely to adopt sustainable practices and manage marine resources
effectively. However, the presence of a comparatively stronger informal capital suggests
that it may help reduce reliance on fishing by facilitating immediate crisis response through
kinship networks, enabling informal knowledge sharing about fishing, which can help
communities cope with challenges such as fishing regulation and environmental changes
(Gémez-Andujar et al.,, 2022; Lavoie & Himes-Cornell, 2019). Overall, the findings
emphasise that while informal social capital provides essential day-to-day support, the lack
of strong formal social structures across communities represents a structural vulnerability,
limiting opportunities for resilience through institutional mechanisms.

Economic capital indicators collectively represent the second most significant
contributor to overall marine resource dependency, with an average score of 0.72. The work
independence sub-indicator shows variation across communities, with Princess Town (0.87)
and Busua (0.83) exhibiting particularly limited livelihood diversification. Conversely,
Akonu (0.6) and Akatekyi (0.68) exhibited greater work diversification, suggesting these
communities may possess enhanced buffers against fluctuations in marine resource
availability and access (Seéne-Harper et al., 2019). Notably, food dependency and subsidies
emerged as significant drivers of marine resource dependency. The high food dependency
scores across all communities, particularly Akonu (0.95), Agyan (0.92), Achonwa (0.85),
and Akwidaa (0.84), confirm the vital role of marine resources in household food security

and nutritional sustenance (FAO, 2018b; Tacon & Metian, 2015). Coastal populations
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increasingly rely on marine resources for food security, primarily from small-scale fisheries,
which are their main source of dietary protein and income (Cohen, 2013). Studies indicate
that approximately 70% of Ghana’s total animal protein intake comes from fish,
emphasising its role in addressing nutritional deficiencies among the population
(Hasselberg et al., 2020; Sumberg et al., 2016). This assertion is reinforced by the study
conducted by Fisher et al. (2017), which highlighted significant fish dependency in 12 of
the world’s most food-insecure countries, including Ghana. The study revealed that fish
play a crucial role in household diets, serving as climate-sensitive nutritional safety nets for
many households. However, the heavy reliance on fisheries for both food and income
exacerbates vulnerability within these coastal communities as livelihoods are
simultaneously exposed to ecological pressures such as overfishing and climate change, as
well as fisheries management intervention, which threaten the sustainability of marine
resources and, consequently, food security (Ansah & Oduro, 2024; Lam et al., 2012).
Consequently, any fisheries management intervention (e.g. MPA) that restricts access
without providing a protein substitute could trigger a social-ecological collapse rather than
a sustainable transition. Furthermore, the presence of subsidies as a significant contributor
to resource dependency in most communities indicates limited access and inequities in
resource distribution and policy implementation, emphasising the need for effective subsidy
programmes as highlighted by Sumaila et al. (2010). This finding mirrors global patterns of
unequal subsidy distribution, in which small-scale fishermen receive disproportionately
fewer subsidies than those engaged in industrial fisheries (Dorofeeva et al., 2021; Sumaila
et al., 2019). In Ghana, the disparity in access to essential subsidised fishing inputs is more
evident, as access to inputs such as fishing nets, premix fuel, and outboard motors is
markedly influenced by unequal power dynamics between the politically connected and less

connected individuals within fishing communities (Owusu & Adjei, 2021). The finding
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reinforces this assertion, underscoring the need for effective subsidy programmes that
alleviate economic pressure and promote sustainability and responsible fishing practices
(Dorofeeva et al., 2021; Sumaila et al., 2010). The observed low expenditure patterns across
communities indicate that living costs in fishing communities are lower. This low cost of
living often masks multidimensional poverty. This finding is supported by research that
reveals fishing communities are often marked by low incomes, poor housing conditions,
and limited access to education and healthcare, and the low costs of living phenomenon is
due to the inability of their earnings to meet basic level expenses (Enema & Quezon, 2024;
Ginting, 2018).
Altogether, the MRDI results show a closely intertwined Social-Ecological System in which
high dependence on marine resources is a structural outcome of interrelated factors.
Furthermore, the interaction between ecological constraints (declining stocks), social
factors (low education, high economic burden) and governance mechanisms (subsidies,
prospective MPAs) shapes the adaptive capacity of coastal households, reinforcing a cycle
of vulnerability.
Potential Economic and Socio-Cultural Implications of MPAs on Coastal
Communities
Community Awareness and Sources of Information on Proposed MPAs

The finding that 62% of the respondents were aware of the proposed MPA indicates
a relatively informed public. Analysis of the sources of this awareness reveals that
community meetings (42.5%), traditional leaders (25.0%), and Government officials
(18.4%) were the predominant information channels. This highlights the pivotal role of
community-based and traditional communication structures in shaping the public's
understanding of conservation initiatives. These results corroborate existing scholarship

emphasising the role of local institutions in effective environmental governance. Gorris and
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Koch (2024) demonstrate that socially embedded communication networks and the
presence of trusted local actors are not merely supportive elements but foundational to
mobilising community buy-in for conservation initiatives. Such networks foster trust,
mediate conflicts, and create conditions conducive to sustained collaboration, which are
core components of successful co-management. In the context of this study, the prominence
of traditional authorities as information conduits emphasises their influence within the local
governance landscape. Within a SES framework, such actors function as institutional
intermediaries, linking resource users to governance processes and thereby shaping
collective responses to conservation interventions. However, it is equally significant that
38% of respondents remained unaware of the proposed MPA. This sizable portion
highlights gaps in outreach and information equity, suggesting that existing communication
strategies may not be effective in reaching all segments of the population equally. In
environmental interventions, awareness is often the first step in a chain leading to
engagement, compliance, and policy effectiveness, and its importance has been shown in
numerous studies (e.g., Ban et al., 2019; Mann-Lang et al., 2021). The lack of awareness
among over one-third of the population, therefore, poses a critical risk to the legitimacy and
effectiveness of the proposed MPA. Importantly, the study also reveals that awareness does
not necessarily equate to understanding. While some communities demonstrated a clear
grasp of the ecological rationale for establishing MPAs, including concepts such as
breeding-zone protection and temporal fishing restrictions, others viewed MPAs as external
decisions discussed only in neighbouring communities, contributing to feelings of exclusion
and marginalisation. Unequal access to information risks generating distrust, which can
undermine conservation goals and lead to community resistance. These findings align with

theories of participatory environmental governance, which emphasise that conservation
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success is not solely about technical planning, but about equity in voice, meaningful
inclusion, and the co-production of knowledge and values (Bixler et al., 2015; Reed, 2008).
Attitudes Toward Conservation

The study’s exploration of community attitudes towards the proposed Marine
Protected Areas reveals mixed attitudes, ranging from conditional support, rooted in
ecological awareness and stewardship, to outright resistance, grounded firmly in economic
vulnerability. Most participants acknowledge the need to conserve marine resources,
particularly given declining fish stocks. In several communities, the role of MPAs in
replenishing depleted fish stocks and protecting breeding grounds was recognised. This
aligns with existing evidence that well-enforced MPAs can lead to significant recovery of
fish stocks (Edgar et al., 2014; Gaines et al., 2010; Vilas et al., 2020). Among more
supportive communities, the language of stewardship and intergenerational responsibility
shaped their positive attitudes. Participants referenced traditional Akan proverbs to assert
that marine protection is a duty owed to future generations. This finding aligns with broader
research indicating that communities with strong cultural ties to marine ecosystems tend to
be more conservation-minded, particularly when conservation policies align with their local
belief systems and indigenous knowledge (Cinner et al., 2009). However, as shown in the
findings, support was not unconditional and was often predicated on effective enforcement
of current fisheries regulations, especially against illegal practices such as light fishing and
industrial trawling in prohibited inshore areas. In Akwidaa, where livelihoods are heavily
dependent on fishing for economic survival, MPAs were perceived as a direct threat to their
survival. The shift from conditional support to outright resistance reflects concerns raised
in literature that conservation policies risk being perceived as unjust when basic needs are
not safeguarded (Bennett et al., 2017). Rather than embracing MPAs, many advocated for

targeted enforcement against illegal fishing as a more immediate and fair intervention. They
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argued that existing illegal fishing practices, not a lack of marine reserves, were to blame
for declining fish stocks. This viewpoint is consistent with studies showing that MPAs are
unlikely to yield desired outcomes when key drivers of fish stock depletion remain
unaddressed (Griiss et al.,, 2014). Indeed, global evidence suggests that effective
enforcement, rather than designation alone, is the most critical determinant of MPA success
(Harris & Stevens, 2024). These findings must be understood in light of the larger social
transformation and governance challenges that Ghanaian fishing communities are currently
facing. The “Tuesday Non-Fishing Day” initiative provides evidence that non-compliance
with conservation is not frequently caused by ignorance or disregard for environmental
sustainability, but rather economic precarity, weakened traditional authority, and distrust of
state-led interventions (Ansah et al., 2022).
Systemic Exclusion and Inequity in Marine Policy Governance

The study's findings reveal that many community members perceived the planning
and implementation of proposed MPAs in Ghana’s Western Region as symbolic rather than
genuinely participatory. Although some consultation activities were reported, many
perceived these engagements as tokenistic or perfunctory. Community members frequently
expressed that their involvement did not meaningfully influence final decisions, leading
them to feel sceptical and distrustful toward conservation authorities. These findings reflect
broader concerns in conservation governance literature about the gap between nominal
participation and genuine co-management. For example, in the case of Cu Lao Cham MPA
in Vietnam, co-management frameworks existed on paper, yet many fishers still perceived
their participation as deficient (Ngoc, 2018). The perceived symbolic participation reflects
what Arnstein (1969) described in the ladder of citizen participation as non-participation
disguised as inclusion. Even in areas where engagement was reported as positive,

participants remained uncertain as to whether their voices would influence final policy
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outcomes. Some even believed that the designation of MPAs had already been decided way
before consultations occurred. These findings resonate with Reed’s (2008) argument that
effective participatory processes should not just be about consultation but must include
deliberation, knowledge co-production and shared decision-making authority. Similarly,
Mishra (2022) emphasises the importance of authentic deliberation that enables
communities to influence outcomes rather than merely provide input.

The findings of this study suggest that deeper, more transformative forms of participation
were largely absent or inconsistently applied, reinforcing the view that the MPA process
was externally imposed and politically motivated, with community input used to validate
actions rather than to influence policy. The sense of procedural exclusion echoes concerns
raised in political ecology literature, which warns that conservation interventions can
unintentionally reproduce or exacerbate social inequalities when implemented without
meaningful local accountability (Biischer & Dressler, 2007; Robbins, 2012).

Concerns over selective enforcement, political interference, and the unequal
distribution of benefits directly shaped how communities assessed the implementation of
MPAs. Small-scale fishers feared that MPAs would disproportionately affect them, while
industrial fleets, which are often accused of destructive practices, would evade regulation
through political shielding and weak enforcement. These perceptions align with critiques of
“elite capture”, where powerful actors manipulate conservation policies to serve their
interests, further exacerbating existing inequalities (Lucas, 2016). The concerns that
industrial fishers would benefit at their expense are not unfounded. Globally, research
shows that MPAs in nearshore areas impose the greatest costs on small-scale fishers, while
benefits, such as spillover effects, accrue to offshore fleets or external actors. (Charles,
2010; Sanchirico et al., 2002). In this study, such fears were amplified by historical

precedents of biased enforcement of fisheries regulation, which have led communities to
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doubt that MPAs would be implemented equitably. This scepticism aligns with Humphreys
and Clark’s (2019b) findings that demonstrate that perceived weak or selective enforcement
can be a significant barrier to conservation success. Further evidence from Ngoc (2018)
indicates that inequitable benefit distribution within MPAs often reduces compliance among
local fishers. The study highlights a form of distributional injustice in the sharing of
anticipated benefits from conservation interventions, such as compensation, livelihood
support, and subsidies, which Gurney et al. (2015) caution can deepen poverty and incite
conflict when MPAs are implemented unfairly, thereby undermining both social and
ecological goals of these initiatives. The findings highlight that behavioural outcomes
within the SES, specifically compliance with fishing regulations, are linked to the perceived
legitimacy of the governing institution. This aligns with studies showing that perceptions of
unfairness and exclusion significantly reduce compliance and willingness to cooperate with

conservation rules (Bennett, 2016; Ibbett et al., 2025).

Economic and Socio-cultural Implications of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
Economic Insecurity and Financial Hardship

The economic precarity and persistent livelihood insecurity significantly shape how
coastal communities in the study perceive the proposed establishment of MPAs. Fishing
remains the primary economic activity across the studied communities, providing income,
food security, and social stability. However, worsening marine conditions, driven by
overfishing, illegal practices, and environmental degradation, have significantly eroded
profit margins. Participants described a context in which the cost of fishing operations
exceeds the returns, resulting in debt and increased financial strain. This backdrop of
instability influenced how communities perceive MPAs. While some acknowledged the
potential long-term ecological and economic benefits of fish stock recovery, they viewed

the short-term implications as an immediate threat to their already fragile economic system.
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These findings echo global patterns in small-scale fisheries, where conservation initiatives
often intersect with socio-economic fragility (Saksono et al., 2023; Sazzad, 2024). Samonte
et al. (2016) found that within the initial three years following the establishment of an MPA,
fishermen experience a significant loss in net revenue. This is largely because, at least in
the short term (approximately four years), the anticipated spillover effects are insufficient
to offset the losses incurred during restriction periods and, as a result, often cause actual
losses to exceed initial expectations. This mirrors community concerns in this study, where
MPAs were seen not as future assets but as policies that could deepen poverty unless
carefully designed to support economic transition.
A major factor exacerbating this perception was the lack of viable alternative livelihood
opportunities within the communities, which made the idea of limiting fishing be perceived
as unsustainable. This sentiment aligns with critiques by scholars who argue that MPAs,
when poorly integrated into local economic realities, risk becoming instruments of
exclusion rather than empowerment (Gurney et al., 2014; Masud, 2019). The drift into
informal and illegal activities, including youth involvement in galamsey, illustrates a form
of maladaptive resilience in which communities adapt to meet economic needs but
undermine environmental and social goals (Coulthard, 2008). This dynamic reflects how
unaddressed socio-economic vulnerability can create unintended negative externalities,
undermining both conservation and economic security.
Food Security and Nutritional Health

The findings reveal that declining fish stocks and anticipated fishing restrictions
from MPAs are perceived by communities not only as threats to livelihoods but as direct
risks to food and nutritional security. Across the study communities, participants stressed
that fish is not just an economic commodity but also a dietary staple, serving as the primary

source of protein for many households. As catches dwindle, participants across communities
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described rising costs, reduced meal frequency, and a shift from nutrient-rich meals to less
nutritious alternatives, which reflects a collapse in household-level resilience. These
findings align with broader research on West African fisheries, which shows that coastal
communities face heightened risks of hunger and nutritional deficiencies when access to
fish is disrupted, particularly where dietary diversity is already limited (Belhabib et al.,
2016; Okafor-Yarwood & Belhabib, 2020). The findings are also consistent with studies
showing that dietary diversity is often limited in low-income coastal communities, meaning
that reductions in fish availability directly translate into food insecurity (Hastuti et al., 2024;
Tilley et al., 2022). The perceived link between MPAs and worsening health was
particularly strong. Participants strongly indicated that the proposed sites for the network of
MPAs are major fishing grounds, citing concerns over protein deficiency and stunted
growth. These concerns are supported by nutritional research in coastal food-insecure
regions that shows a link between declining fisheries and increased rates of malnutrition,
particularly in communities with limited access to alternative protein sources (Béné et al,
2015; Golden et al., 2016; Thilsted et al., 2016). Another point raised by participants was
the interconnectedness of fish availability and local agricultural markets. Several noted that
declining fish income has reduced their capacity to purchase other food staples such as
cassava, maize or palm oil, leading to food waste and depressed local trade. This reflects a
broader systems-level interaction, where the decline of one sector (fisheries) has ripple
effects on others (farming, trade, markets) (Arnason, 2005; Jacques, 2013). The findings
reveal that without supportive policies or nutrition-sensitive design, MPAs risk
inadvertently worsening food insecurity in already vulnerable communities.

The study also surfaced the gendered dimension of food insecurity and how women
are disproportionately affected by food scarcity. In many coastal fishing households, women

are responsible for household food preparation, nutrition, and child care, and often rely on
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fish processing and trade as key sources of income. Several participants emphasised that
when fish catches decline or access to fishing grounds is restricted, women bear the brunt
of food shortages, as they must stretch limited resources to feed families. These findings
align with gender-focused fisheries research, which underscores that while women’s
contributions are often undervalued, they occupy invisible yet essential roles in small-scale
fisheries and are disproportionately affected by both ecological decline and conservation
regulation (Harper et al., 2013, 2020). Additionally, studies from Ghana demonstrate that
regulatory measures such as the annual closed fishing season disproportionately affect
women, particularly fish processors and traders. According to Ansah & Oduro (2024),
during the closed seasons, women often experience heightened food insecurity and greater
reliance on coping mechanisms to help the household survive. This is consistent with the
experiences documented in this study, where women described using informal coping
mechanisms to sustain household nutrition when fishing activities were limited.
Consequently, policy interventions that target fishing effort or access tend to indirectly
affect women, even though they are not the main targets of regulation (Harper et al., 2020).
From the SES perspective, women act as key mediators between ecological change and
household-level outcomes. Their roles in fish processing, food distribution, and informal
market networks position them as key nodes for influencing compliance and for adaptive
responses to resource shocks. This is very important in understanding how MPAs and other
fisheries policies may reshape food security outcomes.
Cultural and Ritual Disruptions

The findings reveal that the proposed MPAs have implications beyond economic
and environmental factors, extending into cultural and spiritual dimensions. For many
coastal communities, the ocean is regarded as a sacred space embedded in local traditions,

with rules, taboos and ritual practices that guide fishing activities. These practices often
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embody traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) that has sustained marine resources for
generations. Within the SES framework, these spiritual taboos function as informal
institutions that have historically regulated fishing effort, protected sacred groves long
before state-led interventions (Foale et al., 2011). Participants from several communities
described longstanding traditions to honour sea deities and performing rituals as integral to
community identity and belief systems. Some participants expressed concern that MPAs
could disrupt the spiritual balance between fishers and marine deities, leaving them to face
divine repercussions. This concern mirrors findings from Papua New Guinea, where
conservation boundaries unintentionally clashed with sacred sites and eroded community
trust. Research demonstrates that conservation policies that ignore cultural dimensions
consistently alienate the very communities whose cooperation is essential to success
(Mishra et al., 2021). This aligns with literature on the cultural ecosystem services provided
by marine environments, reinforcing the need to integrate cultural considerations into
conservation planning (Ahtiainen et al., 2019). While others saw MPAs as a threat to ritual
practice, arguing that spatial restrictions could disrupt sacred relationships between fishers
and marine deities, others interpreted the decline in fish stocks as a spiritual consequence
of neglecting traditional rites, which they largely attributed to the rise of Christianity and
modernity. These perspectives are not contradictory; rather, they reflect different
worldviews coexisting in societies experiencing rapid cultural change. In Ghanaian coastal
contexts, where indigenous cosmologies increasingly coexist with Christian doctrines and
modern governance systems, this pluralism has been widely documented (Adjei & Sika-
Bright, 2019). Studies have shown that when traditional rituals are low due to religious
conversion or generational shifts, environmental stressors such as reduced fish catches may
be reinterpreted as indicators of spiritual failure rather than just ecological overexploitation

(Golo & Yaro, 2013). From a Political Ecology perspective, prioritising scientific models
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of spatial protection over indigenous sacred protection risks marginalising traditional
authorities, who hold the highest local legitimacy. As Darkwa and Acquah (2025)
demonstrate, traditional ecological taboos are often more effective at achieving compliance
than state laws. Therefore, for the proposed MPA to gain legitimacy, it must move towards
a hybrid governance model. Scholars like Gavin et al. (2015) and McCarter et al. (2018)
advocate for biocultural approaches to conservation, which explicitly recognise the co-
evolution of cultural and ecological systems. Without intentional design features that
safeguard these practices, MPAs risk eroding cultural heritage and undermining long-term
compliance. However, if they are designed with sensitivity to cultural views, they can
become platforms for reviving traditional stewardship, rather than vehicles of
disconnection.
Potential Strains on Community Cohesion

The introduction of MPAs risks disrupting social harmony in fishing communities.
While some communities expressed confidence in their ability to maintain cohesion due to
strong communal bonds, others anticipated that conservation policies could exacerbate
existing tensions or create new fractures along socio-economic lines. These findings align
with Karakara et al. (2024), who identified resource-related conflicts as a major threat to
conservation when policies disproportionately affect livelihoods and existing power
structures. In several communities, concerns were raised that unequal enforcement and
uneven distribution of benefits could foster internal divisions and potentially lead to
conflicts. Such divisions are not new, as historical accounts from the region document
periodic disputes over access to fishing grounds, gear use and perceived unequal advantages
enjoyed by certain groups (Mensah et al., 2006). However, participants feared that MPA

frameworks would make these divisions more pronounced within their communities.
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In several communities, concerns emerged that economic hardship associated with reduced
fishing opportunities had already contributed to increased theft and other illegal activities,
particularly among unemployed youth. This resonates with Sundar et al. (2018), who found
that conservation-induced unemployment can increase illicit activities, further undermining
both social order and ecological goals. The study's findings suggest that MPAs, though
designed to promote ecological restoration, may have unintended consequences,
particularly regarding community cohesion, if associated costs are unevenly borne by
already vulnerable groups.
Displacement and Migration Risk

Concerns about displacement were paramount among participants. Many
emphasised that MPAs could restrict access to traditional fishing grounds, which have been
used for generations. These waters are not only productive zones but also considered
ancestral spaces, which are integral to cultural identity and economic survival. From the
study, a clear perceived link emerged between fishing restrictions, unemployment, and
youth migration into illegal mining (galamsey). In communities like Busua, Achonwa, and
Agyan, participants described a well-established pattern that when fishing fails or becomes
restricted, young men leave coastal villages for mining sites inland, often engaging in
dangerous and environmentally destructive activities. This phenomenon aligns with broader
findings that identify migration as an established livelihood coping strategy in Ghanaian
coastal communities, particularly given that the majority have low levels of formal
education and alternative skills (Eshun et al., 2019). Evidence from other regions reinforces
this pattern. For instance, Cinner et al. (2014) found that about 66% of fishers had been
displaced from marine reserves in Kenya and the Seychelles, confirming that MPA

establishment consistently leads to displacement of fishing effort. This displacement further
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triggers both seasonal and permanent relocation of fishers, and intensifies competition over

declining stocks in neighbouring areas (Cinner et al., 2010; Mascia & Claus, 2009).

Strategies to minimise the potential negative effects of Marine Protected Areas

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are critical for biodiversity conservation but often
face resistance due to perceived socio-economic disruptions (Ban et al., 2019). The findings
align with global discourse on MPA governance, emphasising the need for context-specific,
participatory approaches (Bennett et al., 2021). From an SES perspective, mitigation
strategies represent adaptive mechanisms through which resource users attempt to stabilise
livelihoods in response to institutional interventions that alter access to marine resources
(Barcelo et al., 2025). Given the high levels of marine resource dependency observed across
the study communities and their generally negative perception of the potential implications
of MPAs, measures to mitigate these impacts are necessary to improve social acceptance of
MPAs. This is in accordance with studies that emphasise the importance of understanding
and mitigating negative impacts to maximise benefits and improve social acceptance of
MPAs, which in turn, reduces conflict and is essential for ecological success (Kaplan-
Hallam & Bennett, 2018; Ranger et al., 2016).

The study revealed strong community support (60.7%) for improved access to
financial services as the most preferred strategy to mitigate the perceived socio-economic
impacts of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). Approval rates were particularly high in Akonu
(90%) and Busua (73.3%), highlighting spatial variation in priorities across coastal
communities. Within the SES framework, this preference reflects an effort to strengthen
financial capital as a buffering mechanism against livelihood instability caused by
conservation restrictions. This aligns with global evidence that financial inclusion enhances
economic resilience in small-scale fisheries facing conservation-induced disruptions (FAO,

2019; Pomeroy et al., 2020). The prioritisation of financial services can be interpreted
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through a political ecology lens, which highlights systemic vulnerabilities in Ghana’s small-
scale fisheries. As documented in previous studies, years of declining fish landings have
translated into unstable and often insufficient income for households dependent on fishing
(Asiedu et al., 2013; Danquah et al., 2021). This assertion is confirmed by Nazir et al.
(2018), who revealed that despite the fishery sector’s contribution to the local economy,
many fishing communities are characterised by high poverty levels and remain marginalised
by formal financial institutions. Challenges such as unreliable financial records, a lack of
collateral, and high perceived risks have led to their exclusion from mainstream banking
systems, forcing many to rely on informal lenders who charge exorbitant interest rates.
Within this context, the prioritisation of access to microfinance, loans, and credit facilities
can be understood as both a survival mechanism and a development opportunity. These
financial tools can enable livelihood diversification, investment in alternative income-
generating activities and cushion households during transitional periods following MPA
implementation (Ksoll et al., 2016; Pomeroy et al., 2020). The preference for financial
services also complements the Sustainable Livelihoods Framework, which identifies
financial capital as a vital asset for achieving sustainable livelihood outcomes. Furthermore,
the fact that financial services were prioritised above compensation schemes suggests a shift
in mindset from reactive to proactive resilience-building. Rather than relying solely on one-
off payments to cover losses, communities are expressing a desire for the means to navigate
economic challenges independently. However, the effectiveness of this strategy depends on
addressing structural constraints, such as high collateral requirements, limited outreach by
financial institutions in remote coastal areas, and low levels of financial literacy (Atkinson
& Messy, 2013; Fernandes et al., 2014; Pomeroy et al., 2020). The lower approval rate in

Akatekyi (45.3%) suggests that some communities may lack trust in financial institutions
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or have limited experience with formal banking systems, suggesting the need for targeted
financial literacy programmes to enhance the effectiveness of this strategy.

Compensation support schemes were the second-most-supported strategy (58.1%),
with the highest endorsement in Akwidaa (68.4%) and the lowest in Princess Town (32.2%).
The relatively high support for this strategy reflects the community’s recognition of the
economic vulnerability of fishing households in areas near the proposed MPA. As Samonte
et al. (2016) emphasised, the establishment of financial compensation and incentive
mechanisms for such households is not only appropriate but essential for equitable and
effective MPA governance. Compensation is widely recognised in literature as a key
strategy to offset losses from fishing restrictions, as it provides economic relief to
individuals whose livelihoods are disrupted by MPAs (Clifton, 2013; McCay & Jones,
2011). The schemes can take various forms, including direct cash payments, conditional
cash transfers, payment for ecosystem services, or the provision of alternative livelihoods
(Mangubhai et al., 2020; Ngoc, 2018; Rakotomahazo et al., 2019). When well-designed,
compensation programmes can provide short-term relief and long-term support, making
them a vital part of strategies to build local support for conservation initiatives. The
preference for compensation in this study suggests that many community members
anticipate real, immediate losses due to MPA regulations, particularly in areas where fishing
is a primary or sole livelihood. This aligns with studies showing that economic dislocation,
if unaddressed, can lead to noncompliance, resentment, and resistance (Gurney, 2015;
Harris et al., 2018). Therefore, the success of MPAs is often contingent on the fairness and
effectiveness of accompanying compensation schemes. However, the effectiveness of
compensation is not guaranteed. Literature underscores that compensation must be
transparent, equitable and responsive to community needs to avoid reinforcing social

inequalities or sparking conflict (Mangubhai et al., 2020; Rakotomahazo et al., 2019). There
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is also growing recognition that one-off cash payments may be insufficient to support long-
term adaptation, especially in the absence of livelihood programmes or financial planning
support. This is why alternative livelihood programmes, often positioned as a form of
compensation, are increasingly favoured. They aim to provide fishers with sustainable
income streams outside of traditional fishing activities, including aquaculture, eco-tourism,
or vocational training and have been used successfully in several global conservation
contexts (Ngoc, 2018; Samonte et al., 2016). Despite its popularity, compensation also
evokes scepticism, particularly in communities where past development or conservation
programmes have fallen short. Perceptions of inadequacy, lack of transparency, or political
favouritism in compensation delivery can generate mistrust and threaten MPA legitimacy
(Cinner et al., 2018; Mayer et al., 2015). From the lens of political ecology theory,
compensation schemes are deeply entangled with power-laden governance processes that
determine who qualifies, who benefits, and whose losses are recognised (Horan, 2019).
Evidence from the study by Nyavor et al. (2023) demonstrates that the compensation
payment approach during the closed fishing period in Ghana was widely perceived as
inadequate, unfair and lacked transparency in the selection of beneficiaries, leading many
to feel dissatisfied with the implementation of the closed season. This suggests that while
compensation is a valued strategy, its impact is closely tied to its design and delivery, and
that these factors are key to improving the well-being of coastal communities.

Training and educational programmes were also acknowledged by the respondents,
but there existed extreme variation. This preference indicates community recognition of the
value of knowledge, skills development, and capacity-building as essential components for
adapting to conservation-related changes. While ranked below access to financial services
and compensation schemes, education and training were still viewed as important tools for

enabling long-term adaptation and self-reliance. Education and training play a critical role
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in empowering coastal communities, particularly by enhancing understanding of the
objectives, rules, and ecological benefits of MPAs. In addition to fostering awareness and
buy-in, such programmes can help improve compliance and participation in resource
governance (Bennett & Dearden, 2014). There are instances of effective stakeholder
participation in educational and capacity-building initiatives in MPAs that have improved
behaviour, attitudes, and knowledge (Leisher et al., 2012; Twichell et al., 2018; Zaldivar-
Jiménez et al., 2017). Additionally, training programmes that emphasise livelihood-
oriented, practical skills, such as ecotourism, fish processing, value-added seafood products,
or entrepreneurship, can help diversify livelihoods and reduce reliance on diminishing fish
populations (Lucrezi et al., 2019). The preference for education and training programmes
in this study suggests that communities are not solely interested in short-term relief but also
value strategies that build human capital and support adaptive capacity. This is consistent
with findings from Pomeroy et al. (2020), who argue that investing in education strengthens
resilience by providing people with the skills and knowledge to transition toward
sustainable livelihoods in the face of conservation or environmental shocks. However, the
slightly lower ranking compared to financial and compensation strategies may reflect a
perception that educational benefits are less immediate or tangible. In contexts of high
economic insecurity, communities may prioritise more direct forms of support.
Additionally, limited past exposure to effective training initiatives or a mismatch between
training content and local economic opportunities could contribute to mixed perceptions of
its usefulness. The success of education and training as a mitigation strategy hinges on
contextual relevance, accessibility, and continuity. Programmes should be community-
driven and co-designed, ensuring alignment with local needs, interests, and available

livelihood options. Training should also be inclusive, targeting youth, women, and
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marginalised groups, and should ideally be linked with follow-up support mechanisms such
as mentorship, seed funding, or market access.

While education, financial support, and compensation emerged as the most preferred
strategies, the study also revealed moderate to low support for governance-related strategies,
including the enforcement of marine regulations, collaborative decision-making, and
strengthening of community-based organisations (CBOs). Although these strategies were
less prioritised overall, they remain critical for ensuring the long-term effectiveness and
legitimacy of MPAs. Ranking fourth, the enforcement of existing marine regulations
reflects a recognition that rules, compliance and monitoring are essential to the success of
MPAs. However, its moderate ranking suggests that communities do not see it as a direct
remedy for the livelihood losses or socio-economic vulnerabilities they face. From a
political ecology view, enforcement without accompanying social safeguards can lead to
perceptions of top-down control, especially in contexts marked by a history of conflict and
mistrust between state authorities and local fishers (Brueckner-Irwin et al. 2019; Halik et
al. 2018). In such cases, enforcement is likely to be more effective when paired with
community education, co-management, and mechanisms for local participation in rule-
making and surveillance.

Ranked fifth, collaborative decision-making received lower support, which may
indicate limited experience with participatory governance or scepticism about the extent of
communities’ influence in decision-making processes. This points to a persistent power
imbalance in marine governance, where communities may feel decisions are made without
their input or consideration of their needs. Yet, participatory governance is widely
recognised as a cornerstone of successful MPAs. It enhances legitimacy, compliance, and
trust, and can help tailor conservation interventions to local realities (Bennett & Dearden,

2014; Di Franco et al., 2020). The low prioritisation of this strategy suggests a need to build
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trust and demonstrate the tangible benefits of inclusive governance. Capacity-building
efforts that support community leadership, negotiation skills, and stakeholder dialogue can
help bridge this gap.

The least supported strategy in this study was strengthening community-based
organisations. While surprising at first glance, this may reflect the limited visibility,
capacity, or effectiveness of existing CBOs in the study areas. In contexts where CBOs are
weak, inactive, or perceived as politicised or non-representative, community members may
not view them as useful vehicles for change. Nonetheless, both SES and Political Ecology
literature emphasise that strong local institutions are vital for resource co-management,
conflict resolution, and equitable resource governance (Asare et al., 2013; Francolini et al.,
2023; Gutiérrez et al., 2011). Strengthening CBOs could enhance local agency and provide
platforms for collective action, especially when integrated into broader governance
frameworks that recognise and empower grassroots institutions (Francolini et al., 2023).
The findings suggest that institutional strategies must be reframed and revitalised to align

with community aspirations and address underlying power relations.
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CHAPTER SIX

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

This chapter presents the summary, conclusions and recommendations of the study.
The summary and conclusions are structured around the specific objectives and the research
questions of the study. This section also proposes practical recommendations derived from
the findings, along with suggestions for future research directions to address gaps or extend
the study’s contributions.
Summary
The purpose of the study was to assess the potential socio-economic implications of
proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) using eight selected communities in the Western
Region of Ghana. Specifically, the following objectives were developed to:
1. Assess the level of marine resource dependency of selected coastal communities
in the Western region.
2. Examine the perceived economic and social effects of MPAs on selected coastal
communities in the Western Region.
3. Identify strategies to minimise the potential negative socio-economic effects

associated with establishing MPAs in the Western Region.

The study employed a mixed-methods approach and a convergent parallel design in line
with the purpose of the study. Data were gathered from 418 randomly selected respondents
in the target population using a structured interview schedule. Nonetheless, 394 of the 418
questionnaires were deemed credible for the study, resulting in a 94.3% response rate.
Additionally, focus group discussions were conducted with fisherfolk in the study area to
confirm responses from the structured interview and to provide a deeper understanding of

the perceived socio-economic implications of the proposed MPAs. The data obtained was
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processed using a combination of statistical and qualitative analysis software. IBM
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25 was primarily used for
descriptive statistical analysis, including frequencies and percentages. STATA software
(version 17.0) was employed to summarise Marine Resource Dependency indicators and to
conduct inferential statistical tests, including One-way ANOVA, Bonferroni post hoc tests,
and Chi-square tests. NVivo was used for qualitative data analysis, specifically to code
transcripts from focus group discussions using an inductive thematic analysis strategy,
where themes were derived from participants’ narratives. The findings were presented in
tables, figures, and thematic summaries, which were supported by illustrative direct quotes
and discussed. An overview of the key findings of the study is presented in the next section.
Key findings

This study provides a critical analysis of the potential socio-economic implications
of proposed Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) in the Western Region of Ghana, contributing
to the broader academic discourse on spatial conservation and community-based marine
governance. The major findings of the study are presented below based on the structure of
the research objectives:

e In addressing the first objective, the study found that most of the communities
exhibit a high degree of dependence on marine resources. Among the communities
studied, Busua and Akwidaa had the highest dependency, while Akonu had the least,
indicating variation in economic diversification across sites. Further analysis
explored how different forms of capital, namely natural, human, social and
economic capital, interact to shape community-level dependence patterns. The
findings indicate that human capital was the strongest predictor of marine
dependence, followed closely by economic capital. Overall, among the variables

examined, fishing area access, subsidies, economic burden, food dependency,
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formal social capital, fishing labour relevance, and work independence emerged as
significant contributors to marine resource dependence, while allotment ownership
helped reduce it.

Regarding the second research objective, the study found that while MPAs were
acknowledged for their potential ecological benefits, they were widely perceived as
threats to the livelihoods and well-being of coastal communities in Ghana’s Western
Region. Participants expressed deep concern that fishing restrictions could result in
reduced income, increased poverty and compromised food security, particularly in
highly resource-dependent households. On the social front, communities were
concerned that MPAs could lead to cultural disruptions, forced migration, and
strains on community cohesion. These perceptions of MPAs were heavily shaped by
economic concerns, trust in government, and past experiences with conservation
policies. Importantly, support for MPAs was found to be conditional on fair
implementation, adequate financial support and meaningful community
involvement in the decision-making process.

Finally, on the third objective, the study found that financial access and
compensation schemes were the most preferred strategy among coastal
communities. Education and skills training also emerged as a valued strategy, while
governance-focused strategies, such as enforcement of marine regulations and

collaborative decision-making, received lower support.

Conclusions

This study examined the potential socio-economic implications of establishing a

Marine Protected Area (MPA) in Ghana’s Western Region. It systematically addresses three

interrelated research objectives that collectively contribute to the discourse on sustainable

marine governance and coastal livelihoods. The findings reveal both the complexities of
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marine resource dependency and the nuanced perceptions surrounding MPA
implementation. The research offers critical insights for policymakers, conservation
practitioners, and coastal communities.

Based on the study’s findings, the following conclusions have been made:

The study concludes that coastal communities in the Western Region exhibit
moderate to high levels of marine resource dependence, with human and economic capital
emerging as significant determinants of this reliance. From a Sustainable Livelihoods
Framework perspective, the communities’ strong dependence on marine-based skills and
income puts them in a structural vulnerability threshold, where restrictions on marine
resource access may compromise livelihoods tied to the sea. The findings support the Socio-
Ecology Systems theory and demonstrate the close relationship between livelihood
structures and ecological dependence, which increases sensitivity to shifts in marine
governance.

The study further concludes that although MPAs are acknowledged for their
ecological potential, community attitudes are largely influenced by socio-economic risks
rather than conservation objectives. A lack of trust in governance institutions and prior
experiences with top-down conservation strategies are reflected in worries about income
loss, food security, and cultural disruption. These perceptions show that there is a
misalignment between governance interventions and local user systems within the SES
framework, where low institutional legitimacy and limited participation heighten resistance
to conservation measures. The study’s findings align with broader empirical evidence from
small-scale fisheries contexts, indicating that local perceptions of MPAs tend to be negative
in communities where they are perceived as being externally imposed and having a

detrimental effect on fishing operations.
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In relation to strategies for minimising the potential socio-economic effects of
Marine Protected Area (MPA) establishment, the study concludes that there is a clear
hierarchy of preferred strategies among affected communities. Communities expressed the
strongest preference for socio-economic strategy options that prioritise direct livelihood
support mechanisms such as improved access to financial services and transparent
compensation schemes. Human capital development measures, such as education and skills
development programmes, were secondary options while governance-focused strategies
received relatively less support. From an SLF standpoint, this preference hierarchy for
livelihood support reflects immediate pressures on economic and human capital, as
households seek short-term stability amid anticipated livelihood threats. The relatively
lower support for governance-oriented strategies reflects a lack of confidence in existing
institutional arrangements and highlights the need to build trust in current institutional
governance frameworks for marine resource management.

Overall, the study shows that the success of MPAs in Ghana, particularly in the Western
Region, will depend not only on their ecological design but also on the extent to which
conservation planning aligns with livelihood realities and needs of the communities.
Without such integration, MPAs risk escalating preexisting vulnerabilities rather than

achieving balanced conservation and development outcomes.

Recommendations
The following recommendations were made based on the research findings:

1. The Ministry of Fisheries and Aquaculture Development (MoFAD), in collaboration
with the Fisheries Commission and other relevant stakeholders, should develop and
implement a targeted communication strategy to raise awareness of the purpose,
benefits and potential trade-offs of MPAs, to ensure that the affected communities

are well-informed.
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2. The MoFAD, through the Fisheries Commission, must integrate socio-economic
data, particularly levels of marine resource dependency, into the spatial design and
management of MPAs. To prevent the recurrence of social tension and non-
compliance observed in previous fisheries management interventions, access
restrictions should be context-specific rather than uniform regulations that
disproportionately affect highly dependent communities. Additionally, to support
adaptive and socially responsive MPA governance, the Fisheries Commission, in
collaboration with the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Municipal and
District Assemblies (MMDASs), and non-state actors such as Hen Mpoano, Friends
of the Nation, and research institutions like the University of Cape Coast (UCC),
should establish a system for structured, periodic socio-economic assessments in
coastal communities adjacent to proposed or existing MPAs. This would ensure that
decisions are evidence-based and that the socio-economic realities of highly
dependent communities are explicitly considered in MPA management.

3. Since human and economic capital have been identified as contributing most to
marine resource dependence, the Government, along with the necessary
stakeholders, must channel efforts to reduce their structural vulnerability and further
enhance their adaptive capacity.

4. Given the high preference for improved access to financial services as a mitigation
strategy, financial literacy must be mainstreamed into coastal community
development programmes. MoFAD, in collaboration with the Fisheries Commission
and MMDAs in the Western Region, should facilitate community-based financial
literacy programmes that target fishers, fish processors, and traders. Additionally,

flexible and low-collateral microfinance schemes tailored to fisherfolk should be
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promoted, alongside government-supported grant or revolving loan programmes for
affected households.

5. To address livelihood disruptions, the Government must develop and operationalise
equitable compensation frameworks. These can include conditional cash transfers,
alternative livelihood packages, and payments for ecosystem services where
applicable. Compensation schemes must be co-designed with local stakeholders,
guided by clear eligibility criteria, and implemented with third-party oversight to

ensure fairness and accountability.

Suggestion for Future Research

Building on the current study, future research may consider conducting longitudinal
studies that track the socio-economic and ecological impacts of MPAs over time. This will
help assess how community perceptions, resource dependence, and livelihood outcomes
evolve after MPA implementation and provide empirical evidence to inform adaptive

management.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

POTENTIAL SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF ESTABLISHING MARINE

PROTECTED AREAS IN THE WESTERN REGION OF GHANA

Date....covuveiniiiniiinnnnnen Community....ccevveeineiieeineiecinnnnnn
This is an academic research conducted by Vanessa Ofoliorkor Blessyn, an MPhil student
from the University of Cape Coast. The study seeks to generate insights into how the
establishment of Marine Protected Areas (i.e., designated areas of the ocean where human
activities are restricted or managed for the conservation of marine resources) in the Western
Region may affect communities socially and economically. The findings of this study will
inform decision-making and enhance the well-being of coastal communities while
promoting environmental conservation. Simply answer as well as you can, and know that
your answers will be kept confidential. Your participation in this study is expected to last
approximately 60 minutes.
PART 1: DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS
1. Ageofrespondent: ............coooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiinn...
2. Sex of the respondent:
a. Male [ ] b. Female [ ] c. Prefer not to disclose [ ]
3. Educational level Completed:
a. No formal education [ ] b. Basic level [ ]

c. Secondary/Vocational [ | d. Tertiary [ ]

203

Digitized by Sam Jonah Library



University of Cape Coast https://uir.ucc.edu.gh

Marital status of the Respondent:

a. Single[ ] b.Married[ ] c. Divorced [ ] d.Separated [ ]

e. Widowed [ ] f. Cohabiting[ ]  Other...........

Ethnicity:

a. Fante[]b.Nzema|[ ] c. Ahanta [ ]

d.Gal[]. e.Ewe[] Otheri.......oooooiiiiiiiii
Do you hail from this community: Yes[ ] No[ ]

i. If No, specify how long you have lived in this community: ............... years.

PART 2: Measuring Marine Resources Dependence

7.

10.

What is/are your occupation (s)? (Tick all that apply)
Fishing [ ] Fish processing [ ]

Fish trading [ ] Farming [ ]

Aquaculture [ ] Transport business [ |

Tourism operation [ ] Carpentry [ ]
Shop attendant[ |  Other................cooviiiiiiiian..
1. Kindly indicate which of your occupations is your main source of income.

How many years have you been engaged in  marine-related

How many years of experience do you have in other occupational
ACTIVIEIES 7 .t

What is your estimated monthly income from marine-related activities

(€35 1) L2
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
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What is your estimated monthly income from your other occupational activities
(GHS)? e

What is your household size?

a.1-5[ ] b.6-10[ ] ¢ 11-15[ ] d. Above 15[ ]

a. How many people depend on you foraliving? ..............coooiiiiiiiiiiinnn...

How many of your household inhabitants contribute
economically?........cccoeevveviieniennennnen.
On average, how much is your monthly household monetary expenditure (e.g. food,

rent, education, healthcare, clothing, etc.)?

How often can you afford to cover all your essential needs?
Always[ ]  Sometimes [ | Rarely [ ] Never [ ]
Are you able to save? Yes [ | No|[ ]

a. Ifyes, then how muCh?.......ccooiiiiiiiiii e
b. What is your primary source of financial services for savings and credit?
Local bank or financial institution [ ] Informal savings group or scheme [ ]

Family or social network [ ] Village Savings Loan Associations [ ]

How often can your household afford 3 square meals a day?
Always[ ]  Sometimes [ ] Rarely [ ] Never [ ]
How many days a week does your household consume fish?
........................................ days a week

How many days a week does your household consume shellfish?

..................................... days a week
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24.

25.

26.
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Do you have the following social networks? (Tick all that apply.)

Extended and nuclear family network [ ] Friendship network [ ]

None [ ]

How would you rate your household’s standard of living compared to other

households in your community?

Much lower [ ] Somewhat lower[ ] About the same[ ]
Somewhat higher [ ] Much higher[ ]

Are your community's cultural practices or traditions closely linked to the marine
environment?

Yes|[ ] No [ ] Not sure [ ]

How important are these practices to your community's identity and way of life?
Not Important [ ] Slightly Important [ ] Moderately Important [ ]
Very Important [ ]  Extremely Important [ ]

How many locations are accessible for your marine-related activities (Indicate the

number and the name (s) of the specific locations in the space provided)?

Indicate number of
LOCALIONS. ..ot

IMEIEION: . . ettt e

Have you participated in any community-based activity or engagement to manage

or protect marine resources?

Yes|[ ] No [ ]

Have you received any support or assistance from these groups for your marine-
related work? (Tick all that apply)

Family [ ] Government Agencies [ ]
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CSOs/NGOs [ ] Academic institutions [ ]

Community initiatives [ ]

Are you a member of any social organisation/association that supports livelihood
activities? Yes|[ ] No [ ]

Ifyes, how many ?.......cccoeeviiiiiiieeieeeee e

Have you received any subsidies to support your livelihood? Yes [ ] No[ ]

1 Ifyes, how many? ... e

PART 4: Perception of the Proposed Marine Protected Area (MPA) Establishment

29.

30.

31.

How important do you think it is to protect marine environments?

Not Important [ ] Slightly Important [ ] Moderately Important [ ]
Very Important [ |  Extremely Important [ ]

a. Kindly explain why you chose that rating.

How familiar are you with the concept of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)? MPAs
are designated areas of the ocean where certain human activities are restricted to
protect marine life and habitats.

1 - Not familiar atall [ ] 2 - Somewhat familiar [ ]

3 - Moderately familiar [ ]

4 - Familiar with the concept and its general purpose [ |

5 - Very familiar with MPAs and their specific functions [ ]

Are you aware of the proposal to establish an MPA in this area?

Yes|[ ] No [ ]

i. If yes, how did you hear about it?

Community Meeting [ ] Information Centre [ ]
Media [ ] NGOs [ ]
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Traditional Leader/Chief fisherman [ ] Government officials [ ]

32. What do you think is the main purpose of MPAs?
Increase fish catch [ ] Habitat Protection [ ]

Promote sustainable fishing practices [ ] Biodiversity Protection [ ]

33. Have you been involved in any consultations or discussions related to MPA
establishment?
Yes|[ ] No [ ]

34. On a scale of 1 to 5, how willing would you be to support the establishment of a
Marine Protected Area (MPA) in your area?
1- Strongly Opposed [ ] 2 —Somewhat Opposed [ ] 3 —Neutral [ ]
4 — Somewhat Supportive [ ] 5 - Strongly Supportive [ ]

35. Onascale of 1 to 5, to what extent do you think the MPA establishment would affect
your day-to-day activities?
1- Not affected at all [ ] 2 — Slightly affected [ ]
3 —Moderately affected [ | 4 — Significantly affected [ ] 5 — Greatly affected [ ]

Part 4: Strategies to Minimise Potential Negative Impacts

36. What suggestions do you have to minimise any potential negative impacts associated
with establishing MPAs?
Implementing compensation support schemes for affected individuals [ ]
Enhance skills through training programmes [ ]
Improve access to financial services [ |
Strengthen community-based organisations [ ]

Engaging in collaborative decision-making processes [ |
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Strengthen enforcement of existing marine regulations [ ]

Implement educational programmes to raise awareness about MPA and its benefits
[]

(0153 W ] 0113 i 4

What potential livelihood or income-generating opportunities do you see associated

with the proposed MPA establishment? (please list)

If the proposed MPA limits your current livelihood activities, what income

generation activity are you likely to resort to?

What support do you think your community would need to effectively adapt to the
potential changes brought about by the MPA?

Financial assistance to access more distant fishing grounds [ ]

Technical training and assistance to use different fishing techniques [ ]
Infrastructure development [ ]

Access to alternative/supplementary livelihood opportunities [ ]

How can the local community be actively involved in the planning and management
of MPAs to ensure their interests are represented?

Participating in decision-making processes [ ]

Engaging in monitoring and enforcement activities [ ]

Contributing traditional knowledge and practices [ ]
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41. Do you have any more concerns to share about the MPA establishment? Please

describe:

Thank you for your time!
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APPENDIX B: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE
POTENTIAL SOCIO-ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF ESTABLISHING MARINE

PROTECTED AREAS IN THE WESTERN REGION OF GHANA.

Date...cooveriiiiniiiiinnninnnn [071) 110111101115 8N

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION (FGD) GUIDE
Introduction

Welcome the participants and thank them for their participation. Introduce yourself, the
purpose of the study and the significance of their participation in the Focus Group

Discussion.
Background of participants

Ask participants to briefly introduce themselves (name, occupation, and their connection to

the community or marine space).
Discussion Prompts/Questions:

1. What is the perception regarding efforts to establish nearshore Marine

Protected Areas in the Western Region of Ghana
e What type of fishing/processing method is often done here?

e What has been the trend of fishing landings in the past 10 years, 5 years, 2
years, & 1 year (the fish type and the trend: Very low, Low, Moderate, High,
Very High)

e Are you aware of the proposal to establish a nearshore MPA in the Western

Region, and what do you understand about the purpose of the MPA?

e How do you feel about the level of community involvement in the planning
of the MPA?
e What opportunities or benefits do you believe MPAs could bring to your

community?
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e What role do you see MPAs playing in the sustainable management and
conservation of marine resources (Impact on the Marine environment, i.e.

life and habitat)?
e What concerns/expectations do you have about the MPA?
2. What are the potential social and economic impacts of establishing MPAs?

e What cultural practices and values in your community are closely linked to
the marine environment? (How important are they to your identity/way of

life?)
¢ How might the MPA impact these cultural/traditional practices?

e How would you describe the sense of community and social cohesion here?
Do you think MPAs could affect community cohesion/relationships

(conflicts, migration patterns, distribution of resources)?

e How do you anticipate MPAs might impact social infrastructure and services

within the community?

e  Which groups (Gender, Age group) are likely to be impacted the most by the
MPA?

e How do you think the MPA establishment would impact food security (Fish

stocks) in the community (in the short and long term)?

e How do you think MPA could impact household income and economic

stability?

e What economic implications do you foresee for local businesses and
livelthoods with the establishment of MPAs (e.g., investments,

developments, better public services)?
e Do you foresee any opportunities for economic growth or diversification?

e What alternative livelihood options would you consider if access to marine

resources is restricted?
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3. What measures can be put in place to tackle the identified socioeconomic

challenges likely to be posed by the MPA establishment?

e How adaptable do you think your community is to changes in resource

availability?
e What training or resources would help your community adapt to the MPA?

e What strategies or support could help mitigate any potential negative

impact?

e What role do you think the community could play in the planning,
management, and governance of MPAs (e.g., co-management, community-

managed, state and developing those strategies)?

e Do you think the community will comply with the rules and regulations of
the MPA once it is established?
Closing

Olffer participants the opportunity to provide additional comments or suggestions on the
topic. Confirm confidentiality and anonymity of response, and then express appreciation

for their time and contribution to the discussions.

Contact information for any follow-up questions or further engagement: +233 551759587
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APPENDIX C: RESOURCE DEPENDENCE INDEX INDICATORS

Definitions, variables comprising each indicator, measurement methods, and

calculation procedures.

Indicator Variable Measurement Calculation
Natural capital
sub-index
Allotment Dwelling ownership Presence/absence of Yes=1No=0
ownership allotment ownership
Access to fishing Distinct fishing Number of fishing areas Access to fishing
areas areas or regularly accessed by the arecas >  Fishing
communities respondent areas used
utilized for fishing
Human Capital
sub-index
Education level Educational level of Completed Educational 0 = No formal
the respondent level Education
0. 33= Basic
Education
0.67=  Secondary
School
1 = Tertiary
Fishing labour Years working in Years working in marine Fishing Labor
Relevance marine  resources resources related relevance=a/b

Social capital sub-
index

Informal social
capital
Formal social
capital

related activities (a)

Years working in
economic activities
(both marine-
related and not
marine-related) - (b)

Family network (a)

Friendship network

(b)

Communal work (c)

Support from
community actions

(d)

activities

Total years of experience in
all economic activities
carried out

Presence/absence of support
from the family network

Presence/absence of support
from the friendship network
Participation in community

activities related to the
marine resource
environment.

Community support actions

Membership to  formal
social

organizations/associations

Yes =1 No =0
Informal social
capital=a+b+c+d
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Memberships to
social institutions

Yes =1 No=0
Economic capital
sub-index
Work independency Number of labor Number of labor activities Work independency
activities unrelated unrelated to the resource =Y Marine resource
to the resource unrelated labor
activities
Subsidies Subsidies received  The presence or absence of Yes =1 No =0
subsidies
Expenditure Monthly Monthly monetary Household monthly
expenditure expenditure monetary
expenditure
Food dependency Monthly fish intake Number of days of fish- Food dependency =
shellfish consumption Number of days of
fish —  shellfish
intake/ 30
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