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t the 2017 United Nations Ocean Conference, held in

New York, President Ali Bongo Ondimba announced

he creation of a massive Marine Protected Areas

(MPA) network in Gabon. It comprises nine new marine

parks and 11 aquatic reserves. The initiative expands the

country’s protected waters by 53,000sqkm, — a little over 26

per cent of its Territorial Sea and Exclusive Economic Zone

(EEZ) — making it one of Africa’s largest protected aquatic

zones. “Our marine ecosystems are as rich and precious

as our better-known rainforests, and we had to do for the

oceans what my father, the Late President Omar Bongo

Ondimba, did for the forests when he created 13 national
parks in 2002.” remarked the President.

Marine biodiversity faces serious threat, with over 70

per cent of global fish stocks being overexploited or collapsed.

Add to this, the damaged state of coral reefs. With only four
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per cent of the world’s oceans being under formal marine
protected areas, President Bongo’s announcement was well
received to say the least. Gabon’s waters are home to the
largest breeding populations of leatherback and olive ridley
sea turtles, and 20 species of whales and dolphins, including
humpback whales and Atlantic humpback dolphins. Many
threatened species of sharks and rays — such as great
hammerhead sharks, manta rays, whale sharks and tiger
sharks — can also be found here.

WAVES OF CHANGE

The project is the result of a month-long expedition spent
trailing Gabon’s 800-kilometre coasthne i 2012, The
research was organized by renowned marine conservationist
Ted Waitt, in collaboration with National Geographic Pristine
Seas, Wildlife Conservation Society’s (WCS) Gabon chapter,
and Agence Nationale des Parcs Nationaux (National Parks
Agency, ANPN). The team was led by National Geographic

Atlantic humpback dolphins explorers-in-residence and conservationists Dr Enric Sala
patrol the forested coast W and Mike Fay.
; The findings of the same were featured in the 2013
i ¢ National Geographic film titled “Wild Gabon’ and presented
= 3 to President Ondimba aboard marine research vessel, Plan B.
8% Ondiscovering the incredible biological treasures of Gabon’s
~ % ocean world as well as the threats posed to the ecosystem
% 2 by illegal fisheries, the President initiated Gabon Blue. The
S8 conservation programme, under the leadership of Fay and
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