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Success stories of coastal fisheries 
management within the Pacific Is-
lands region have been few and far 
between. One particular situation 
in Tonga, however, appears to be 
quite successful and is deserving of 
more attention.

Background

The Kingdom of Tonga — an 
archipelago in the South Pa-
cific comprising 168 islands 
— stretches 800 kilometers and 
has a total land area of 678 km². 
As of January 2009, Tonga’s 
population was estimated to 
be slightly greater than 100,000 
(Gillett and Cartwright 2010) 
with over 70% of its residents 
living on the main island of 
Tongatapu. Tonga is unique in 
being the only sovereign mon-
archy in the Pacific Islands, 
and has the distinction of be-
ing the only island country in 
the region to have avoided for-
mal colonization. 

Inshore fisheries management 
in Tonga

Tonga is unlike many other Pa-
cific Island nations with respect 
to traditional management of 
inshore fisheries. The differ-
ence being that in the mid-
1800s, King Taufa’ahau Topou I 
united all of the Tongan islands 
into a kingdom, establishing 
himself the sole owner of the 
land and sea. A proclamation 
by the king during this time 
stated that 1) all Tongans had 
equal fishing access to all Ton-
gan waters, and 2) any tradi-
tional claims to the local control 

or management authority over 
fishing areas were abolished. In 
other words, traditional com-
munal-based fisheries manage-
ment was extinguished, and 
any Tongan could fish wherev-
er they pleased, whenever they 
pleased. This situation is often 
referred to as an “open access” 
fisheries management regime. 

Problems of open access fish-
eries management regimes

Petelo et al. (1995) give some 
disadvantages of open access 
fisheries in Tonga:

This system may have 
worked reasonably well 
in the era of subsistence 
fisheries, but it has fairly 
recently collided with 
commercial realities and 
the carrying capacity of 
inshore resources.

This lack of commu-
nity control creates 
conditions that do not 
encourage a long-term 
relationship with the re-
source. The first-come-
first-served regime now 
prevailing is incentive to 
harvest as much as pos-
sible, as fast as possible. 
Fisheries management 
in Tonga is currently be-
ing attempted on a cen-
tralized basis.

One frequent com-
ment from villagers in 
Ha’apai is that, even if 
a community conserves 
and manages its adja-
cent marine resources, 
it may be a useless ex-
ercise as outsiders can, 
and have, moved in to 
overharvest.

For many of the villages 
in Ha’apai, the prior-
ity concern is the fact 
that Tongans from any-
where, especially com-
mercial operators from 
Tongatapu, could har-
vest the food resources 
adjacent to villages 
thereby affecting the 
food security situation.

Wilson et al. (2008) conducted 
research on the effects of open 
access fisheries on ‘O’ua Island 
in the Ha’apai group, citing ad-
ditional problems:

The reef system of 
‘O’ua, due to its richness 
in fish resources, has 
been subject to intense 
fishing by the people 
of ‘O’ua, neighboring 
islands and small com-
mercial vessels from 
Tongatapu. This has led 
to the damage of coral 
reef and other habitats 
in the area and the se-
rious depletion of fish 
resources. So much so, 
that it threatens the 
people of ‘O’ua’s future 
food security and de-
velopment prospects.

Gillett et al. (1998) give two ad-
ditional drawbacks of open ac-
cess fisheries in Tonga:

Recently there has been 
an increased amount of 
commercial fishing ac-
tivity in inshore areas 
adjacent to villages by 

SUCCESS OF SPECIAL 
MANAGEMENT AREAS 

IN TONGA

Mark Namo Gillett1

USP Undergraduate student
(marknamo86@gmail.com)



SUCCESS OF SPECIAL MANAGEMENT AREAS IN TONGA

28  SPC Fisheries Newsletter #130 – September/December 2009

Tongans from outside 
the communities. Given 
the limited production 
of the inshore areas, the 
benefits from this out-
side commercial activity 
appear to be, at least to 
some extent, at the ex-
pense of the subsistence 
food supply.

It is somewhat ironic 
that the coastal com-
munities in the outer 
islands of Tonga with 
limited opportunities 
for nutritional or eco-
nomic advancement 
are, in effect subsidiz-
ing outside commercial 
operations.

What is being done about 
problems regarding Tongan 
open access fisheries?

In 2002, a new fisheries law was 
enacted, which included a pro-
vision for special management 
areas (SMAs). A main feature of 
the Fisheries Management Act 
2002 is that:

“the Minister may, in con-
sultation with the Com-
mittee, designate any 
local community in Ton-
ga to be a coastal commu-
nity for the purposes of 
community-based fish-
eries management, and 
may prescribe the rights 
and responsibilities of 
such a coastal communi-
ty in respect of the SMAs, 
or part thereof”. 

An SMA grants a community 
management control of its in-
shore resources; in effect, pro-
viding a community with the 
basic tools and skills for better 
management initiatives. The 
main objectives of a manage-
ment plan are to 1) enforce 
the authority to exclude out-
siders from entering an SMA, 

2) establish marine parks, and 3) 
implement restrictions on har-
vested resources, including, size 
limits and catch amounts.

A discussion with the head 
of Tonga’s Fisheries Division 
in Nuku’alofa (Sione Matoto 
Vailala pers. comm., September 
2009) indicated that six 
communities had applied and 
been selected for the SMA 
program. These communities 
are ‘O’ua, Felemea (see photo), 
and Ha’afeva in Ha’apai; 
Ovaka in Vava’u; and ‘Atata 
and ‘Euaiki in Tongatapu. 

Wilson et al. (1995) further com-
mented on the selection process 
of the SMA program on ‘O’ua in 
Ha’apai:

The ‘O’ua community 
made a request of the 
Department of Fisher-
ies in March 2005 to as-
sist them in establishing 
a Special Management 
Area as a means to help 
ensure that there will 
be enough fish for their 
families today and for 
their children in the 
future. This historical 
event was marked and 
officially opened by the 
Minister for Agriculture 
and Food, Forests and 
Fisheries, Hon. Sione 
Peauafi Haukinima on 1 
November 2006.

SMAs: Advantages and 
drawbacks

Dr Sione Vailala Matoto pointed 
out to me the positive and 
negative effects that SMAs are 
having on the six selected com-
munities. Since the initiation in 
2006, Matoto stated that these 
selected communities feel much 
greater ownership towards 
their adjacent resources than 
anytime in recent history. These 

coastal communities now have 
an incentive to conserve and 
protect for the future, and out-
siders are no longer able to fish 
there, (ie. What the commu-
nitiy conserves today, will not 
be taken by outsiders tomor-
row). Other comments made 
by Dr Matoto suggest that since 
the SMA programs have been 
put into effect, villagers have 
gained significant fishery and 
financial resources. Commu-
nities with established SMAs 
provide protection for valued 
species such as lobsters, clams 
and bece-de-mer. In communi-
ties without SMAs, however, 
these resources were either dec-
imated by locals or outsiders.

Drawbacks of the SMA program 
tend to be centered on the com-
munities not involved. These 
outside communities do not 
like the fact that they are be-
ing restricted from open access 
fishing, or are being denied ac-
cess to a place where they once 
used to fish. Secondly, financial 
restraints of Tonga’s Fisheries 
Division make it difficult to es-
tablish an SMA in a timely fash-
ion. Many communities have 
applied, knowing the advantag-
es of the program, but the appli-
cation process is slow due to a 
lack of funding.

Other opinions on the SMA 
initiative

Besides Sione Matoto’s input, 
there have been various outside 
opinions on the development 
and success of this program. 
Semisi Fakahau, Pacific Islands 
Forum Fisheries Agency fisher-
ies advisor to Tonga, states that, 
since the Tongan beche-de-
mer fishery has been opened, 
communities involved with 
the SMA program have been 
highly appreciative that they 
now have protection from com-
mercial operators from Tonga-
tapu that take large amounts 
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growth in Tonga. As it stands 
now, SMAs have been a tremen-
dous success in terms of Tongan 
in-shore fisheries management, 
deserving national attention. 
Communities all around Tonga 
have taken notice of this pro-
gram’s success. 

The main establishment issue 
however, lies in the hands of 
Tonga’s Fisheries Division and 
its financial constraints. With a 
substantial amount of national 
and international awareness, 
publicity, and funding, there is 
no doubt that SMAs could be a 
major turning point for fisheries 
management in the country.

Why this is a governance 
success story

Given the major decline in Ton-
ga’s inshore resources, I believe 
the most successful aspect of the 
SMA program is how SMAs are 
promoting the sustainable fish 
stocks for the future. They do 
it by inviting a community to 
participate in something that is 
inherently in their self-interest 
by allowing the exclusion of 
outsiders, resulting in less com-
petition, and more abundant in-
shore resources for the adjacent 
community. It now seems there 
is light at the end of the tunnel 
for both Tonga’s Fisheries Di-
vision and SMA communities 
in terms of maintaining and 
sustaining a healthy fisheries 
environment. Other important 
aspects of SMA governance suc-
cessfulness include:

• Protect the future of fisheries 
by giving local communities 
the essential tools for manag-
ing inshore resources.

• Unlike with open access fish-
eries, there is no pressure to 
take as much as possible as 
fast a possible.

• Bonds between the commu-
nity and inshore resources 
are stronger.

Ovaka, ‘Atata and 
‘Eueiki communities 
are now near comple-
tion with respect to the 
development of their 
Coastal Community 
Management plans. 
These plans included 
awareness about fisher-
ies activities, conserva-
tion and management as 
well as regulations that 
directly apply to com-
munity small-scale and 
subsistence fishing. This 
process has evolved dur-
ing number of visits to 
ensure each community 
understands the man-
agement process. Each 
village has agreed to the 
conditions put forth by 
the district officer and 
has set a completion 
date of June 2008.

Other communities hav-
ing shown great inter-
est in the SMA program 
include Hunga and 
Taunga in Vava’u and 
Fonoi and Nomuka in 
Ha’apai. Each commu-
nity has put in a request 
asking the Ministry for 
assistance in the SMA 
development process. 
However, as stated by 
Dr Matoto above, assist-
ance to these interested 
communities was not 
possible due to various 
reasons, including lack 
of resources and finan-
cial constraints.

What the future holds for 
SMAs

According to Tonga’s Depart-
ment of Fisheries website, a main 
goal in implementing SMAs is to 
raise awareness of the approach 
of community management as 
a long-term strategy to achiev-
ing environmental sustainabil-
ity and economic stability and 

of their inshore resources. In 
addition, Robert Gillett, former 
fisheries advisor to Tonga who 
maintains contact with Ha’apai 
communities, indicates that the 
SMA program represents one 
of the most positive develop-
ments in the management of 
coastal resources in Tonga.

Current status of SMAs

The most recent annual report 
released by Tonga’s Fisheries 
Division (Fisheries Division 
2008) states the following status 
of SMA communities:

‘O’ua’s management 
strategies include re-
plenishing on the fish 
habitat reserve with gi-
ant clams, recording fish 
catch information, mon-
itoring SMA bound-
ary lines, and closely 
watching the SMA par-
tition and enforcing 
their management plan 
actions.

The Ha’afeva people 
have achieved their 
goal in the development 
process for their SMA 
with the completion of 
their Coastal Commu-
nity Management Plan 
(CCMP). Meetings are 
currently being held in 
order to promote aware-
ness of fisheries laws 
as well as management 
skills.

The Felemea communi-
ty is in the development 
process for their SMA 
with a goal of establish-
ing their Coastal Com-
munity Management 
Plan. A district officer 
conducted the latest 
meetings, where fish-
eries law and manage-
ment were the topics of 
discussion.
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• Communities have little to 
lose and much to gain from 
this program.

• Tonga’s Fisheries Division 
has strengthened its links 
to fishing communities that 
now see the division as a 
partner.

• Law enforcement now lies 
in the hands of participating 
communities; activities such 
as entering an SMA without 
unauthorization or engaging 
in illegal fishing are being 
closely monitored.

• If a community does not 
want an SMA, they do not 
have to, it is purely in their 
self interest, no one is forced 
to join the program.
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