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In 2022, the Convention on Biological Diversity’s Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework
was adopted. This framework includes Target 3—commonly referred to as ‘30×30’—which calls for at
least 30%of landand sea tobe effectively conserved andmanagedby2030.Of all the nations listed on
the Marine Conservation Institute’s Marine Protection Atlas (MPAtlas), 52 nations show progress
towards their nations 30×30 targets through fully or highly protected Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)
within 200 nautical miles of their own coastline (in their direct waters). However, six nations: the United
Kingdom, United States, Australia, Argentina, France, and Aotearoa New Zealand, claim progress
towards their 30×30 target through MPAs in their direct waters and in waters they claim as overseas
territories, such as thewaters around remote islands and other nations, further offshore (widerwaters).
This research raises important questions about where and why nations designate MPAs in particular
locations, andwhat thismeans for equitable and effective action towards global conservation targets.

The future of the ocean is uncertain. Facing warmer ocean temperatures1,2,
rapidly declining fish stocks3,4, and degrading ecosystems5,6, along with sig-
nificant knowledge gaps related to our important ocean habitats7,8, our seas
are under stress. TheConvention on Biological Diversity (CBD) adopted the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) in December
2022 to address these issues. The GBF includes four goals and 23 action-
oriented targets to be achieved by 20309. Target 3—commonly referred to as
‘30×30’—aims to conserve andmanage at least 30% of the Earth’s terrestrial
and marine environments by 2030. This Target includes provisions for
achieving 30% through systems of protected areas and other effective area-
based conservation measures, while ensuring sustainable use, and recog-
nisingand respecting the rights of IndigenousPeoples and local communities
over their traditional territories9. Of all Targets agreed by the GBF, the 30%
area-based ambition of Target 3 is widely publicised as being key for effective
conservation and sustainable management of our marine environments.

Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are a common area-based con-
servation tool and have been emphasised as a core strategy for achieving
30% marine protection by 203010,11. MPAs have been shown to support
positive biodiversity outcomes, improve species biomass and abundance,
restore degraded marine ecosystems, and contribute to climate change
adaptation and mitigation through carbon sequestration and coastal
protection12–17. MPAs can also provide benefits to local people and com-
munities through enhancing human wellbeing and livelihoods18,19, creating
a spillover effect that can increase fish stocks in local fisheries20,21, and
supporting local knowledge, values, and connections22–24.

However, MPAs are only one of many conservation tools and do not
always lead to outcomes which are environmentally effective or socially
just25–27. An MPA’s size, design, location, age, purpose, implementation,
evaluation, and management all play vital roles in its success14,28,29. Even
when well designed, not all MPAs will achieve their goals27,30,31, and some
MPAs have been termed ‘paper parks’, where they appear to be designated
on paper but are not implemented or enforced32–34. There has also been
criticism of nations designating MPAs in areas of convenience rather than
areas where they could bemost ecologically valuable35,36. For example, it has
been argued that Australia’s Coral SeaMarine Reserve was identified for an
MPA because of its lack of oil, gas, and commercial fishing habitats, rather
than primarily for its biodiversity value37, suggesting ease of establishment
has been prioritised over need for protection38.

As nations advanceMPA designations to achieve their 30% protection
targets, it is important to consider how social and environmental con-
siderations are accounted for. Large MPAs with an area of more than
150,000 km239 are becoming increasingly common as nations race towards
their conservation targets36,37,40. For example, Papahānaumokuākea and the
Pacific Remote Islands are two large MPAs covering more than 1.5 million
km2 of ocean.While supporters suggest thepush for largeMPAs is necessary
to protect our marine environments for people and nature41, critics of this
approach suggest a focus on designating large MPAs can foster a quantity-
over-quality mentality26,36,42. Further criticisms have been levied at nations
for designating largeMPAs far from environments theymay access and use
themselves38,42. This includes designating strict no-take MPAs in areas that
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nation claims as overseas territories, such as remote islands and the waters
around other nations, while designating lower levels of protection in the
waters within 200 nautical miles of their own coastline, which often allows
access for industry and economic interests43,44. These lower levels of pro-
tection arenot considered to contribute to the 30×30 target, suggesting some
nations could be designating large MPAs with high protection elsewhere in
attempt to meet global commitments26,42,45.

A number of large MPAs have been designated around island nations
without consent or consultation with local people and communities, while
designating nations tend to claim the MPA area towards their own
targets40,46. Where social consequences are not adequately accounted for,
MPAs can be imposed to the detriment of local and Indigenous rights22,26,30.
MPAdesignationhas led to a range of inappropriate andunjust actionswith
negative social consequences, including a lack of consultation, inequitable
social impacts, disempowerment, undermining existing connections to
place, and in some circumstances, the physical displacement of commu-
nities from their own land and waters22,25,47,48. Despite explicit provisions for
respecting Indigenous and local community rights being central to 30×30,
and the text of Target 3, many MPAs still fall short of this goal, failing to
deliver positive long-term outcomes for people and biodiversity.

MPAs could therefore be considered ineffective where they are not
managed appropriately28,34, are designated in lower-value conservation
areas just to meet targets35,37, are inequitable26,30, and/or lead to negative
social or cultural outcomes49–51. It is also important to consider how
large remote MPAs are difficult to monitor and enforce, providing little
to no conservation benefit, despite these large areas being counted
toward a nation’s 30×30 coverage target29,38. A number of remoteMPAs
could be viewed as primarily serving as geopolitical strategies to meet
international targets whether or not they are effectively managed36,40, as
well as a way to expand a nation’s access to resources and influence far
from home42–44.

TheMarineConservation Institute’sMPAtlas integrates science-based
assessments to identify MPAs that are fully or highly protected52,53, and
could be considered to contribute towards protecting 30% of the global
ocean by 2030. MPAtlas builds upon data from the World Database on
ProtectedAreas (WDPA)53,54;who compileprotectedarea information from
around the world, including information provided by governments and
non-governmental organisations55. MPAtlas independently categorizes
WDPA data using peer-reviewed frameworks56,57 to assess MPAs based on
their stage of establishment and level of protection53. In doing so, MPAtlas
can provide a more nuanced understanding of national and global marine
protection based on levels of protection and implementation status.

MPAtlas protection levels reported as fully or highly protected,
which are both strictly no-take, are considered to count towards
national and global 30×30 targets. On 26 August 2024, MPAtlas data
suggested that two nations had already met their 30×30 target of fully
and highly protected areas, with Palau at a total of 78% protection
and the United Kingdom at 39%52. But while Palau protects waters
around their own nation, the United Kingdom has very low levels of
protection in the waters within 200 nautical miles of the UK coastline
and instead achieves this level of protection through designating
protected areas in waters the UK considers their overseas territories,
including around remote islands and nations far offshore. Such an
approach raises questions around how different nations designate
MPAs and report their progress towards 30×30. Reanalysing MPA-
tlas data to determine protection designated within 200 nautical
miles of a nation’s own coastline (hereafter referred to as ‘direct
waters’), compared to protection that nation claims in overseas ter-
ritories, such as the waters around islands far offshore and other
nations (hereafter referred to as ‘wider waters’), can provide
important insights around where different nations designate MPAs.
This research reanalyses MPAtlas data to determine how nations are
designating fully or highly protected MPAs in their (i) direct waters,
and (ii) wider waters, to better understand how different nations
report progress towards 30×30.

Results
Protection in direct waters and wider waters
The United Kingdom, United States, Australia, Argentina, France, and
Aotearoa New Zealand all have more MPAs in wider waters than direct
waters, substantially reducing their adjusted figures for MPA protection in
direct waters versus overall figures for protection reported (Table 1 and
Fig. 1).

The largest discrepancy betweenMPAtlas figures and adjusted figures
is the United Kingdom. The United Kingdom data shows 39% of its waters
are fully or highly protected on MPAtlas when all waters are considered52.
However, adjustedfigures correct this to 0.0004% (3 km2) within theUnited
Kingdom’s direct waters, and 2,282,519 km2 protected elsewhere. This is
significant given the direct waters around the United Kingdom’s coastline
are less than one eighth of the size of the wider waters claimed under the
nation’s jurisdiction. Comparatively, adjusted figures show 44% of the
United Kingdom’s wider waters are fully protected as MPAs, including an
836,092 km2 MPA covering more than 99% of the Pitcairn Islands marine
area, a 1,141,940 km2 MPAwithin Saint Helena, Ascension, and Tristan de
Cunha, and a 307,487 km2 MPA within South Georgia and the South
Sandwich Islands. This compares to 2.4 km2 within the Lamlash Bay
CommunityMarine Area and 0.8 km2 within the FlamboroughMPA in the
waters directly around the United Kingdom.

The United StatesMPAtlas figure states 25% of the nation’s waters are
fully or highly protected, with an adjusted figure of 18% (1,528,294 km2) in
direct waters, and approximately half of the total nation’s protection
(1,508,497 km2) in wider waters. Protection in the United States direct
waters is largely attributed to the Papahānaumokuākea National Marine
Monument, an MPA in northwestern Hawaii spanning around
1,508,721 km2. Adjusted figures for the United States show 42.3% of its
wider waters are fully or highly protected, largely made up of the
1,267,197 km2 across the United States Minor Outlying Islands category
listed on MPAtlas52, and includes 1,265,728 km2 within the Pacific Remote
Islands Marine National Monument, and 1,468 km2 within the Navassa
Island NationalWildlife Refuge, which has overlapping claims between the
United States, Jamaica, and Haiti.

WhileAustralia claims 18% (1,658,568 km2) protection towards 30×30
across the nation’s waters, only 11% (807,288 km2) of this is within direct
waters, with 851,290 km2 in wider waters. There are a number of MPAs
around the direct waters of Australia, with the Great Barrier Reef Marine
Park making up 124,911 km2 of this protection. Direct waters here also
included Macquarie Island Marine Park (445,315 km2). Despite being
located further offshore, Macquarie Island has no permanent human resi-
dents and was included within the nation’s own statistics in Australia’s
direct waters52. Marine parks contributing to protection statistics in Aus-
tralia’s wider waters include Cocos Islands (465,845 km2) and Christmas
Island (273,186 km2) in the northern Indian Ocean south of Indonesia, and
the Heard and McDonald Islands Sanctuary Zone (70,588 km2) in the
southern Indian Ocean.

Argentina’s MPAtlas figure for protection states 11% of all waters are
fully or highly protected, with an adjusted figure of 0% (0 km2) in direct
waters, and 11% (307,487 km2) in wider waters. Argentina’s only MPA
contributing to its 11% MPAtlas figure is in South Georgia and the South
Sandwich Islands, which is jointly claimed with the United Kingdom and
counts towards each nation’s percentage targets.

The majority of France’s areas of full or high protection fall outside of
the nation’s direct waters. While statistics for all waters suggest France is
protecting 3% (134,524 km2) of its waters overall, 0.6 km2 (0.0001%) of this
protection sits within direct waters, with 404,578 km2 reported in wider
waters. This 0.6 km2 protection in direct waters falls within the Cerbère-
Banyuls National Nature Reserve. The largest contributions to France’s
protection in wider waters include a joint claim of protection with New
Caledonia around that nation (135,926 km2), and the French Southern
Territories (125,786 km2), which is mostly made up of the Terres Australes
Françaises National Nature Reserve (120,162 km2) in the southern
Indian Ocean.
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Aotearoa New Zealand also features considerable discrepancies in
protection levels for direct and wider waters. MPAtlas figures show 2% of
the nation’s marine area is fully or highly protected. However, adjusted
figures show 0.18% (7550 km2) of this protection to be in direct waters, with
126,974 km2 inwiderwaters. The protection inwiderwaters falls exclusively
within the Niue Moana Mahu MPA around the Pacific nation of Niue as a
joint protection claim for both nations. The protection within Niue Moana
Mahu is more than sixteen times the area of protection Aotearoa New
Zealand implements within it’s own waters, and accounts for most of the
overall 2% protection figure on its own.

Discussion
Of the 196 nations who adopted the GBF in 2022, 52 ocean-bordering
nations are identified as having some form of fully protected or highly
protectedmarine area onMPAtlas52.Most of these 52nations are focusedon
how to best protect and conserve their own marine environments, with
protected area data located within their own direct waters within 200
nautical miles of the coastline. However, six of these 52 nations also include
protection figures from MPAs in wider waters they claim as overseas ter-
ritories, including the waters around remote islands and other nations they
consider under their wider jurisdiction. The United Kingdom, the United
States, Australia, Argentina, France, and Aotearoa New Zealand all include
MPAs in offshore regions beyond their own direct waters as part of their
ownMPAprotectionfigures. Including these statisticswithin anation’s own
data raises important questions about where and how different nations are
designatingMPAs and reporting this protection towards their ownprogress
towards 30×30.

Australia and theUnitedStates showsimilar levels of protectionbykm2

in their direct waters and wider waters, while Aotearoa New Zealand
demonstrates higher levels of protection in wider waters than direct waters.
The United Kingdom and France report less than 4 km2 in their direct
waters, with notable levels of protection in wider waters. Argentina only
reports protection in wider waters, with no protection in their direct waters
on MPAtlas52. These research findings suggest several nations almost
exclusively designate fully protected or highly protected MPAs around
islands, territories, and other nations, far beyond the 200 nautical miles off
their own coastline and report these statistics in their own 30×30 con-
tributions. One example includes the United Kingdom reporting an
836,092 km2 MPA covering Pitcairn’s four islands and surrounding
waters52. This single MPA is over 100,000 km2 greater than the area of the
United Kingdom’s entire direct waters (731,309 m2). Another example is
France,withmost of the total protected area (404,579 km2) beingmadeupof
waters around New Caledonia (135,916 km2) in the Pacific, and the French
Southern Territories (125,786 km2) in the Indian Ocean.

Large MPA designations around distant islands and other nations
is not without controversy and critique. Research has shown that large
MPA designations are disproportionately represented in areas claimed
as overseas territories such as distant islands and the water around other
nations29,36, with these areas contributing disproportionately to inter-
national conservation targets58. While these areas could provide a range
of biodiversity, social, cultural, and economic benefits if managed
well10,11,14,56, they are often remote and so difficult to manage and
enforce, calling their conservation value into question32,36–38. TheUnited
Kingdom and France claim the waters around several areas a long way
from their own direct waters, significantly expanding their claimed
marine area. Strategic designations with substantial marine area around
remote islands and around other nations, far from a nation’s own direct
waters, can suggest considerable progress towards the 30×30 target
when this data is included in that nation’s statistics. MPAtlas data
suggests the United Kingdom has already achieved 30×30, with 39% of
its waters fully or highly protected, yet all but 3 km2 of this protection is
around islands far offshore52. The majority of Aotearoa New Zealand’s
marine protection is focused around Niue. The United Kingdom and
Argentina both include the Falkland Islands and South Georgia and the
South Sandwich Islands in their own national protection data. WhileT

ab
le

1
|M

ar
in
e
p
ro
te
ct
ed

ar
ea

in
to
ta
l,
d
ir
ec

t,
an

d
w
id
er

w
at
er
s

N
at
io
n

T
o
ta
lw

at
er
s
(d
ir
ec

t
w
at
er
s
+

w
id
er

w
at
er
s)

D
ir
ec

t
w
at
er
s
(w

it
hi
n
20

0
nm

fr
o
m

th
e
na

ti
o
n'
s
co

as
tl
in
e)

W
id
er

w
at
er
s
(m

o
re

th
an

20
0
nm

fr
o
m

th
e
na

ti
o
n'
s
co

as
tl
in
e)

S
ta
te
d
to
ta
l

m
ar
in
e

ar
ea

(k
m

2 )

S
ta
te
d
to
ta
l

hi
g
hl
y/
fu
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

(k
m

2 )

S
ta
te
d
to
ta
l

h
ig
h
ly
/f
u
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

(%
)

A
d
ju
st
ed

m
ar
in
e

ar
ea

in
d
ir
ec

t
w
at
er
s
(k
m

2 )

A
d
ju
st
ed

hi
g
hl
y/
fu
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

in
d
ir
ec

t
w
at
er
s
(k
m

2 )

A
d
ju
st
ed

hi
g
hl
y/

fu
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

in
d
ir
ec

t
w
at
er
s
(%

)

A
d
ju
st
ed

m
ar
in
e

ar
ea

in
w
id
er

w
at
er
s
(k
m

2 )

A
d
ju
st
ed

hi
g
hl
y/
fu
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

in
w
id
er

w
at
er
s
(k
m

2 )

A
d
ju
st
ed

hi
g
hl
y/

fu
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

in
w
id
er

w
at
er
s
(%

)

U
ni
te
d

K
in
gd

om
5,
87

9,
22

0
2,
28

5,
52

2
39

73
1,
30

9
3.
26

0.
00

04
5,
14

7,
91

1
2,
28

5,
51

9
44

.4
0a

U
ni
te
d
S
ta
te
s

12
,2
05

,9
18

3,
03

6,
79

1
24

.8
8,
64

1,
94

3
1,
52

8,
29

4
17

.6
8

3,
56

3,
97

5
1,
50

8,
49

7
42

.3
3

A
us

tr
al
ia

8,
99

4,
34

0
1,
65

8,
56

8
18

7,
35

0,
98

5
80

7,
28

8
10

.9
8

1,
64

3,
35

5
85

1,
28

0
51

.8
0

A
rg
en

tin
a

2,
86

9,
49

1
30

7,
48

7
11

1,
07

2,
05

3
0

0
1,
79

7,
43

8
30

7,
48

7
17

.1
1a

Fr
an

ce
10

,1
10

,9
81

40
4,
57

9
2.
6

78
0,
89

7
0.
61

7
0.
00

01
9,
33

0,
08

4
40

4,
57

8.
4

4.
34

A
ot
ea

ro
a
N
ew

Z
ea

la
nd

6,
71

2,
79

2
13

4,
52

4
2

4,
10

4,
55

1
7,
55

0
0.
18

2,
60

8,
24

1
12

6,
97

4
4.
87

To
ta
lw

at
er
s
is
th
e
to
ta
lm

ar
in
e
ar
ea

fu
lly

or
hi
gh

ly
p
ro
te
ct
ed

as
st
at
ed

on
M
P
A
tla

s
on

26
A
ug

us
t2

02
4
(n
at
io
n
(a
ll
w
at
er
s)
d
at
as

et
).
A
d
ju
st
ed

fi
gu

re
s
ar
e
b
as

ed
on

th
e
ar
ea

s
fu
lly

p
ro
te
ct
ed

or
hi
gh

ly
p
ro
te
ct
ed

w
ith

in
20

0
na

ut
ic
al
m
ile
s
(n
m
)f
ro
m

th
e
co

as
tli
ne

of
th
at

na
tio

n
(d
ire

ct
w
at
er
s)
,a
nd

in
ot
he

rw
at
er
s
th
at

na
tio

n
cl
ai
m
s
as

th
ei
ro

ve
rs
ea

s
te
rr
ito

rie
s,
in
cl
ud

in
g
ar
ou

nd
re
m
ot
e
is
la
nd

s
an

d
ot
he

rn
at
io
ns

fu
rt
he

ro
ff
sh

or
e
(w
id
er

w
at
er
s)
.D

at
a
on

to
ta
lw

at
er
s
(n
at
io
n
(a
ll
w
at
er
s)
d
at
as

et
)a
nd

d
ire

ct
w
at
er
s
(n
at
io
n
d
at
as

et
)w

er
e
re
tr
ie
ve

d
fr
om

M
P
A
tla

s5
2
an

d
W
D
P
A

54
.W

id
er

w
at
er
s
w
as

ca
lc
ul
at
ed

b
y
su

b
tr
ac

tin
g
th
e
na

tio
n
d
at
as

et
(d
ire

ct
w
at
er
s)
fr
om

th
e
na

tio
n
(a
ll
w
at
er
s)
d
at
as

et
(to

ta
lw

at
er
s)
fr
om

M
P
A
tla

s.
a In

d
ic
at
es

th
e
U
ni
te
d
K
in
gd

om
an

d
A
rg
en

tin
a
b
ot
h
cl
ai
m

S
ou

th
G
eo

rg
ia
an

d
th
e
S
ou

th
S
an

d
w
ic
h
Is
la
nd

s
an

d
th
e
Fa

lk
la
nd

Is
la
nd

s
in

th
ei
r
na

tio
na

lp
ro
te
ct
io
n
d
at
a.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s44183-025-00177-8 Article

npj Ocean Sustainability |            (2026) 5:13 3

www.nature.com/npjoceansustain


collaborationmay help progress conservation10,11,59, there is also the risk
of different countries counting the same protected area in their own
national data, which could lead to the same area being double-counted
in 30 × 30 statistics at an international level.

Further questions are raised aboutwhy the six nations identified in this
research have not protected more area directly off their own coastlines in
fully protected or highly protectedMPAs. Instead, these nations tend to rely
heavily, or mostly exclusively, on designating fully or highly protected areas

Fig. 1 | MPAs in direct and wider waters.MPAs designated by (a) the United
Kingdom, (b)United States, (c)Australia, (d)Argentina, (e) France, and (f)Aotearoa
NewZealand, where dark blue indicates fully or highly protectedMPAs contributing

to 30×30 protection targets, light blue shows direct waters around that nation, and
the red line identifies the 200 nm boundary line from the coastline. Created using
data from WDPA54 to visualise MPAs on MPAtlas52 on 26 August 2024.
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inwaters they claimas overseas territories, such as thewaters around remote
islands and other nations further offshore when reporting their own pro-
gress towards 30×30. In contrast, these nations own direct waters often
include a combination of no protection, which allows any activity to take
place, or lower levels of protection allowing “moderate to extensive
extraction and associated impacts” 52, neither of which are considered to
contribute to 30×30. For example, a number of marine sanctuaries in the
water directly around the United States coastline and marine parks around
the Australian coastline allow formultiple uses including extraction and are
therefore classified as ‘incompatible with the conservation of nature’ and
30×3029,36,52,56. If high levels of protection are considered so vital, it could be
expected that these nations would also be designating and implementing at
least 30% fully or highly protected areas within their own direct waters.

Inadequate consultation can raise important questions over environ-
mental justice and equity, while also risking negative outcomes for the long-
term viability of MPAs. Consultation around MPA designation and man-
agement with Indigenous Peoples and local communities is often
limited26,30,36,50. As a result, MPA designations have led to a number of
negative outcomes for the people who live in and are connected to these
areas22,25,30,51,60. TheUnited States recently proposed expanding protection of
the Pacific Remote Islands Marine National Monument from 1.3 million
km2 to nearly 2million km2 52,54,61.While this expansion has been pushed by
theUnitedStates, andhas been supported by some, it has received resistance
for not meaningfully consulting or including Indigenous People and local
communities who have the strongest connections to the region62,63. Target 3
of the Global Biodiversity Framework (30×30) includes text that specifies
that 30% of global marine areas should be “effectively conserved” and
“equitably governed… recognising and respecting the rights of Indigenous
Peoples and local communities, includingover their traditional territories” 9.
It remains unclear howmany of the largeMPAs around islands far offshore
from designating nations have adequately considered the rights of the
Indigenous Peoples and local communities of these areas, as specified in the
text associated with achieving 30×30. While there has been some progress
on the involvement and leadership of Indigenous People and local com-
munities in MPA design and implementation (for example in Canada64,65),
more research is needed on MPA processes, and how they could be
improved, from the perspectives of the Indigenous People and local com-
munities most likely to be impacted—before, during, and after MPA
designation.

The role of geopolitics in MPA designation, and MPAs as a tool to
expand a nation’s area of influence,must also be considered43,44. TheUnited
Kingdom has previously displaced approximately 2000 Îlois (Chagossian)
people from the Chagos Islands to make way for a United States military
base, before later designating a largeMPA around the islands44,66,67. In 2015,
the Permanent Court of Arbitration ruled that the UK’s claim over the
Chagos Islands was illegal, and in 2019 the International Court of Justice
found the UK in breach of international law by seeking to maintain the
British claim to Chagos68. The UK initially dismissed the decision as advi-
sory, however, after 13 rounds of talks between 2022 and 2024, the United
Nations and the International Court of Justice demanded the UK to return
Chagos toMauritius, which theUKgovernment agreed to as long as theUK
could still retain control of the military base itself 69,70. Chagos is no longer
listed in the United Kingdom statistics onWDPA orMPAtlas71,72, and is an
important reminder of what can happen where there is a focus on pro-
gressingmarine conservation around islands far from a nation’s own shores
for geopolitical or military purposes40,42–44.

This research does not mean to suggest that fully protected or highly
protected MPAs are the most appropriate or only mechanism for effective
and sustainable marine protection. Research is growing that highlights the
importance of other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs)
beyond protected areas for achieving 30×3073,74. However, there has also
been critique where OECM-based approaches have allowed nations to
include “de facto”MPAs such as military exclusion zones, war graves, and
areas bordering cables and pipelines towards their protection targets rather
than areas that could add additional conservation benefit44,75. Major gaps in

thedatamean it is difficult tomeasure ifOECMsmeet theCBDcriteria73, are
effective at conserving biodiversity over the long-term, or are equitably
governed and effectively managed76. Nor does this research intend to
evaluate the work of MPAtlas or WDPA, who do valuable work, and
compileMPAdata based on the information provided by governments and
non-government organisations53,55. Instead, this research acknowledges the
global push towards 30×30, and examines how different nations are
reportingprogress towards these targets.While themajority ofnations listed
on MPAtlas designate MPAs in their own direct waters, we hope this
research raises broader questions about how the six nations identified in this
article are designating MPAs and reporting this data as they work towards
their 30×30 goals.We acknowledge that this research represents a snapshot
of levels of protection on 26 August 2024, and marine protection, and the
associated MPAtlas and WDPA data, is continuously evolving53,55,71,72. We
also recognise that MPAtlas only includes data for those MPAs assessed
against MPAtlas quality frameworks53. Despite these limitations, and con-
tinuous updating of new data and MPA designations, the overall trends
identified between MPAs being designated in nations direct and wider
waters remains clear.

Conclusion
Global percentage-based targets like 30×30 can encourage conservation
action, andwhen donewell,MPAs can deliver a range of positive ecological,
social, cultural, and economic benefits11,12,19,22,29,44. However, despite the
tremendous growth in MPAs in the past two decades, the quality of pro-
tection, and their efficacy for facing the longer-term challenges of mon-
itoring and enforcement, remainunclear28,36,38. These concerns are especially
true for nation’s designating large MPAs in areas they claim as overseas
territories around distant islands and other nations, while designating
relatively little area in thewaters around their owncoastline29,42. Even if these
remoteMPAs weremanaged well, the focus on these areas would still mean
disproportionate and unrepresentative protection at national and interna-
tional levels10,11,36,58. The success of 30×30 will rely on nation’s conserving
30% of their own direct waters in addition to any protection elsewhere.

As we approach 2030 and beyond, we are likely to see further increases
inMPAdesignations asdifferentnations race tomeet their 30 × 30 targets. It
is important to recognise that percentage-based area targets are inadequate
metrics on their own13,36, and a greater focus on representative protection of
different ecosystems, conservation effectiveness, environmental justice, and
the role geopolitics and international influence in MPA designation is
urgently needed29,44,56. Such an approach will be especially important in the
face of a changing climate, emerging and future threats, and the newly
signed Biodiversity Beyond National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) agreement77

which could allow different nations to make submissions for MPA desig-
nation in international waters in addition to areas they consider their own
territories. While global targets like 30×30 can foster a collective sense of
action and encourage nations to increase efforts to achieve conservation
targets, the overarching need is for meaningful marine management that is
effective and equitable to be able to deliver long-term social, cultural, and
biodiversity outcomes and safeguard the future of people and nature22,78,79.

Methods
Calculating protection in direct waters and wider waters
Areas classified as fully protected or highly protected on MPAtlas are both
considered to contribute to a nation’s 30×30 target52–54, and have been
included here for analysis. MPA data was examined for all 52 nations listed
on MPAtlas reporting fully protected areas or highly protected areas of
greater than 0 km2 on 26 August 2024. Of these 52 nations, six nations –
United Kingdom, United States, Australia, France, and New Zealand, and
Argentina – had two datasets: (i) nation, which included fully or highly
protected areaswithin 200 nauticalmiles off the coastline of that nation; and
(ii)nation (all waters), which included fully or highlyprotected areas around
that nation in addition to fully or highly protected areas that nation claims in
overseas territories, including around remote islands and other nations
further offshore. To identify where different nations were designating fully
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and highly protected areas, this research compared the data on protection
within 200 nautical miles of the coastline of that nation (direct waters) to
data on protection that nation claims in overseas territories beyond 200
nautical miles of that nation's coastline, including around remote islands
andother nations (widerwaters). Protection in ‘widerwaters’was calculated
by deducting levels of protection in the waters directly off the coastline of
each nation (directwaters; the nationdataset onMPAtlas) from the levels of
protection directly off the coastline of that nation in addition to the levels of
protection in areas that nation claims inoverseas territories (totalwaters; the
nation (all waters) dataset). Areas with lower levels of protection, such as
“lightly protected”, were excluded from the analysis as they allow “moderate
to extensive extraction and associated impacts” 52, and are not considered to
contribute towards 30×30. The figure has been created in ArcGIS Pro80,
usingprotected areadata fromWorldDatabase onProtectedAreas54 as used
byMPAtlas53, to visualiseMPAsonMPAtlas on26August 2024, overlaidon
a World Ocean Basemap81.

Data availability
Eachof the sixnations in this studyhas two sets of data available onMPAtlas
(www.mpatlas.org) (i) nation, and (ii) nation (all waters)52,54. Levels of
protection indirectwaterswere (i) for eachnationon26August 2024. Levels
of protection in wider waters were calculated from subtracting (i) from (ii).
Thefigurewas createdusingAugust 2024WDPAdata fromUNEP-WCMC
and IUCN (www.protectedplanet.net)54 to visualise theMPAs in the figure.
The open access journal license for the article only covers the the article and
does not include data available at MPAtlas or WDPA—please refer to
MPAtlas and WDPA directly for information on data use52. Marine Con-
servation Institute (andPartners),MPAtlas. Seattle,WA.Available at: www.
mpatlas.org [Accessed 26 August 2024] (2024), data use: https://marine-
conservation.org/data-use/54. UNEP-WCMC and IUCN, Protected Planet:
The World Database on Protected Areas (WDPA) [On-line], [August
2024]. Cambridge, UK: UNEP-WCMC and IUCN. Available at: www.
protectedplanet.net (2024), data use: https://www.protectedplanet.net/
en/legal.
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