Overview of UNEP's Marine Mammal Action Plan

Introduction

The Global Plan of Action for the Conservation, Management and Utilisation of Marine Mammals (MMAP) was developed between 1978 and 1983 jointly by UNEP and FAO, in collaboration with other inter-governmental and non-governmental bodies concerned with marine mammal issues, in response to growing international concerns about the status and the need for conservation of marine mammal populations world wide.  The Plan was subsequently adopted by the Governing Council of UNEP in 1984 and endorsed by the governing bodies of main international organisations dealing with issues relevant to marine mammals such as the FAO, the International Whaling Commission (IWC) and the World Conservation Union (IUCN). The Plan was also endorsed by the United Nations General Assembly and UNEP was designated as Secretariat to the Action Plan and has assigned a Secretary to the Action Plan since 1985.

The basic objective of the Plan is “to promote the effective implementation of a policy for conservation, management and utilisation of marine mammals which would be widely accepted to governments and the public”. The MMAP is built around five concentration areas, namely, policy formulation, regulatory and protective measures, improvement of scientific knowledge, improvement of law and its application and enhancement of public understanding.  Species covered by the Action Plan include all strictly marine species of mammals (cetaceans, pinnipeds and sirenians), as well as riverine species of dolphins, seals and otters.

As envisaged in the Action Plan itself, major international agencies concerned with marine mammals were invited to join in a Planning and Co-ordinating Committee (PCC), composed of both inter-governmental and non-governmental organisations through which they co-ordinate their work in this field.  A Memorandum of Understanding on Co-operation for the implementation of the Action Plan was signed by FAO, the Inter-American Tropical Tuna Commission (IATTC), the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC/UNESCO), the International Fund for Animal Welfare, Greenpeace International, the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) and the World Conservation Union (IUCN).  Other partners that have contributed to the MMAP, particularly in relation to the conservation of small cetaceans, include the Secretariat of the Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS), and the Whale and Dolphin Conservation Society (WDCS). Ad hoc Scientific and Advisory Committees have also been convened on a need-basis to provide expertise and advice in key topics related to marine mammals.

Since the adoption of the Plan in 1984, many activities, some of which were joint ventures with other main organisations involved such as IUCN, FAO, IWC and WWF, have been carried out as contributions to the Plan. The Action Plan also received support from Governments as a high profile programme of UNEP, particularly during the first years following its adoption.  The MMAP has significantly contributed to the enhancement of technical and institutional capacities required for conservation and management of marine mammals in several developing regions of the world, such as Latin America and the Caribbean, East and West Africa, and South East-Asia. Activities and projects have included training courses and workshops for scientists and students, publication of public awareness materials and technical reports, and field projects on the status of several marine mammal species. 

However, in spite of its significance and progress, UNEP is in the process of revising and reevaluating the present relevance of this Action Plan given that 23 years have passed since it was first developed in 1978.

In light of this fact, there is a need to review the MMAP and the work being undertaken by the regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans vis-a-vis this Plan.

In recent discussions held during the 3rd Global Meeting of Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans in Monaco, form 6-11 November 2000, issues pertaining to the possible need to retool this plan to increase its relevance and usefulness were discussed. A number of views on possible new structures, scope, activities, linkages and resources were proposed. The majority of the views expressed advocated a broader, modernized and better resourced MMAP. The options presented and discussed on the MMAP are being be considered by UNEP in consultation with its partners. 

It was agreed that UNEP would continue the retooling of the Marine Mammal Action Plan in consultation with CMS. CITES, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the regional seas conventions and action plans and relevant partner organizations, including IUCN, and present a revised MMAP to the Fourth Global Meeting.
 Relevance to UNEP’s mandate and work programme

The protection of marine living resources was, by decision of UNEP’s Governing Council, one of the three components constituting UNEP’s Ocean Programme under the formers Oceans and Coastal Areas Programme Activity Centre and Water Branch.  Recognising the role and mandate of FAO, UNEP has concentrated its activities in this area to species and ecosystems that are not commercially exploited by fisheries operations. However, given the importance of sustainable fisheries issues and the legitimate role UNEP can play in the environmental aspects of fisheries, collaboration with FAO has increased in fisheries issues of common interest (e.g. on-going UNEP/FAO GEF Project on minimising the impacts of tropical shrimp trawling fisheries on marine living resources).

Activities undertaken in the past under the framework of that component have been directly related to the conservation of marine biodiversity, such as the MMAP and the programmes developed to implement the provisions of the Regional Seas Protocols Concerning Specially Protected Areas and Wild Fauna and Flora.

Marine mammals serve as important indicators of the health of marine environments.  As top level predators they impact in local food webs and ecosystems as a whole. They also indicate, for instance, exposure and effects of pollutants over spatial, temporal and trophic scales.

Marine mammals are key species in many marine and coastal ecosystems and the MMAP should be seen as integral part of UNEP’s mandate in addressing the maintenance of biological diversity, particularly in light of the “Jakarta Mandate on Marine and Coastal Biodiversity” under the Convention on Biological Diversity. The significance of marine mammal conservation as severely depleted species in most cases, has also received support from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF), (e.g. UNEP/GEF Short-term measure Project on the Rescue Plan for the Cap Blanc Colony of the Mediterranean Monk Seal). As a non-legally binding global strategy, the MMAP parallels other similar programmes in UNEP’s working programme such as the International Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI) and the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA).

Relationship with the Regional Seas Programmes 

A number of programmes have been, or are at present being planned as implementation of Protocols dealing with Biodiversity, Specially Protected Areas, and Wild Fauna and Flora negotiated in the framework of the Regional Seas Conventions.  Such Protocols have been developed in the Mediterranean, South-East Pacific, Wider Caribbean and Eastern Africa regions, with their provisions and scope varying from region to region.  Activities and projects implemented in support of such Protocols may include, for example:  (a) the development of regional and National Management plans for endangered, threatened and vulnerable species, such as sea turtles, and marine mammals, (b) assessment of the role of coastal ecosystems, (c) research and monitoring programmes or (d) strengthening network of marine parks and protected areas.

Regional Action Plans dealing specifically with marine mammals have been established under the umbrella of the following Regional Seas Programme and have been significant contributions to the implementation of the MMAP.

A. Mediterranean Action Plan:
· Action Plan for the Management of the Mediterranean Monk Seal (1988)

· Action Plan for the Conservation of Cetacean in the Mediterranean Sea (1991)

A Regional Activity Centre for specially Protected Areas (RAC/SPA) established in Tunis, Tunisia, has the responsibility for the Co-ordination of both Action Plans, which have been actively implemented.

B. South-East Pacific Action Plan:
· Action Plan for the Conservation of Marine Mammals in the South-East Pacific (1991)

Similar efforts in the Pacific have been initiated in the past for the development of an Action Plan for Central America, but progress has been limited, among others, due to financial constraints.

C. Caribbean Environment Programme:
· Regional Management Plan for the West Indian Manatee (1994)

Efforts are on-going for the potential development of a regional action plan for marine mammals, possibly concentrating on small cetaceans.  A proposal is currently under preparation for submission to the next Inter-governmental meeting, planned for late 1999.

The above regional plans are a good example of agreed mechanisms for development of activities at regional and national levels, and of priorities needed for action.  A number of activities and projects have been completed since their adoption, some of which have counted with and benefited from the support, both financial and technical provided by the MMAP.  From experiences gained from past interactions with the Regional Seas Programmes, there is no doubt that the MMAP is a suitable vehicle to continue to contribute to the co-ordination and support to the development of such regional plans under the Regional Seas Programmes, as it provides the needed overall framework for co-operation and expertise at the international level.

In addition to the above mentioned regional action plans, other Regional Seas Programmes and regions have been supported in the past for the development of similar programmes and activities regarding marine mammal conservation and management.  These include, Central America, East Africa, East Asian Seas, Black Sea, and South-West Atlantic.

Relationship with relevant Global Conventions

The global conventions listed below are those for which UNEP serves as Secretariat and their provisions are of direct relevance to the goals of the MMAP and vice-versa.  Co-operation with those Convention Secretariats and other relevant global instruments such as the Convention on the Regulations of Whaling (under the International Whaling Commission) has been extremely beneficial and in some cases instrumental to the development of programmes and policies on key marine mammal issues at the international level.  Such co-operation should be encouraged to continue and be strengthened.

A. Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES)

Under the CITES Convention, all species of marine mammals are listed under Appendix I, which includes all species threatened with extinction which are or may be affected by trade, and Appendix II which includes all species which although not necessarily currently threatened with extinction may become so unless trade is subject to strict regulations and other species which must be subject to regulation.

The work of the Scientific Committee of CITES has included evaluation of the status of marine mammal species, such as the Narwhal, and CITES has participated as partner in the work of the MMAP.

B. Convention on Migratory Species of Wild Animals (CMS)

CMS has closely co-operated and supported the MMAP, as the Convention has provided a forum for the development of legally binding regional agreements on marine mammals:  (a) Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North Seas (ASCOBANS), (b) Agreement on the Conservation of the Mediterranean and Black Seas (ASCCOBAMS) and (c) Agreement on Wadden Sea Seals.

D. Convention on Biological Diversity

While not specifically referring to marine mammals as such, the Jakarta Mandate on Coastal and Marine Biodiversity adopted under the work programme of the Convention on Biological Diversity, identifies the sustainable use of marine and coastal living resources as one of its five thematic areas for action.  It is clear that every effort made by Governments and the international community in support of sound marine mammal conservation and management will directly contribute to the maintenance of biological diversity and the implementation of the Convention.
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