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Two Large-Scale Marine Protected Areas, One Community: The eastern Pacific ʻgoes big’

In the far East of the Pacific Ocean lies a sanctuary for marine life called Motu Motiro Hiva Marine Park.  
Created in 2010, this park bans exploitation of 150,000 square kilometres of ocean and surrounds a tiny, 
unpeopled island only 0.15 square kilometres in size (Wagner et al. 2021). The island is commonly known 
as Isla Salas y Gomez but was first named Motu Motiro Hiva by the indigenous people of Rapa Nui (Easter 
Island) to whom the island is important both culturally and as a traditional source of fish (Gaymer et al,  
2014). In 2018 a second, even larger marine protected area was established encompassing both Motu 
Motiro Hiva and Rapa Nui: the Rapa Nui Multiple Use Marine Protected Area, measuring an enormous 
740,000 square kilometres (Marley 2018). These protections, however, did not come easily. 

The inspiration for protecting a wide stretch of ocean in Chilean waters arrived in January 2008 at the  
World Economic Forum, where celebrated conservationist Enric Sala was receiving the Young Global 
Leader Award (World Economic Forum). Sala had recently become a National Geographic Fellow and 
developed the Pristine Seas initiative, a project to explore, document and protect the “last wild places” in 
the ocean (World Economic Forum). During the event, Sala met with then-Chilean Presidential candidate 
Sebastián Piñera (Eilperin 2011). As the two talked about their mutual experiences scuba diving near Motu 
Motiro Hiva, Sala mentioned his interest in eventually protecting the waters around the island (Eilperin 
2011). While scientific data on the area was fragmented and mostly available outside of the Chilean EEZ 
due to several foreign expeditions, there was enough to suspect that Salas y Gomez was a valuable center 
of biodiversity (Gálvez-Larach, 2009). Establishing a protected area in the region was also considered a  
priority  due  to  “the  imminent  establishment  of  a  South  Pacific  Regional  Fisheries  Management  
Organization” which would control fishing in the area (Gálvez 2008; Gálvez-Larach 2009). 

In 2009, Sala and National Geographic developed a plan with ocean-focused NGO Oceana and the Waitt 
Foundation for an expedition to collect more detailed information about the natural riches of Motu Motiro 
Hiva (National Geographic). Soon a vessel was secured, and an expedition was scheduled for February 
2010 (National Geographic). After the ship had departed on its mission to Motu Motiro Hiva, however, 
tragedy struck when the 2010 Chile earthquake and tsunami rocked the region (Oceana 2011). While most 
of the expedition was cancelled, participants from the Waitt Institute, Oceana, Universidad Católica del 
Norte (UCN) and the Orca Diving Center on Rapa Nui were able to conduct some research using SCUBA  
and an ROV to identify sites of interest for future studies (Oceana 2011). Their investigation justified Sala’s 
excitement:  The ocean surrounding Motu Motiro Hiva featured abundant populations of sharks and 
lobsters, along with unusually high biodiversity in deeper waters (Hoffens Wenzel, 2010).

Using data and photographs from the miniature expedition, Oceana and National Geographic submitted 
an official proposal for a marine park protecting the entire 411,717 square km of Motu Motiro Hiva’s  
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) to the Chilean government (Hoffens Wenzel, 2010; Oceana 2011). Their 
proposal was supported by the Fisheries Commission of the Chilean Senate (Hoffens Wenzel, 2010). 
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Planning for conservation also included meetings with members of Chile’s industrial fishing industry,  
which had opposed protections in other regions of Chile’s EEZ in the past but did not fish in Rapa Nui’s 
waters (Wei-Haas 2018; Zylich 2014). The initiative to protect Motu Motiro Hiva found an extra source of 
support in Sebastian Piñera, now President, who Enric Sala had met at the World Economic Forum two 
years  before  (Young  2014;  Eilperin  2011).  Desiring  a  legacy  to  commemorate  Chile’s  bicentennial  
celebrations  (Gaymer,  2021),  Piñera  issued  a  directive  to  the  Undersecretariat  for  Fisheries  and 
Aquaculture  requesting  a  technical  report  to  support  the  case  for  an  MPA  in  the  region  (Chilean  
Undersecretariat  of  Fisheries  2010).  That  report  declared  that  a  full  scientific  expedition would  be 
mounted in 2011 to inventory existing species and monitor the future park’s conservation status (Chilean 
Undersecretariat of Fisheries 2010). Following these meetings and a consultation with a government  
representative on Rapa Nui,  President Piñera announced the establishment of a 150,000 square km 
marine park around Motu Motiro Hiva on October 6th, 2010 (Hoffens Wenzel, 2010). 

The 2010 declaration of the marine park by the Chilean government was not universally applauded,  
however. The lack of consultation with indigenous people in the lead-up to its creation sparked frustration 
among the people of the nearby island of Rapa Nui, who viewed the area now restricted by the Motu 
Motiro Hiva Marine Park as important to their culture and resources (Gaymer et al., 2014). Nonetheless,  
research in the new park continued. The scientific expedition recommended by the Undersecretariat for 
Fisheries  and  Aquaculture  was  run  in  February-March  2011  with  the  support  of  Oceana,  National 
Geographic,  and  the  Chilean  Navy  (Oceana  2011).  Its  expedition’s  results  provided  baselines  for  
implementation of the MPA and showed just how special the marine ecosystems around Motu Motiro 
Hiva were: Endemic and regionally endemic species comprised 73% of fish abundance near the island due 
to the region’s extreme remoteness (Friedlander 2013). 

The  expedition  also  compared  the  wildlife  of  Motu  Motiro  Hiva  with  that  of  Rapa  Nui,  producing 
interesting conclusions. While both islands and the seamounts between them featured similar levels of  
endemism and diversity, fish biomass at Motu Motiro Hiva was 2.6 times greater than at Rapa Nui. Apex  
predators, meanwhile, made up 43% of the fish biomass at Motu Motiro Hiva but only 2% at Rapa Nui  
(Friedlander 2013). These findings spurred Oceana and National Geographic to call on President Piñera to 
support an expansion of Motu Motiro Hiva Marine Park (FishUpdate 2011). Oceana and fellow NGO The  
Pew Charitable Trusts also offered suggestions for “a large-scale fully no-take marine protected area  
around Rapa Nui” (Aburto et al., 2020).

As this process unfolded, discussions about the value of MPAs were occurring on Rapa Nui itself. While  
the Rapanui had observed a dramatic decline in their fishing returns over the past three decades, a shift  
that many attributed to illegal international fishing vessels lining the horizon, the atmosphere of mistrust 
created by the MMHMP led to stiff resistance to any further MPAs proposed by the government or other 
outside actors (Gaymer et al., 2014; Aburto et al., 2020). 

Over the next several years, however, local support for some form of protection strengthened (Aburto et 
al., 2020). Universities, research centers, government agencies, and NGOs conducted capacity-building 
events on the island, training “thousands of Rapanui people in various marine issues(including legislation, 
management, fisheries and conservation)” (Paredes et al.,  2019). The first local marine conservation 
organization on Rapa Nui, Tapu Indigenous Community, was established in 2012 (Aburto et al, 2020). In 
2014, IUCN and a representative from the Locally Managed Marine Areas network (LMMA) worked with 
Tapu to hold a series of meetings discussing how indigenous groups in Melanesia and Polynesia were 
empowered to establish and manage their own community-based coastal MPAs (Aburto et al.). Several 
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visits to Rapa Nui were also made by representatives of Papahānaumokuākea Marine National Monument 
in Hawaii and the Te Tai Nui A Hau MPA in Marquesas (Gaymer and Friedlander 2021). 

In the wake of these events, some Rapanui were inspired to convene a local marine town meeting referred 
to as Cabildo del Mar in September 2014 to discuss what could be done to reverse the decline in their  
own marine resources (Aburto et al, 2020). A working group of Rapanui called Mesa post Cabildo (Te Mau 
o te Vaikava) was also established to move the work of the Cabildo del Mar forward (Aburto et al, 2020). 

Opinions of what an MPA around Rapa Nui should look like were not unanimous. A relatively small but 
active and well-funded group of Rapanui “attempted to impose a fully no-take LSMPA” while a less-
organized, fishermen-based majority group supported a multiple-use Marine Protected Area (MUMPA) to 
allow for continued fishing in the MPA by indigenous people (Paredes et al., 2019). The minority in support 
of a no-take MPA gradually took control of the Mesa post Cabildo working group as other stakeholders 
left, driving a wedge between the goals of Mesa post Cabildo and public opinion (Aburto et al, 2020). 

Because of this broken line of communication, the majority of Rapanui were surprised and angry when,  
at the 2015 Our Oceans Conference, the Government of Chile announced its commitment to a second 
MPA including the EEZs of both Rapa Nui and Motu Motiro Hiva (Aburto et al., 2020). In June 2016, Chilean 
government representatives held a meeting in Rapa Nui and realized that, despite the work of Mesa post 
Cabildo “no consensus existed for the creation of a marine park” (Aburto et al., 2020) As a result, the 
process set in motion at the Our Oceans Conference came to a halt. 

After meeting with local organizations, the Chilean Minister of Foreign Affairs came to understand that 
most Rapanui groups favored a MUMPA “that would allow traditional fishing by the Rapanui people while 
protecting them from industrial fisheries” (Aburto et al., 2020). That proposal was taken up by the Chilean 
government and CODEIPA, the elected organization on Rapa Nui that is authorized to “negotiate any  
island  issue  with  the  Chilean  State”  (Aburto  et  al.,  2020).  With  the  agreement  of  both  parties,  a  
consultation process began on Rapa Nui  involving participatory planning,  informing the community,  
Rapanui intra-familiar discussion, and continued dialogue with the Chilean Government (Aburto et al.,  
2020). Once the process was complete, the people of Rapa Nui were asked to respond to a referendum 
with three questions: 

1. Do you agree with creating a MUMPA that recognizes and secures the resources for the Rapanui  
people and the co-administration and management with the Chilean government? (Aburto et al., 
2020).

2. Do you agree that co-administration and management is carried out by 6 representatives of the 
Rapanui people and 5 from the State? (Ibid.).

3. Do you agree that fishing is restricted to Rapanui artisanal gears and methods? (Ibid.).

The results of this referendum were announced in September of 2017 during the Fourth International 
MPA Congress (Aburto et al., 2020). In the end, public response to the questions was mostly positive: 62 
percent of Rapanui supported the creation of a co-managed, multiple-use MPA, 59 percent supported a 
management council made up of six Rapanui and five Chilean state representatives, and 74 percent 
agreed that fishing should be restricted to Rapanui artisanal gears and methods (Aburto et al, 2020).  
Pleased by the results, a representative of CODEIPA stated that “the sea of Rapa Nui has won, the Rapanui 
people have won, Chile nationally and internationally has won” (Aburto et al., 2020). Having overcome its 
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initial struggles, the Rapa Nui Multiple-Use Marine Protected Area was officially designated throughout 
the entirety of Rapa Nui’s and Motu Motiro Hiva’s EEZs on February 27th, 2018 (Wei-Haas, 2018).

____________
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