
THE NORTHERN 
MOZAMBIQUE 
CHANNEL
OPPORTUNITIES FOR STRATEGIC PARTNERSHIPS
FOR A PROSPEROUS WESTERN INDIAN OCEAN



Context    
The importance of the northern 
Mozambique Channel was first identified 
by experts during a regional workshop 
under the auspices and direction of 
the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) 
in November 2009, in Antananarivo, 
Madagascar. Currently, this key area 
is named the Northern Mozambique 
Channel Conservation Area (NMCCA) 
among the region’s marine scientists. In 
2012, an initial assessment of the Indian 
Ocean by the UNESCO World Heritage 
Centre Marine Programme identified the 
NMCCA as the highest priority new World 
Heritage Site. The provisional demarcation 
of the NMCCA includes northern 
Madagascar, the Comoros Archipelago, 
northern Mozambique and southern 
Tanzania, and may extend as far as the 
southernmost Seychelles. In parallel, the 
NMCCA was subsequently described in 
the final list of areas meeting the EBSA 
(Ecologically or Biologically Significant 
Areas) criteria, thus reconfirming the 
area’s outstanding global importance. 

The Western Indian Ocean Coral Centre
The northern Mozambique Channel 
one of the world’s globally outstanding 
marine biodiversity areas and a biological 
reservoir for the entire coastal East African 
region with high diversity of Indian 
Ocean corals. Endemism is marked and 
overall reef diversity is second only to 
the Southeast Asia’s Coral Triangle, with 
an estimated more than 400 hard coral 
species1.
1 Obura D (2012) The Diversity and Biogeography of 

Western Indian Ocean Reef-Building Corals. PLoS 

ONE 7(9): e45013. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0045013

Challenges   
The main challenge is poor ocean 
governance that is manifested in:
MPA governance and management: 
MPAs in the WIO region covers a total 
area of 17,186 km2 corresponding to 4% 
of ocean shelf while the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD) recommends 
10%. Because short-term and tangible 
benefits are not usually perceived, MPAs 
do not obtain the political and public 
support they merit, which in turn leads to 
weak management effectiveness.
Fisheries: The WIO region generates 
about 4.8% of the global fish catch, 
equivalent to about 4.5 million tons of fish 
per year (FAO, 2007). In most maritime 
countries, fisheries legislation requires 
updating and strengthening. Additionally, 
management, and enforcement of 
regulations are often inadequate because 
of a lack of resources and capacity. 
Tuna fisheries: At the level of IOTC, 
the absence of harvest control rules and 
reference points, together with the weak 
application of resolutions, pose important 
challenges.
Illegal, unreported and unregulated 
fishing (IUU fishing): Very few 
countries have paid sufficient attention 
to growing maritime threats, including 
IUU. Most frequently, the reasons include: 
weak governance, a lack of maritime 
domain awareness and command and 
control capability, and fragile regulatory 
and judicial structures. Vessels involved in 
IUU activities in the EEZs are largely from 
distant water fishing fleets.
Piracy: Since 2008, core maritime 
users of the WIO have been subject to 
piracy of Somali origin. This poses a 
serious development challenge, affecting 
employment and income while also 



leading to increased poverty. For example, 
piracy has resulted in a 4% decline in GDP 
for the fisheries-dependent economy of the 
Seychelles.
Oil and gas development: There have 
been significant oil and gas discoveries 
off coastal East Africa in recent times. 
Virtually the entire East African coastline 
has been divided into exploration blocks, 
including areas with protected status, 
wildlife migration corridors, tourism 
development zones, and areas that support 
fish/prawn breeding and nurseries (cf. 
WWF’s discussion paper on oil and gas).
Shipping: Pollution is the current 
main area of concern. Response efforts 
are insufficient in terms of effective 
collaboration between environmental 
organizations, maritime governance 
agencies and shipping companies that 
integrate environmental concerns into 
marine operations.
Climate change: The main climate 
change concerns are increased sea surface 
temperatures, extreme weather events and 
changes in rainfall patterns. The region is 
ill prepared to manage and adapt to the 
impacts of climate change that threaten 
coastal economies sectors.

Solutions: Partnerships and Cooperation
The above challenges constitute significant 
risks for the WIO in general and, in 
particular, the globally important NMCCA. 
It is therefore urgent that the WIO states 
take action to develop a coherent regional 
‘Ocean Governance Agenda’ that:

•  should facilitate strengthened 
collaboration and synergy among 
maritime nations to address common 
issues including livelihoods, food 
security and revenue generation 
through fisheries, tourism and other 

forms of economic development 
within the NMCCA;

•  would be an excellent instrument 
to channel existing platforms and 
programs that address specific 
environmental concerns (these 
include: Nairobi Convention, IOC, 
SADC, Western Indian Ocean Coastal 
Challenge (WIOCC) initiative, WIO-
Consortium, the Western Indian 
Ocean Marine Science Association 
(WIOMSA), IOTC and South Western 
Indian Ocean Fisheries Commission 
(SWIOFC) - these regional fora 
are further complemented by 
international initiatives, notably 
EBSA/CBD, UNESCO World Heritage 
Convention and the IUCN High Seas 
Alliance).

Potential Benefits to WIO States 
A multi-stakeholder NMCCA ocean 
governance agenda will yield the following 
benefits to countries included in this 
globally significant conservation area:

•  Strengthened markets and trade 
across the region leading to robust 
economic growth;
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•  Improved capacity within 
governmental agencies for marine and 
coastal resource management and 
governance, including appropriate 
regional and national policy/
legislative instruments regulating 
key sectors such as oil, gas, mining, 
tourism and fisheries;

•  Increase in fisheries productivity 
following stronger spatial planning 
and management of key production 
coastal areas, leading to enhanced 
food security, and therefore 
contributing to higher political 
stability;

•  Increased financial gains to maritime 
states owning tuna resources through 
equitable and environmentally sound 
fisheries agreements;

•  Increased tourism revenues through 
the development of a world-class MPA 
network;

•  Inter-governmental cooperation to 
manage the widespread impacts of 
climate change.

Recommendations  
It is important to mention that this 
initiative on the Northern Mozambique 
Channel is currently developing as a 
WIO-C partnership activity.
In consideration of the above, the WIO-C 
recommends to policy makers in the 
Western Indian Ocean region to adopt the 
principle of an ocean governance agenda 
for the northern Mozambique Channel, 
and subsequently define and implement 
this process. 
To do so, we recommend alignment of the 
efforts of the Nairobi Convention process, 
the IOC, the SADC, the WIOCC initiative, 
the WIO-Consortium, the WIOMSA, 
the IOTC and the SWIOFC towards this 

common goal.
More specific elements of the process 
and strategy towards implementation 
of the ocean governance agenda may 
incorporate:

•  Support a multi-stakeholder process 
in least developed countries that 
will develop mechanisms to improve 
artisanal fisheries regulations and 
enforcement.

•  Undertake a thorough analysis of 
tourism potential of various existing 
and prospective non-exploited sites 
within the NMCCA.

•  Support the establishment of a 
dynamic NMCCA MPA network or 
sub-network.

•  Foster private sector and civil 
society involvement in defining and 
implementing the ocean governance 
agenda.

•  Coordinate scientific, economic and 
social surveys among NMC bordering 
nations to update the knowledge 
base required for identification of 
key biodiversity and fishing areas 
to be protected and managed, and 
adopt necessary legal and regulatory 
measures for sound management and 
protection.


