


66 Use of the IUCN protected areas management categories in the Mediterranean region

This study was carried as a contribution by the Andalusian Regional Government, in collaboration with the IUCN - Centre for Mediterranean 

Cooperation, to the discussions at the IUCN Protected Areas Management Categories Summit in Almeria on 7-11 May 2007.  

Collaborators Consejería de Medio Ambiente

Mª Rosario Pintos Martín (General Director RENPSA).

Rosa Mendoza Castellón (Director, Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural Parc).

Fernando Molina Vázquez (Head of Coordination and Management Service RENPA).

Eva García Muñoz (Coordination and Management Service RENPA).

Milagros Pérez Villalba (Coordination and Management Service RENPA)

Collaborators IUCN-Mediterranean

Margarita Astrálaga (Director, IUCN Mediterranean).

Andrés Alcántara (IUCN Spanish Liaison Officer).

Pedro Rosábal (IUCN Protected Areas Programme Senior Officer).

Technical Team, PANGEA Consultores SL

Arturo López Ornat

Anna Pons Reynés

With the collaboration of Mika Noguera for marine protected areas.



67

En
gl

is
h

Use of the IUCN protected 
areas management 

categories in the 
Mediterranean region

General Directorate of the Network of Natural Protected 
Areas and Environmental Services of Andalucia (RENPSA)

Consejería de Medio Ambiente. Junta de Andalusia

IUCN Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation 



68 Use of the IUCN protected areas management categories in the Mediterranean region

The designation of geographical entities in this book, and the presentation of the material, do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of 
Consejeria de Medio Ambiente of Junta de Andalusia or IUCN concerning the legal status of any country, territory, or area, or of its authorities, or concerning the 
delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.

The views expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect those of Consejeria de Medio Ambiente of Junta de Andalusia or IUCN.

This publication has been made possible in part by funding from the Consejeria de Medio Ambiente of Junta de Andalusia, Spain.

Published by:  The World Conservation Union (IUCN), Gland, Switzerland and Malaga, Spain in collaboration with the Consejería de Medio 
Ambiente of Junta de Andalusia, Seville, Spain.

 

Copyright: © 2007 Consejeria de Medio Ambiente of Junta de Andalusia and International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural 
Resources

 Reproduction of this publication for educational or other non-commercial purposes is authorized without prior written permission 
from the copyright holder provided the source is fully acknowledged.

 Reproduction of this publication for resale or other commercial purposes is prohibited without prior written permission of the 
copyright holder.

Citation: (2007). Arturo López Ornat, Anna Pons Reynés (Pangea Consultores S.L.) in collaboration with Mika Noguera, Use of IUCN 
protected areas management categories in the  Mediterranean region. Consejería de Medio Ambiente of Junta de Andalucía, 
Sevilla, Spain and IUCN, Gland, Switzerland and Malaga, Spain.  211 pp.

Report Collaborators:   Chadi Abi Faraj, Andrés Alcántara, Eva García, Rosa Mendoza, Fernando Molina, Milagros Pérez, Mª Rosario Pintos, Belén 
Rueda, Sonsoles San Román.

ISBN: 978/84-96776-35-7

Legal Deposit:                               MA-1386/2007

Cover design by: Chadi Abi Fraj

Cover photo: Victor Vargas

Backcover photos: Chadi Abi Faraj, Hedwig Schwarzer, Ameer Abdulla

Layout by: ATEA

Produced by: IUCN Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation

Printed by: Grupo Surneón (Málaga)

Available from:

  A catalogue of IUCN publications is also available at www.iucn.org/publications.

The text of this book is printed on recycled chlorine free Cyclusprint 100 gsm 

Centro de Cooperación del Mediterráneo de la UICN
C/ Marie Curie 35
29590 Campanillas, Málaga, Spain
Tel: +34 952 028430
Fax: +34 952 028145
www.uicnmed.org

Consejería de Medio Ambiente - Junta de Andalucía
Avda. Manuel Siurot, 50
41013  Sevilla, Spain
Tel. +34 955 00 35 73 
Fax +34 955 00 36 36
www.juntadeandalucia.es/medioambiente



69

Table	of	Contents

Presentation ......................................................................................................... 71

Prologue	 ......................................................................................................... 73

Summary	and	Conclusions	 .............................................................................................. 75

Part	1		 Use	of	the	IUCN	Protected	Areas	management	categories
	 in	the	Mediterranean	region:	analysis	of	the
	 situation	
 
 1.1. Introduction ................................................................................. 81

1.2. Methodology ................................................................................. 83
1.3. The use of the categories in the Mediterranean region ................ 85
1.4. Analysis by subregions and countries .......................................... 87
1.5. Correspondence of national designations 
  with the IUCN categories   ..................................................... 91
1.6. Correspondence of the IUCN categories 
  with national designations ....................................................... 93
1.7.	 Reflection	in	national	legislation	and	policies		 .............................	 99
1.8. Institutional, management and governance aspects ................        102
1.9. Relationship with international conventions .............................        105

Part	2			 The	debate	on	Category	V

2.1. Introduction to Category V .......................................................        107
2.2. Controversy regarding Category V ..........................................        108
2.3.	 Defence	and	clarifications	on	Category	V	 .............................								109
2.4. Marine Protected Areas (MPAs)              ..........................................        112
2.5. Discussion on Categories V and VI during 
  the Almeria Summit ....................................................................        114

Part	3			 Category	V:	The	case	of	the	Cabo	de	Gata-Níjar	natural	park	

3.1. Characteristics of the area  ..........................................        116
3.2.	 Protection	figures	 ....................................................................								117
3.3. Zoning              .................................................................................        118
3.4. Most frequent uses ....................................................................        119
3.5. Conservation problems and threats              .............................        120
3.6. Conservation and development results              .............................        121
3.7. IUCN management category designation .............................        123
3.8. Considerations              ....................................................................        125

Epilogue	   ............................................................................................................................        127

Appendices	 .............................................................................................................................       195

En
gl

is
h



70 Use of the IUCN protected areas management categories in the Mediterranean region



71

En
gl

is
h

Presentation

Growing concern to preserve the planet’s biodiversity has prompted almost all the world’s 

governments (currently 187 countries in total) to ratify the Convention on Biological 

Diversity.

To	ensure	the	conservation	objectives	of	this	important	convention	are	fulfilled,	common	indicators	

are needed so that the evolution of our natural environment can be analysed, particularly in territories 

that have been declared Protected Natural Spaces (Protected Areas) due to their biodiversity and 

geodiversity values. This need has revealed the importance of the Protected Areas Management 

Categories of the IUCN, an international organisation that, in its endeavour to establish a limited 

number	of	protection	categories	to	enable	the	validation	of	protected	spaces	worldwide,	defined	a	

set of categories in 1978 which were later revised and adopted in 1994, thus creating a common 

system comprising a total of six management categories. At the 2004 meeting of Contracting 

Parties of the Convention on Biological Diversity, a formal request was submitted to the IUCN to 

review and adapt its categories system to the new challenges so that a single international system 

could be established and adopted.

The IUCN’s Protected Areas Management Categories system has been very useful for promoting 

protected areas systems in many countries, reducing confusion and establishing comparable 

databases worldwide, such as the United Nations Protected Areas Database (WDPA – World 

Database	on	Protected	Areas).	However,	 in	 the	 last	 decade	 some	States	have	had	difficulties	

assigning	the	corresponding	categories	in	their	territories	because	their	definitions	contain	certain	

ambiguities. These categories have sometimes also been assigned incorrectly, particularly 

Categories V and VI. This situation has not just revealed the need to clarify and specify certain 

aspects	of	 the	definitions	of	 the	different	 categories,	 it	 has	also	 fuelled	a	broad	debate	on	 the	

maintenance of Categories V and VI in the system, since some IUCN members and experts 

consider that certain countries are assigning these categories to territories that actually contribute 

very little to biodiversity conservation from the point of view of both the natural resources present 

in these areas and the way in which they are managed.

Andalusia, like much of the Mediterranean, has large protected areas with traditional forms of 

intervention	which	help	to	protect	the	habitats	of	fauna	and	flora	species	of	worldwide	importance.	

Biodiversity is not a secondary objective in these areas with respect to sustainable development, 

nor vice-versa. Andalusia’s huge natural wealth combines the balance between ecological value 

and the actual socioeconomic development of many areas included in Categories V and VI. These 

areas conserve biodiversity of undeniable value due precisely to the historical exploitation of 

natural resources; hence, their cultural values are also of special interest. 

Presentation
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It is precisely because of intervention in these territories that management mechanisms are 

necessary to respond to the dynamism and environmental and social changes, recognising at the 

same time the value of landscapes and ways of life that enable biological diversity to be maintained, 

but always highlighting biodiversity conservation as the prime and obligatory objective. 

This document was prepared by the Department for the Environment of the Junta de Andalucía 

(Andalusian Regional Government) and the IUCN Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation as a 

contribution to the discussions at the IUCN Protected Areas Management Categories Summit held 

in	Almeria	in	May	2007.	The	development	of	these	categories		is	crucial	for	the	clarification	and	

establishment of certain premises of enormous interest, which must be agreed and adopted at the 

World Conservation Congress to be held in Barcelona in 2008, the main of objective being to revise 

the IUCN’s Protected Areas Management Categories and the guidelines on their assignation. 

Discussions during the International Summit meeting revealed the importance of numerous 

Category V and VI areas for nature conservation. Interesting data were presented at the meeting, 

such as the fact that the last Iberian Lynx populations in the world are found and recover in Category 

V Areas, as well as the large majority of breeding pairs of Imperial Eagles, Brown Bears or the 

Posidonia marine grasslands. The importance of these areas was also made apparent during 

visits	to	the	Cabo	de	Gata-Níjar	Natural	Park	and	the	Sierra	Nevada	Natural	Park,	showing	first-

hand the importance and need for these categories in order to help preserve biological diversity 

in historically intervened territories, as a way of conserving not just natural values but also the 

cultural and ethnographic heritage of the areas encompassed within these categories.

This publication analyses the use and interpretation of the different protected areas categories in 

the Mediterranean, gathers the ideas and proposals of agencies and other key stakeholders in 

the Mediterranean region, and includes the results of the IUCN’s International Summit in Almeria. 

We hope it will make a useful contribution to the development and adoption of a truly common 

language required by all persons interested and involved in biodiversity conservation.

Mª	del	Rosario	Pintos	Martín
General Director, Network of Natural Protected Areas and Environmental Services (RENPSA). 

Consejería de Medio Ambiente. Junta de Andalucía
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For the Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation (IUCN-Med), the effective management of existing 

protected areas as well as the designation of new ones in the Mediterranean region are of vital 

importance to achieve the 2010 goals. Particularly, when we are dealing with the conservation of 

biological diversity in the region at terrestrial, coastal and marine levels. Those of us who have 

been	working	 in	 the	 field	 for	many	 years	 have	 no	 doubt	 that	 the	 establishment	 and	 use	 of	 the	

protected area categories of the World Conservation Union (IUCN) have been crucial in the search 

for	a	standard	classification	system	to	compare	protected	areas	at	national,	multi-country	and	world	

level. In the Mediterranean alone, there are more than 4400 protected areas, of which 67% have 

been assigned some IUCN category.

The Centre is very pleased to have coordinated efforts with the Consejería de Medio Ambiente of 

the regional government of Andalucía to implement this detailed analysis of the application of the 

categories to Mediterranean protected areas. This effort answers the needs of governments in 

the region but also of managers and other stakeholders such as the private sector, to see clearly 

how these categories are applied, the questions to be solved and the challenges to face in the 

application	of	the	categories	and,	above	all,	how	we	can	further	improve	their	benefits.

Despite the fact that not all Mediterranean countries submitted their direct contribution for the 

preparation of this book, we hope however that it will become a useful tool to encourage more 

detailed	analyses	at	country	level.	We	are	also	confident	that	it	will	serve	as	a	stimulus	to	assess	

the options for improvement of the legislation where needed; for the categorisation of new areas 

and its application to the already existing ones, thus establishing and strengthening a coherent 

system of protected areas in favour of biodiversity conservation and the sustainable use of natural 

resources.

Margarita	Astrálaga
Director, IUCN - Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation
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Summary and Conclusions

Introduction	

The IUCN’s Protected Areas Management Categories 
were launched in 1978 and revised in 1994, and have 
served to promote protected areas systems, reduce 
terminological confusion and enable internationally-
comparable databases to be established, including 
the United Nations Protected Areas Database (WDPA 
- World Database on Protected Areas). After many 
years	 of	 use,	 difficulties	 were	 encountered	 when	
designating categories in some countries or in certain 
biomes, giving rise to statistical errors or resulting 
in	inflated	data	in	certain	countries.	The	Contracting	
Parties of the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(COP 7 – 2004) stressed the need to adopt a single 
international	classification	system	and	supported	the	
IUCN in reviewing and adapting the system to the 
new challenges.

This document was prepared by the Junta de 
Andalucía (Andalusian Regional Government), in close 
coordination with the IUCN Centre for Mediterranean 
Cooperation, as a contribution to the discussions at 
the IUCN Protected Areas Management Categories 
Summit held in Almeria (Spain) on 7-11 May 2007 
and to the upcoming World Conservation Congress 
(Barcelona 2008).

This diagnosis of the situation in the Mediterranean was 
prepared using, on the one hand, the WDPA database 
processed with ArcView, and other databases of 
marine protected areas, mainly MedPAN; the IUCN 
web page and preparatory documentation for the 
Summit; and national reports to the CBD (Convention 
on Biological Diversity). However, particular 
emphasis was placed on extensive consultations 
through surveys performed through the IUCN-
Centre for Mediterranean Cooperation with national 
protected areas agencies, as well as specialised 
regional organisations. Completed questionnaires 
were received from 8 national PA agencies, and 7 
specialised national or international organisations1. 

1 National PA Agencies from Albania, Algeria, Spain, Israel, Morocco, Palestine, Tunisia and Turkey, and seven specialised 
organisations: Federparchi (Italy), EUROPARC and OAPN (Spain), ICN (Portugal), Cévennes Bioshere Reserve (France), 
IUCN Committee-France, and WCPA Committee-Morocco.

Summary and Conclusions
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The	use	of	the	categories

There are more than 4,400 PAs in the 
Mediterranean, of which 67% have been assigned 
an IUCN Category. Category V PAs account for 62% 
of the total protected area in the region; Category V 
PAs have an average size of 30,000 ha each. 

However,  the  most  frequently  used  is  Category  
IV:  63%  of  Mediterranean  PAs  are  in  this  
category, although their average size is only 2,275 
ha (similar to Categories I and III). The least used 
is Category VI, which only exists in 3 countries 
(Albania, Egypt, and Turkey). In terms of marine 
areas, MPAs represent barely 1% of the terrestrial 
protected area, and the most used is Category 
IV (53% of MPAs and 45% of the total protected 
area).

By dividing the analysis into subregions, the main 
category in the EU Mediterranean countries in 
terms of area is again Category V (71%); in North 
Africa and the Middle East the main categories 
are Categories II (59%) and V (20%). In terms of 
number, Category IV is still the most frequent in all 
the subregions, but it is less dominant in Eastern 
Europe, where all the categories are more evenly 
distributed.

The	countries	of	former	Yugoslavia	have	assigned	
IUCN categories to practically all their PAs. In 
contrast, there are 5 countries, mainly from North 
Africa and the Middle East, which only assigned 
IUCN categories to 20% of their PAs. The reasons 
given for this low level of designation in the 
questionnaires were that PA legislation in these 
countries was introduced after 1994, the year in 
which the existing categories were proposed by 
the IUCN; the respondents also mentioned certain 
ambiguities	 and	 differences	 in	 the	 definition	 of	
categories	with	legal	protection	figures	at	national	
level, or the limited availability of human/technical 
resources to designate such categories.

Concordance	between	national	
designations	and	the	IUCN	categories

A detailed analysis was performed of the 
correspondence between national designations and 
the IUCN categories, and vice versa. One-hundred 
and forty-eight (148) different national designations 
were	 identified.	 One-hundred	 and	 ten	 (110)	 of	
them were only assigned to one IUCN Category, 
revealing a fairly high level of correspondence. In 
some countries the national designations coincided 
completely with the categories. 

Independently of the country in question, a 
similarly high level of correspondence is also to 
be found with the most common designations: 
Natural Monument - Category III (96%); Protected 
Landscape - Category V (97%); National Park 
- Category II (77%). Most of the National Parks 
assigned to other categories (both terrestrial and 
marine) are Category V and represent buffer areas 
of the same National Park2.

We will later look at whether this high 
correspondence is due to coherence between the 
designations and their management objectives, or 
simply due to the fact that their names coincide 
with the national designations. This is a preliminary 
discussion because sometimes not all the data are 
available. A broad sample of these assignations 
would	have	to	be	reviewed	to	confirm	whether	the	
categories have been correctly allocated. Due to 
the large number of PAs and designations, we 
were only able to perform this exercise with some 
of the Marine Protected Areas (MPAs); in these, 
the detailed analysis of cases revealed that 80% 
of National Marine Parks were correctly assigned 
to Category II according to their management 
objectives, but Category V MPAs presented a high 
level of heterogeneity in terms of their objectives. 

In fact, not everything is consistent. Another 38 
designations have been assigned to as many 

Results

2 A notable exception to this rule is Israel, where small areas designated as Category III, IV or V PAs are called “National 
Parks”.
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as 4 different categories at national level, and 
another 45 national designations have yet not been 
allocated to any category, many of them with such 
unusual names as “Recreational Area”, “Geological 
Protectorate” or “Reproduction Station”.

The most common designation in the 
Mediterranean, and also the most open to different 
interpretations, is the “Nature Reserve”, in the case 
of both terrestrial and marine areas. This designation 
does not correspond to any name proposed by the 
IUCN; this may explain why it has been assigned 
to 6 different categories, and as many as 4 within 
the same country.  Although frequently protected 
by national legislations, the designation “Nature 
Reserve” is being used for PAs with very different 
management objectives within the same country; 
administrative decentralisation may explain this 
confusion (at least in Spain and in Italy).

The most common Category in marine and 
terrestrial PAs in all subregions is Category IV. 
However, it is also the “bag of tricks” assigned to 
most designations, no less than 46 different ones. In 
the EU, many of these areas are in fact very small, 
belonging to the Natura 2000 Network and have 
different designations that are not standardised at 
state level (e.g. in France there are 1,194 Category 
IV PAs, averaging 298 ha in size each, but with 8 
different designations).

Sometimes different categories are assigned to 
different management zones within the same PA 
(e.g. core and buffer zones in the same National 
Park).	These	specific	cases	show	 that	categories	
have been assigned after the management 
objectives have been reviewed in detail.

In our opinion, the name used by the IUCN for 
each Category is guiding the category assignment 
procedure; the highest levels of concordance 
are achieved when the name proposed by the 
IUCN coincides with one of the most frequent 
national designations: II-National Park; III-Natural 
Monument; and V-Protected Landscape. 

Problems	on	the	designation	of	
categories

According to the information gathered during the 
interviews, a single national designation may be 

assigned to various categories due to (internal) 
problems	 since	 the	 national	 protection	 figures	 do	
not coincide with any category or because each 
national designation encompasses a wide range 
of protected areas with different management 
objectives. The respondents highlighted other 
difficulties	due	to	external	causes,	for	example,	the	
ambiguity	of	 the	 IUCN	definitions	or	 the	 lack	of	a	
standardised designation procedure. Both types 
of	difficulties	were	highlighted	by	Spain,	Israel	and	
Turkey and, to a lesser extent, also by Algeria, 
France, Italy, Portugal, Tunisia and the Palestinian 
Territories.	The	specific	problems	associated	with	
the	application	of	each	Category	are	very	specific	
to each country due to the different types of PAs 
present in each state (see Appendix 3).

The respondents felt it would be useful to have 
a standard procedure for designating the PAs 
according to their management objectives. They 
also considered (with three exceptions) that it 
would be worthwhile having a mechanism to check 
a posteriori that categories are correctly assigned.

According to the surveys, the PA Agencies in each 
country are responsible for designating categories 
and reporting to international organisations. 
However, some Agencies interviewed (at least 
in 3 countries from North Africa and the Middle 
East) believed that the assignations have not been 
performed in their country; in these cases, perhaps 
they have been assigned at national level by an 
organisation that is not necessarily responsible for 
managing PAs, in order to inform the WCMC (World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre), or perhaps they 
were performed at international level and only 
to feed the WDPA database. In any case, these 
assignations are not effective nor binding in these 
countries.

Reasons	for	using	categories

More than half the national agencies interviewed 
indicated that the categories had been useful 
as a reference for establishing protected area 
management objectives at national level, and 
also as a general reference framework to prevent 
the proliferation of national or sub-national 
designations. The categories are particularly 
valued in non-EU countries as international 
recognition of national protection status, and as 
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an internationally-recognised standard to support 
the commitments assumed by the country in 
international conventions. 

First and foremost, attention must be drawn to 
the fact that some countries have used the IUCN 
categories as a reference for preparing their 
national legislation on PAs, although, as explained 
below, the questionnaires reveal the existence of 
extremely heterogeneous situations.

Reflection of the categories in 
legislation

The countries with the highest level of 
correspondence between national designations 
and IUCN categories are the countries of former 
Yugoslavia;	 they	 share	 the	 characteristic	 that	
their legislations on PAs were introduced after the 
presentation of the IUCN categories (1994), and 
the IUCN categories have been recognised in their 
respective legislations:

• In Albania and Croatia, where legislation on 
protected areas was introduced in 2002 and 
2005, respectively, the IUCN categories are 
defined	exactly	and	the	 IUCN	is	mentioned	
explicitly as the source for designations.

•	 In	 Bosnia-Herzegovina,	 FYROM	 and	
Slovenia, where PA legislation was 
introduced in 2003, 2004 and 1999, 
respectively, legislation establishes protected 
areas categories that are practically identical 
to	 the	 IUCN	 categories,	 but	 no	 specific	
mention is made of the IUCN.

• France, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Serbia and 
Montenegro3, Spain and Turkey have some 
similar designations to the IUCN categories.

• There is no correspondence in any of the 
other countries, although according to the 
surveys, Algeria and Morocco plan to base 
their new legislative texts for PA designations 
on the IUCN categories.

• Apart from the question of legal status, 
almost all the countries recognise the 
usefulness of the categories for preparing 
national conservation policies or strategies.

Institutional	aspects

Almost all PAs in the Mediterranean are publicly 
managed, particularly Category Ia, Ib and III 
protected areas (Appendix 2, Table 3). A very 
high percentage of Category V PAs are managed 
by provincial public authorities. According to the 
results of the surveys, the level of participation in 
PA management varies enormously from country 
to country. In some countries, there is always 
participation. In most countries, participation 
is envisaged but it depends on the category 
in question. Formal procedures have been 
established for Category II in general and Category 
V in particular. In other countries, however, this 
option has not been contemplated. Also noteworthy 
is the absence of community and private types of 
government.

In terms of marine protected areas, the situation 
is more or less the same everywhere; all the 
categories are managed by the same ministry 
(almost always the “Environmental” Ministry) and 
only in some cases (Cyprus and Spain), Category 
IV	 which	 corresponds	 to	 fishing	 reserves,	 is	
administered	 by	 the	 fishing	 authorities.	Since	 the	
sea is public domain, MPAs are primarily managed 
through Environmental or Fisheries Ministries, or 
Committees formed by municipalities and other 
public administrations.

Relationship	with	international	
conventions

No correspondence was observed between the 
IUCN categories and the World Heritage Sites4, or 
with the wetlands under the Ramsar Convention5, or 
with the SPAMI6 under the Barcelona Convention. 
These are international designations, not 
management categories; they are encompassed 
within the international conventions, they are 

3 The data in the WCPA database correspond to Serbia-Montenegro, although both countries became independent in 2006.
4 Patry, M. 2007. World Heritage and IUCN categories: testing out a relationship. UNESCO World Heritage Centre. IUCN 

website on Categories Summit.
5 Ramsar Secretariat. 2007. Wetlands of International importance and the IUCN system of PA management Categories. IUCN 

website on the Categories Summit.
6 Specially Protected Areas of Mediterranean Importance (SPAMI in English, ASPIM in French).
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binding for the Parties and they have designation 
and evaluation mechanisms. The same could 
apply to the Natura 2000 sites, which are also not 
related to the IUCN categories and may belong to 
any of them7. The PAs on these lists are given a 
higher status and are of recognised international 
importance and receive more attention. 

Moreover, the IUCN categories do not form an 
operative international network like the Biosphere 
Reserves. However, the participants in the survey 
highlighted the interest of the IUCN categories as 
international recognition of the protection status 
of their PAs, their value as an internationally-
recognised standard to support the commitments 
acquired by the country under the international 
conventions, and the options these afforded for 
greater international support, particularly by the 
IUCN, in the establishment and management of 
their PAs.

Marine	Protected	Areas	(MPAs)

Documents prior to the Almeria Summit make 
practically no mention of this subject, and the 
surveys performed also revealed a general lack 
of awareness regarding the application of the 
categories to this biome. Since there are many 
fewer MPAs than terrestrial PAs, we were able to 
review all the Category II and V MPAs to compare 
the designations, management objectives and 
categories assigned. 

Category II appears to be correctly assigned in all 
cases (perhaps with the exception of Alonissos 
in Greece). Category V, however, has not been 
correctly interpreted in the case of MPAs; the 
regulations and prohibited or permitted activities 
are different in each case, with no correspondence 
between them or with the IUCN criteria for this 
category.	 	 Specifically,	 commercial	 fishing	 is	
prohibited	 	 in	 	 many	 	 MPAs	 	 and	 	 local	 	 fishing		
is	 	 only	 permitted	 	 with	 	 traditional	 	 fishing	 gear.	
This concept is very similar to Category V which 
is, nevertheless, the least frequent category (8 
MPAs accounting for barely 3% of the total marine 
protected area).

In terms of MPAs, Category IV accounts for by 
far and away the largest number of designations, 
perhaps due to their potential importance as a 
“nursery”	 for	specific	species	and	as	exporters	of	
biomass	 of	 fishing	 interest.	However,	 no	mention	
was made of this in any document consulted or in 
the interviews with PA Agencies. This prompted us to 
consider that any country that has assigned MPAs 
to Category IV is interpreting that the main common 
rule,	 fishing	 regulations,	 is	an	 “active intervention 
for management purposes, to guarantee the 
maintenance of the habitat and/or to satisfy the 
needs of certain species”, as established by the 
IUCN (1994) for this Category. In this case, we 
consider that this active intervention would not be 
fishing	but	the	surveillance	and	control	of	this	activity;	
hence, this type of intervention is not an end but a 
means and it exists in any other IUCN Category. 
Perhaps	 the	 new	 proposed	 definition8  for this 
Category to support “the conservation of specifically 
identified habitats and species” coincides more with 
the objectives of certain Mediterranean MPAs, for 
example those established to protect the Posidonia 
marine grasslands and other types of habitat, but 
not	with	 those	established	 to	 regulate	fishing;	 the	
MPAs assigned to Category IV would have to be 
reviewed on a case-by-case basis.

There are no Category III or VI MPAs in the 
Mediterranean, although interestingly Category 
VI (Resource Reserves) would be appropriate 
in the case of marine reserves where the main 
management	 instruments	 are	 selective	 fishing	
gear,	 temporary	 closures	 and	 other	 fishing	
regulations.

Conclusions

In the countries where the names of the IUCN 
categories	coincide	with	the	legal	protection	figures,	
with few exceptions the categories have generally 
been	assigned	to	each	figure	and	not	to	individual	
PAs. This may be effective when the national 
designations	are	well	defined	in	the	legislation	and	
applied	 to	each	specific	case	but	 this	 rule	cannot	
be applied when the PAs have individual legal 
instruments. 

7 Orella, J.C. 2007. La aportación de la Red Natura 2000 a los sistemas de PAs. Documento preparatorio de la posición 
española para la cumbre de las Categorías, Almeria, May 2007. 

8 Dudley, N. and G. Borrini-Feyerabend. Category IV. IUCN Paper in preparation of the Categories Summit, Almeria, May 
2007.
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In line with the conclusions of a recent EUROPARC 
study for Spain9, country-by-country and even 
case-by-case reviews would need to be performed 
for the Mediterranean region to evaluate the 
designations and, in turn, to determine whether 
the national designations constitute a coherent and 
complementary	 system	 of	 PAs	 legally	 defined	 by	
their management objectives, so that in the future 
the designation of an IUCN category purely on the 
basis of coincidence with a given designation could 
be deemed correct. 

Some	 agencies	 interviewed	 confirmed	 that	 they	
had not assigned categories in their country; 
in these cases – perhaps the categories were 
assigned at international level to feed the database 
- the management categories are not effective in 
the countries. Most of the agencies interviewed felt 
it would be useful to have a standard mechanism 
for assigning IUCN categories – based on the 
management objectives - and some procedure to 
later verify these assignations.

One	 noteworthy	 finding	was	 that	 the	 countries	
whose PA legislation was introduced after 
1994 (mainly Balkan countries), and those that 
are currently in the process of reviewing their 

PA legislation (countries in North Africa) are 
the ones that adopt the IUCN categories most 
strictly. These and other participants in the 
survey mentioned, among the reasons for using 
the IUCN categories, their value as a reference 
for establishing the management objectives of 
the national PAs and to prevent the proliferation 
of designations. Other countries mentioned the 
value of the categories as a recognised standard 
for supporting the commitments assumed by the 
country under international conventions.

The IUCN categories are a technical and 
voluntary	 instrument.	 Their	 influence	 on	 some	
legal systems and conservation policies in 
certain countries is an unexpected by-product10. 
Some IUCN and WCPA experts consider that 
perhaps the categories should not be given a 
legal status because the IUCN may introduce 
changes whenever this is recommendable 
based on experience (changes were already 
made in 1994 and some revisions are envisaged 
for 2008). The surveys also revealed this 
perception; most respondents believe that the 
categories should inspire technical and political 
conservation instruments, but disagreed on their 
precise adoption in legislation.

9 Europarc-España. 2006. A procedure for assigning the IUCN management Categories to protected Area management in 
Spain. Papers in preparation of Categories Summit, IUCN. Almería, May 2007.

10 Bing Lucas, WCPA Chair. Introductory remarks to IUCN (1994) Guidelines for Protected Area management categories. (cit. 
Dillon, B., 2007. ELC-IUCN papers on preparation for the categories summit).

© Victor Vargas
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Part	1

Analysis	of	the	Situation

What	are	the	IUCN	protected	areas	
management	categories?	

There are more than 100,000 protected 
areas (PAs) in the world. They have different 
designations, and are managed with different 
objectives. In order to facilitate their organisation 
and foster the use of a common standard at 
international level, the IUCN designed a global 
categorisation system. The system adopted by 
the members of the IUCN in 199411 recognises 
six categories assigned according to the 
management objectives of the PAs12:

I. Strict nature reserve/wilderness protection 
area: protected area managed mainly for 
science or wilderness protection.

II. National Park: protected area managed 
mainly for ecosystem protection and 
recreation.

III. Natural Monument: protected area 
managed mainly for the conservation of 
specific natural features.

IV. Habitat/Species Management Area: 
protected area managed mainly for 
conservation through management 
intervention.

V. Protected landscape / seascape: protected 
area managed mainly for the landscape/
seascape conservation or recreation.

VI. Managed Resource Protected Area: 
protected area managed mainly for the 
sustainable use of natural ecosystems.

The IUCN categories do not aim to unify 
national or local concepts and  interpretations 
on the protection of natural areas. Instead, they 
seek to establish correlations at international 
level. 

The IUCN categories are a technical and 
voluntary instrument. They classify the 
PAs according to their declared objectives; 
they	 do	 not	 value	 management	 efficiency.	
All the categories are deemed necessary 
and complementary, and no hierarchies are 
established. 

What	are	the	results	from	the	IUCN	
categories	system?

The IUCN categories were launched in 1978 
and revised in 1994, and have served to 
promote protected areas systems, reduce 
terminological confusion and enable 
internationally-comparable databases to be 
established. 

The IUCN categories are very useful for 
promoting the concept of national protected 
areas systems, minimising confusion over 
terminology, guiding management actions, 
facilitating monitoring, providing standards 
for international comparisons and analysis, 
fostering	the	diversification	of	protected	areas	in	
certain countries and establishing a framework 
for databases worldwide.

They are used in the UN’s World Database 
on Protected Areas (WDPA) and have been 
adopted in two international agreements 
(Africa, Antarctica), and incorporated into some 

11 IUCN-WCPA. 1994. Guidelines for Protected Area Management Categories. IUCN y WCMC, Gland, CH.
12	 See	complete	definitions	of	the	categories	in	Appendix	1.	For	further	information,	consult:
 http://www.iucn.org/themes/wcpa/theme/categories/what.html

1.1	-	Introduction
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national legislations and policies. Due to the 
interest shown by the CBD (Convention on 
Biological Diversity, which is binding), more 
general adoption of these categories is expected 
in the near future.

The	revision	of	the	categories	in	
2007

The use of this system for more than a decade 
has highlighted certain weaknesses that the 
IUCN	 is	 now	 revising.	 For	 example,	 difficulties	
have been observed in the understanding and 
application of certain IUCN Categories to certain 
biomes, such as forests and marine areas, 
where other regulations on sustainable resource 
management may be applicable. On the other 
hand, the question as to which activities are 
suitable or not for certain categories is not 
always	clear	(e.g.	mining	or	commercial	fishing).	
Some	 definitions	 present	 ambiguous	 concepts	
that may be questioned in view of recent 
developments in conservation science (e.g. 
naturality; ecosystem protection; environmental 
services; functionality…)13. 

The relative importance of the conservation of 
biological diversity vis-à-vis other natural values 
(e.g. landscape and geology) or cultural issues 
related to conservation (e.g. traditional uses) is a 
particularly relevant problem. The original design 
of protected areas as instruments for conserving 
“wild” biodiversity has shifted towards a more 
inclusive model in which human values are 
also	 to	be	protected,	 including	human-modified	
landscapes. Categories V and VI have been 
particularly criticised for the ambiguity of their 
definitions	and	their	abusive	use	(see	Part	2	of	
this document). 

Other	important	aspects	include	the	verification	of	
management	efficiency,	particularly	in	community	

or privately-owned PAs or those not protected by 
a	legal	declaration,	as	well	as	the	actual	definition	
of the categories, their designations and their 
forms of governance. These topics gradually 
arose with practice over the last decade.

But most importantly, they are being used more 
and more as an international reference. The CBD 
has urged the IUCN to revise the categories and 
improve	their	definitions	because	hopefully	they	
will be useful for the National Reports of the 
Contracting Parties. The mining sector (ICMM, 
International Council on Mining and Metals) 
also	 requires	 specification	 and	 commitment	 to	
the categories before they can be adopted as 
a criteria for establishing free activity areas, as 
occurred back in 2003 with the World Heritage 
Sites.

The IUCN has been working in clarifying how the 
Categories are interpreted and used, and is in 
the process of preparing new guidelines. In this 
context, a Summit was held in Almeria, Andalusia 
(Spain) from May 7 to 11, 2007, culminating 
in a broad process of consultation, aimed at 
presenting relevant recommendations for the 
possible approval of these recommendations 
at the next World Conservation Congress 
(Barcelona, October 2008).

Objectives	of	this	document
 
The aim of this document is to analyse the 
situation, use and interpretation of the categories 
in the Mediterranean region, and to gather ideas 
and proposals from governmental agencies and 
other relevant actors in the Mediterranean region 
in order to support the discussions and results 
of the IUCN Protected Areas Management 
Categories Summit in Almeria (May 2007) and 
the preparations for the World Conservation 
Congress in 2008.

13 Boitani, L. & C.Rondinini. 2007. A fundamental shift from management objectives to biodiversity objectives: thoughts on 
revising the IUCN Protected Area Categories and advice on application of the current guidelines. Papers on preparation of the 
Categories Summit, IUCN web, April 2007.
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Sources	of	information

The main sources of information were, in order of 
importance:

• IUCN - Centre for Mediterranean 
Cooperation: Questionnaires sent by e-mail 
from	 the	 IUCN’s	 office	 in	Malaga	 to	 all	 the	
agencies responsible for protected areas 
in Mediterranean countries and to other 
relevant actors in the region. Completed 
questionnaires were received from eight (8) 
national agencies and another seven (7) 
specialised organisations14.

• WDPA (World Database on Protected Areas), 
data available in 2007 (corresponding to 
2006). This is the only complete inventory 
existing in the world. It contains data 
from the World Commission of Protected 
Areas (WCPA), the IUCN and the World 
Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC) 
of the UNEP (United Nations Environment 
Programme). Among others, it is a database 
for the Objectives of the Millennium and for 
different processes of the Convention on 
Biological Diversity (CBD). We consulted the 
most complete version, using the ArcView 
programme. According to the managers of 
this database, the WDPA still has certain 
information gaps (e.g. many surface area 
figures	are	missing,	some	data	is	duplicated)	
and some assignations, performed by national 
protected areas agencies that, in turn, report 
to the WDPA, are incorrect15 because 
they should be assigned according to the	
management	objectives	of each area, but 
they are often assigned by transferring the 
national designations of each area directly to 
a IUCN Category.

• MedPAN: Database of Marine Protected 
Areas (MPAs) of the Mediterranean. It is 
mainly based on the WDPA but it provides 
more detailed information on the MPAs, 
including full information on legal status, 
administration, form of governance and 
regulations. The Global MPA database was 
also consulted, although it is not yet as 
developed as the MedPAN database.

• Other principal sources mentioned in the text 
include: 

- Preparatory documentation on the 
categories presented at the IUCN forum 
for the Summit (on Internet).

- General information on the categories 
(on Internet), including most notably 
a number of National Reports from 
Mediterranean countries, submitted for 
monitoring purposes to the Convention 
on Biological Diversity.

Area	of	study

All Mediterranean coastal countries were 
considered,	 as	 well	 as	 FYROM,	 Jordan	 and	
Portugal due to their biogeographical identity. 

To obtain a sample as representative as possible 
of the assignations of categories in the region, and 
to avoid bias in the analysis, certain adjustments 
had to be made to the surface areas of the national 
PAs:
 

• There are almost 4,700 PAs in the 
Mediterranean, with an average surface area 
of 10,004 ha. However, 6 very large protected 
areas	 were	 identified	 with	 more	 than	 3.5	

14 National PA Agencies from Albania, Algeria, Spain, Israel, Morocco, Palestine, Tunisia and Turkey, and six specialised 
organisations: Federparchi (Italy), EUROPARC and OAPN (Spain), ICN (Portugal), Cévennes Bioshere Reserve (France), 
IUCN Committee-France, and WCPA Committee-Morocco.

15 Besançon, C., N. Burgues, L. Fish, and L. Renders. 2007. IUCN Protected Area management categories and the World Da-
tabase on Protected Areas. Paper in preparation for the Protected Area Categories Summit, Almeria (Spain) 7-11 May 2007.

1.2	-	Methodology	
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    million ha each; these 6 areas themselves 
account for 54% of the total protected area 
in the region. Although they have been 
considered in some tables of total protected 
areas by countries and subregions, we did 
not consider this in our analysis of territorial 
coverage by categories to prevent bias and 

also due to potential database errors in this 
case (see footnotes). These areas are:

• To analyse average PA size by category, 
we excluded PAs with unknown areas (202 
areas, 4.5% of the total).

• Serbia and Montenegro appear together in 
this report because the databases date from 
2006.

• The PAs in the Palestinian Territories are not 
registered in the WDPA.

• Since the analysis of the use of categories is 
focused more on administrative rather than 
ecological aspects, full data for countries 
was used; e.g. all the PAs in Spain and 
Portugal are included even though they are 
not in the bio-Mediterranean region (e.g. 
the Azores, the Canary Islands or Madeira). 
However, when referring exclusively to 
marine protected areas, the Atlantic MPAs 
were not taken into account because they do 
not appear in the MedPAN database.

• When analysing data by subregions, Monaco 
was included with the EU because it presents 
greater administrative coherence with this 
subregion.

• Some Mediterranean MPAs appear in 
the WDPA or in MPA Global but not in the 
MedPAN database and were not considered 
in the analysis; most are Fishing Reserves 
or MPAs with a voluntary designation without 
identifying the competent administrative 
authority or form of government, and they 
have not been assigned to any IUCN 
Management Category19.

16 WDPA data. Decree 87-88 on the creation of the Tassil NP indicates 11,400.000 ha
17 These two PAs in Egypt appear in the WDPA with the same surface area and similar names but they are designated different 

categories and the difference between both is not clear in the individual information sheets. 
18 WDPA data. Decree 87-231 on the creation of the Agra NP indicates 45,000.000 ha
19 The most relevant marine case not taken into account is the Protected Natural Marine Area of Plemmirio, Italy (184,000 ha), 

which has not been designated an IUCN Category.

Country Name Area	(ha) Category

Algeria Tassil N’Ajjer 7,200.00016 II

Algeria Ahaggar 4,500.00018 II

Egypt Gebel Elba 3,560.000 II17

Egypt Elba 3,560.000 IV17

Egypt Wadi el Alaqui 3,000.000 V

France
Italy
Monaco

Cetacean 
Sanctuary, Ligurian 

Sea
8,750.000

High seas
No 

Category

Table 1. Protected areas with surface areas over 3.5 million ha 
in the Mediterranean
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According to data in the 2006 WDPA, there are currently 77,600 protected areas around the world20, and 
around 4,700 in the Mediterranean covering 96 million ha (7% of the world total). Worldwide, 75% of PAs 
have been assigned an IUCN Category, and in the Mediterranean 67%. The most important Categories 
are V, IV and II.

Category V is the main category, accounting for 62% 
of the total protected surface in the region, followed 
by Category IV (19%) (Figure 1). Categories I 
and III are the least important in terms of surface 
protected. For these analyses, PAs with more than 
3.5 million ha in Table 1 were excluded; otherwise, 
Category II would account for 40% of the PAs, and 
Category V 38%21.

As shown in Figure 2, according to WDPA data, 
Category IV is the most commonly assigned 
category in the region, representing 63% of all PAs, 
although the average size of these PAs is 2,275 
ha. The least assigned Category in the region is 
Category VI (1%). 

Figure 3 shows the average size for a PA in each 
Category: the largest sizes are Category VI PAs 
(44,700 ha) and the smallest Category III PAs (580 
ha). 

20 Based on data available in the 2006 WDPA. A later publication of the WDPA reports 111,660 PAs worldwide (Besançon, C., 
N. Burgués, L. Fish and L. Renders. 2007. IUCN Protected Areas Categories and the World Database on Protected Areas. 
Documentation in preparation from the Categories Summit, IUCN web site, April 2007).

21	 This	figure	and	the	following	figure	were	prepared	excluding	6	PAs	since,	between	them,	they	total	more	than	30	million	ha	
and strongly bias the analysis (see “1.2. Methodology”).

Figure 1. Surface and percentage of PAs by category

Figure 2. Number and percentage of PAs by category Figure 3. Average size of PAs by category (ha)
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Marine	Protected	Areas	(MPAs)

There are 76 MPAs in total, of which 90% are 
assigned a management Category according to 
IUCN criteria. There are 853,294 ha of marine 
protected surface in the Mediterranean (Table 2), 
less than 1% of the terrestrial protected surface. 

In terms of marine protected areas, the largest 
number of MPAs (53%) and also the broader pro-
tected areas have been assigned to Category IV 
(average surface, 9,558 ha); the most frequent 
designation is “Marine Reserve”. 

Category II is the next most assigned category 
for marine protected areas and the most common 
designation used is the “National Park”; there are 
11 National Marine Parks in total, averaging 12,257 
ha in size (32,544 ha if we include Alonissos, see 
below). 

In terms of landscapes and seascapes, Category 
V is barely represented in the Mediterranean, with 
only 8 MPAs with 26,966 protected hectares.

There are no Category VI marine protected areas; 
some	fishing	reserves,	however,	could	be	assigned	
to this category, perhaps even the Alonissos-
Vories Sporades Marine Natural Park in Greece 
(with 226,500 ha), since the regulations which 
are applied in the area are not very restrictive: 
according	 to	 MedPAN,	 only	 deep-sea	 fishing	 is	
regulated	but	recreational	fishing	and	professional	
fishing	are	permitted.

Category
Total	protected	

area	(ha)
Nº	

MPAs

Average	size	
of	each	MPA	

(ha)

I 5.421 2 2.710

II 357.992 11 32.544

IV 382.350 40 9.558

V 26.966 8 3.370

Unassigned 80.565 15 5.371

TOTAL 853.294 76 11.227

Table 2. Marine protected area in the Mediterranean by 
categories.

Figure 4. Marine Protected Surface by category (ha)



87

1.4	-	Analysis	by	subregions	and	countries
As in other studies on the Mediterranean region, 
the analysis was easier to interpret and the results 
more coherent by dividing the region into 3 large 
subregions: 
 

• North African and Middle East countries: 
Algeria, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Libya, Morocco, Syria and Tunisia.

• Eastern Europe countries: Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina,	 Croatia,	 FYROM,	 Serbia-
Montenegro and Turkey.

• EU Countries: Cyprus, Slovenia, Spain, 
France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal (and 
Monaco).

In the EU Mediterranean countries 12% of the 
total surface area is protected; Eastern Europe, 
and North Africa and the Middle East, both have 
around 5% of their territory protected. In this last 
subregion, this 5% protected surface includes the 
three PAs from Egypt with more than 3 million ha 
and the two PAs from Algeria with over 4.5 million 
ha established in the years ’86-’87 and ’86-’89-‘95 

in the deserts of Egypt and Algeria, respectively 
(Table 1).

73% of PAs in EU Mediterranean countries 
have been assigned an IUCN Category. This 
percentage  is  just  over  50%  in  North  Africa  
and  the  Middle  East,  and  in  Eastern  Europe 
(WDPA). 

Categories II, IV and V are important in the three 
subregions, particularly Category V in the EU 
(71% of the total surface). The least important 
categories in terms of protected surface in all the 
subregions are Categories Ia, Ib and III.

Category IV accounts for the largest number of PAs 
in the EU and NA and the Middle East, followed 
by Category V. It is also the most frequent in 
Eastern Europe, but in this region the distribution 
of all the categories is more homogeneous: the 6 
categories are represented and none adds up to 
more than 30% of the total. 

Table 3 and Figures 7a and 7b show the distribution 
of categories in each subregion:

Figure 5. Protected surface by subregion (%) Figure 6. PAs with IUCN category (%)

22 The percentages for North Africa on Categories II and V must be interpreted with caution since the designations may be 
incorrect; in the questionnaires, some of these countries declared that they had not participated in the designation of IUCN 
Categories. Some of the larger National Parks in North Africa could actually be designated to Category V due to their type of 
management.

Mediterranean	subregion la lb II III IV V VI

EU Countries 0 2% 9% 0 18% 71% 0

E. European Countries 4% 0 28% 3% 27% 30% 10%

NA and ME Countries 1% 0 59%22  0 17% 20%(18) 4%
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Table 3. Percentage of protected area by categories
(0 indicates an area percentage between 0 – 0.5. It never has a value 0)
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Marine	protected	areas	(MPAs)

According to the MedPAN database, the countries 
with most MPAs are Italy (18) and Spain (12), and 
those with the largest protected areas are Greece 
and Italy. After these three, Croatia, France and 
Turkey are the countries with the strongest focus 
on MPAs. 

Four countries have just one MPA, and there are 
still	 five	Mediterranean	 countries	 that	 have	 none	

(Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Libya, Malta and 
Montenegro)23.

In terms of EU countries, as well as Turkey, the 
main assignation for MPAs is Category IV. Category 
I has only been used in Croatia.

The questionnaires analysed reveal a general 
lack of knowledge regarding the application of the 
categories in marine areas, as explained further on 
(view	figure	8).

23 Egypt has 2 PAs on the Mediterranean coast: Lake Burullus in the Nile Delta, with coastal-marine habitats; and El Omayed on 
the NW coast, but they are not registered in the WDPA. 

Figure 7a. Surface percentage of PAs by category and subregion

Figure 7b. Percentage of the number of PAs by category and subregion

Figure 8. Number and categories of MPA by countries



89

The	use	of	categories	by	countries	

These trends are generally repeated when analysing 
the number of PAs by category and by country. In 
most NA and Middle Eastern countries, and in EU 
Mediterranean countries, Categories IV and V 
are clearly the dominant categories. There are no 
Category I or III PAs in Egypt. 

When it comes to Eastern European Mediterranean 
countries,	it	is	worth	mentioning	the	case	of	FYROM,	
where Categories I and II are clearly the dominant 

categories. Category VI is by far the least used in 
the Mediterranean region and it is only present in 
Albania, Egypt and Turkey. 

As shown in Figure 12 (WDPA data), some 
countries have assigned IUCN categories to all 
their protected areas (Slovenia, Malta, Monaco, 
Albania,	 Croatia,	 FYROM).	 However,	 another	 8	
countries have assigned categories to less than 

half their PAs. Syria has still not allocated any 
categories to its PAs.

According to the questionnaires, all the countries, 
to	 some	 extent,	 had	 difficulties	 in	 assigning	
categories to their PAs. There are cases where 
a national designation has been assigned to 
various categories and this may be due, according 
to information gathered from the interviews, to 
the fact that each national designation includes 
a wide range of protected areas with different 
management objectives, or due to the zoning of 
areas,	 or	 because	 the	 protection	 figures	 do	 not	

match with any category. The interviewees also 
mentioned	 difficulties	 due	 to	 external	 causes,	 for	
example	ambiguity	in	IUCN	definitions	or	the	lack	of	
a standardised assignation procedure. Both types 
of	 difficulties	 were	 highlighted	 by	 Spain,	 Israel	
and Turkey and to a lesser degree, by Algeria, 
France, Italy, Portugal, Tunisia and the Palestinian 
Territories.

The	 specific	 problems	 in	 the	 application	 of	 each	
Category	are	very	specific	to	each	country	due	to	
their different types of PAs. Appendix 3 contains 
a	 table	 summarising	 the	 difficulties	 for	 certain	
countries	 with	 specific	 categories.	 The	 main	
difficulties	 refer	 to	 ambiguities	 in	 the	 specific	
interpretation of Categories II, IV, V and VI.

Most countries feel it would be desirable or 
appropriate to have a standard procedure for 
assigning PAs based on their management 
objectives, as well as some mechanism to make 
sure categories are correctly assigned.

Figure 9. Distribution of the categories by countries in the 
European Union

Figure 10. Distribution of the categories by countries in East-
ern  Europe

Figure 11. Distribution of the categories by countries in North 
Africa and Middle East
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Figure 12. PAs assignated to a category by country (%)
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Most	common	national	
designation

Total
Number	of	
countries	

where	present

Categories

la lb II III IV V VI

Nature Reserve24 579 14 30 35 1 36 473 4 0

Natural Monument 192 9 0 1 0 185 0 6 0

Natural Park 188 20 0 0 114 32 4 2525 0

Protected Landscape / 
Landscape Park

115 8 0 0 1 2 0 112 0

24 “Nature Reserve” also includes “Nature Reserve Areas” and “State Nature Reserves”.
25 See footnote (21) on the preparations for interpreting Category II designations that appear in the WDPA for some North African 

PAs.

1.5	-	Correspondence	of	national	designations	
									with	IUCN	categories
The national designations were analysed by country 
for each IUCN Category, as they appear in the 
WDPA and in the corresponding regulations of each 
country. 

Of the 148 possible national designations (see Table 
1 in Appendix 2), 110 have been assigned to only 
one IUCN Category, revealing a fairly high level of 
correspondence. However, there are another 38 
designations that have been assigned to 2, 3 and 
even 4 different categories at national level. 

In the European Union alone there is a total of 75 
designations, probably due to the high degree of 
regionalisation in some countries, e.g. Spain has 
27 different national designations, sometimes with 
very small variations in the designation names. On 
the other hand, according to the WDPA, Slovenia, 
Israel, Lebanon and Libya do not assign more than 
five	different	designations	to	their	PAs;	according	to	
existing legislation, Algeria and Tunisia also have 
none.

Interestingly, there are 45 designations which have 
not yet been assigned to a category, often “Hunting 

Reserves”, but also others with unusual names such 
as “Forest Sanctuary”, “Geological Protectorate”, 
“Reproduction Station”, or “Recreational Area”.

There  is  a  fair  degree  of  heterogeneity  at  country 
level.  Some  countries  have  clearly  designated 
all  their  PAs  with  the  same  designation  to  the  
same category:  these  are  Albania,  Lebanon,  Libya  
and Tunisia.  In  other  countries,  however,  there  
is  great  dispersion;  for  example,  Egypt,  Italy,  
and Serbia  and  Montenegro  have  at  least  one  
national designation  that  has  been  assigned  to  
up  to  four different  categories  according  to  the  
individual  PA in  question.  In  Italy  and  Serbia,  the  
same designation  (Regional  Park)  is  assigned  to  
4  different  categories,  and  to  3  in  Spain  and 
Portugal.

The most frequent designations in the Mediterranean 
region according to the WDPA are “Nature Reserve”, 
“Natural Monument”, “National Park”, and “Protected 
Landscape”. Of the 148 existing designations, these 4 
figures	on	their	own	account	for	one	quarter	of	all	PAs	
in the region. The following Table shows how often 
they have been assigned to the IUCN categories: 

Table 4. Most common designations in the Mediterranean region and categories assigned

• Natural	Reserve	
 This is by far the most common 

designation and also the most open to 
different designations. It has been used 

in 14 countries, and although most PAs 
are assigned to Category IV (82%), this 
designation has been assigned to up to 6 
different categories. For example, in both 

En
gl

is
h

Analysis of the situation



92 Use of the IUCN protected areas management categories in the Mediterranean region

26 Category II:  Maro-Cerro Gordo Cliffs; Category IV: Island of Alborán; Category V: Cabo de Gatar-Nijar, and Straits of Gibraltar 
Natural Park.

27 Israel has 31 Category-III National Parks and 9 Category-V National Parks.

Italy and Serbia it is assigned to very 
different categories: Ia, Ib, IV and V (see 
full Table in Appendix 2 by countries, Table 
1). It is worth highlighting the case of Israel, 
since Category IV is assigned to 140 areas 
with recreational objectives called “Nature 
Reserve Area” (with an average size of 
285 ha); these areas are often of greater 
historical than natural interest. Marine 
protected areas display the same trend, 
e.g. in Spain Category II, IV and V MPAs 
are called Parques Naturales (“Natural or 
Nature Parks”)26.

• Natural	monument	
   On the other hand, a “Natural Monument” is 

almost always assigned to Category III (96% 
of cases).

• Protected	Landscape
	 The	“Protected	Landscape”	figure	coincides	

very often (97%) with Category V.

• National	Park
 This is the most common designation 

(present in 20 countries, except Malta and 
Monaco), and the same occurs with marine 
protected areas. It is often assigned to 
Category II (77% excluding Israel27, where 
Category III, IV or V designated areas are 
called “National Parks”).

   In terms of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs), 
the strongest correspondence is with National 

Parks (77%). In the two cases where a marine 
National Park is not assigned to Category II 
(in Croatia and Morocco), these areas have 
been assigned to Category V. This exception 
also occurs in terrestrial PAs in 12 countries, 
but these are different zones within the same 
PA. When a National Park has a core zone 
and a buffer zone, each is often assigned to 
a different Category, mainly Category II to 
the core zone, and Category V to the buffer 
zone.

We may conclude that the name given by the 
IUCN to each Category is being used to guide the 
designation process; it is not a coincidence that the 
strongest correspondences were observed when 
the name proposed by the IUCN coincided with 
some of the most common national designations: 
II-National Park; III-Natural Monument; and V-
Protected Landscape. 

© Andrés Alcántara
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28	 See	Appendix	1	for	a	summary	of	the	IUCN	definitions	(1994)	of	all	the	categories.

1.6	-	Correspondence	of	the	categories	with
								the	most	frequent	national	designations28

The most common categories are II, IV and V, and they have many different designations:

Categories
Total	number	of	different	

designations	
National	designations	

II 4 Clear predominance of “National Park”

IV 9 “Nature Reserve” is the most common

V 20
Great heterogeneity in designations. Main designations are 

National Park, Natural Park and Protected Landscape/Landscape 
Park

Table 5. Designations corresponding to the most common categories in the Mediterranean. This is a summary of Table 1 in 
Appendix 2. To determine the total number of different designations, the national designations whose names coincide almost exactly 
have been grouped together.

© Victor Vargas
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National	Parks
Categories

II III IV V

Countries Nº Area Nº % Area Nº Area Nº Area Nº Area
Cyprus 4 10091 1 25% 90% 3 10%

Slovenia 1 83807 1 100% 100%

Spain 11 220213 11 100% 100%

France 11 1257486 5 45% 100% 1 0%

Greece 18 326581 16 89% 95% 2 5%

Italy 13 726180 10 77% 57% 3 43%

Malta 0 0 0%

Monaco 0 0 0%

Portugal 2 70290 1 50% 30% 1 70%

EU	Subtotal 60 2694648 45 75% 2 8

Albania 11 20797 11 9% 100%

Bosnia-Herzegovina 2 20625 1 50% 83% 1 17%

Croatia 8 98347 7 88% 96% 1 4%

FYROM 3 108338 3 100% 100%

Serbia-Montenegro 9 242200 6 67% 57% 26% 2 15%

Turkey 23 441792 18 78% 89% 1 1 0% 3 11%

Eastern	Europe	Subtotal	 56 932099 46 82% 1 2 7

Algeria 10 11869908 9 90% 99% 1 1%

Egypt 3 3675650 3 100% 100%

Israel 41 11691 31 16% 1 1% 9 83%

Jordan 4 732200 4 100%

Lebanon 1 3500 1 100% 100%

Libya 4 51000 4 100% 100%

Morocco 3 125800 3 100%

Syria 0 0

Tunisia 6 45482 6 100% 100%

NA	and	ME	Subtotal	 72 16515231 23 32%29 31 1 17

Total	Mediterranean 188 20141978 114 61% 32 5 32
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29	 Bearing	in	mind	the	specific	case	of	Israel,	only	32%	of	the	Category	II	PAs	in	the	subregion	are	National	Parks	since	this	
country has 41 PAs with Category II and other designations. If we exclude the percentage of NPs in this Category, this 
percentage increases to 74% as indicated below.

Table 6. Categories assigned to the “National Park”  designation by country and subregion

Category	II

The main management objective of this category 
is to protect ecosystems and recreational use. The 
area should contain a representative sample of 
ecosystems and be large enough to contain one 
or	more	entire	ecosystems	unmodified	by	human	
exploitation.

Practically   all   the   PAs   covered   by   this  
Category  receive   the   “National   Park”  
designation;  as  mentioned  previously,  there  are  
only  two exceptions  -  Israel  and  Turkey.  Table  
6  shows the  assigned  to  the  so - called  National  
Parks:
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As the table shows, the correspondence between 
the “National Park” designation and Category II is 
very high, with an average correspondence of 77% 
at regional level: 75% in the Mediterranean EU, 82% 
in Eastern Europe, and 74% in North Africa and the 
Middle East. If we consider that in EU countries 
most “incorrect” assignations actually correspond 
to National Park buffer areas, the percentage of 
correspondences is even higher. 

According to the questionnaires, National Parks 
have a legal status in all the countries except 
Palestine. Recreational activities and tourism 
are always permitted in these areas, and most of 
the countries (except Albania, Israel and Tunisia) 
also allow human settlements. The traditional 
use of natural resources is permitted in all the 

countries; half of them do not authorise changes 
in land use, but the other half may authorise such 
changes under certain conditions. As regards 
whether National Parks should have a minimum 
size, opinions are divided: Algeria, Israel, Morocco, 
Tunisia and the Palestinian Territories believe they 
should not, whereas Albania, France and Italy think 
they should.

Category	II	Marine	Protected	Areas

IUCN Category II is the second most assigned 
category among Mediterranean MPAs, with 42% 
of the total marine protected surface in 11 areas, 9 
of which have the National Park designation. Their 
average size is 12,257 ha (32,544 ha if we include 
Alonissos with 226,500 ha)30:

Category	II Name Marine	area	(ha)
National	

designation	
Total	area	(ha)

National	Park

Kornat 16.750 National Park

105.725

Mijet 2.375 National Park

Port-cros 1.300 National Park

La Madalena 
Archipelago

15.146 National Park

Toscazo Archipelago 61.474 National Park

Cabrera Archipelago 8.680 National Park

National	Marine	Park	

Alonissos-Vories 
Sporades

226.500 Marine National Park 

240.120Zakynthos 8.920 Marine National Park 

Zembra & Zembretta 4.700
Marine and Coastal 

National Park (in 
preparation)

Marine	Protected	Area Asinara 10.732
Marine Protected 

Area 10.732

Natural	Park Maro-Cerro Gordo Cliffs 1.415 National Park 1.415

TOTAL	(ha) 357.992

Table 7. Designations of marine protected areas under Category II and corresponding area

30  Alonissos could perhaps be designated to Category VI, since the regulations governing the area are not very restrictive; 
recreational	and	professional	fishing	are	permitted	and	only	deep-sea	fishing	is	regulated.
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To evaluate the designation of these marine areas 
to Category II, we reviewed their management 
objectives and regulations. These areas are 
normally zoned with a usage permissiveness 
gradient starting with an “integral reserve” (zone 
A) surrounded by a “general reserve” (zone B), 
and sometimes a “buffer zone” (zone C). In turn, 
the different  regulated  activities  (professional 
fishing,	 recreational	 fishing,	 deep	 sea	 fishing,	
trawling, scuba diving, vessel transit...) may be 
prohibited, regulated or permitted, as shown 
in Table 8. Based on these regulations, we 
have assigned  a  score  to  the  restrictions in 
force in the area (Very Restrictive, Restrictive; 
Permissive):

The	prohibition	of	any	type	of	fishing	in	the	integral	
reserve occurs in 7 out of the 11 Category II MPAs. 
In most cases (6), scuba diving and anchoring are 
also prohibited. These very strictly regulated areas 
are the National Parks or National Marine Parks.

Category	IV

Their large number is largely due to areas within 
the Natura 2000 network in EU Mediterranean 
countries. In half the cases, they appear as 
“Nature Reserves” but another 28 designations are 
“Reserves”  of some type, as well as a high level of 
heterogeneity of other national designations (see  
complete Table in Appendix 2, Table 1).

Category	II Country Name	of	the	PMA Regulation	score

National	Park

Croatia Kornati VR

Croatia Mljet R

France Port-cros R

Italy La Magdalena Archipelago VR

Italy Toscazo Archipelago VR

Spain Straits National Park VR

Marine	National	Park

Greece Alonissos-Vories Spo... P

Greece Zakynthos VR

Tunisia Zembra & Zembretta R

Marine	Protected	Area Italy Asinara VR

Natural	Park Spain Maro-Cerro Gordo Cliffs P

Table 8. Scoring of the permissiveness of uses in the Category II MPAs in the Mediterranean

VR: Very Restrictive:  all fishing prohibited in integral reserves, some uses prohibited and most regulated in the general 
reserve.
R: Restrictive:  Some prohibitions in the integral reserves. In the general reserves, regulations predominate and some free 
activity.
P: Permissive:  no use is prohibited in the integral reserves; regulations predominate
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Category IV is also the most frequent among 
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) and also displays 
the greatest heterogeneity of names at the national 
level. For example, Spain is the country with most 
designations (5) for Category IV MPAs: Marine 
Reserves, Natural Parks, National Hunting Refuge, 
MPAs, and Marine Fishing Reserve . This is largely 
due to the decentralisation of environmental 
competencies to the Regional Autonomous 
Communities. Italy has 18 Category IV MPAs, 
corresponding to two national designations: 10 are 
“Natural Marine Protected Areas” and 8 are “Marine 
Protected Areas”.

Category	V	

According to the IUCN (1994), Category V 
corresponds to a protected area managed mainly 
to conserve landscapes and seascapes and 
recreational uses (see details in Appendix 2, Table 
2). 

As explained previously, Category V has been 
used in all countries in the region except 6 
(FYROM,	 Lebanon,	 Libya,	 Monaco,	 Syria	 and	

Tunisia32). Of the 18 countries where it has been 
assigned, in half (9) it is called “Natural Park” or 
“Nature Reserve”. Other common designations 
are “Protected Landscape” (in 6 countries), and 
“Natural Monument” (in 4 countries). However, the 
most frequent designation for Category V PAs is 
“National Park” (in 11 countries according to the 
WDPA): these 5 cases, all in EU Mediterranean 
countries, refer to the buffer zones of these parks. 
According to the questionnaires, except in three 
countries most inhabitants in these PAs and their 
adjacent areas receive different types of subsidies, 
indirect state and European aid, aid to local 
collectives, micro credits, etc.

In terms of their application in the sea (MPAs), 
Category V is, despite its potential, hardly ever 
used. Only 3% of the marine protected surface is 
assigned to this Category, a total of 35,487 ha in 8 
MPAs (being the average size 4,435 ha).

There are 5 Category V MPAs in the EU (3 in Spain 
and 2 in Slovenia). The other 3 MPAs are located 
in Croatia, where this is the most used Category. 
As in the case of the terrestrial PAs, their most 
frequent designation is “Natural Park” or “Nature 
Reserve”, although the same countries also use 
these designations for Category IV MPAs. 

Sometimes the designation used is unexpected: in 
Croatia, this category is applied to National Parks 
and in Slovenia to Natural Monuments. When 
reviewing the established regulations for these 
MPAs, no general correspondence was observed; 
each MPA presented prohibited, regulated and 
permitted activities according to the different criteria 
in each case and the management objectives 
recommended by the IUCN (1994).

Figure 13. Distribution of the surface area in Category V 
MPA (ha)
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31 The main aim of the Marine Fishing Reserves, established by the Ministry of Agriculture, is the protection, regeneration 
and	development	of	fishing	resources	 for	 the	maintenance	of	sustainable	fisheries	 that	enable	artisan	fishermen	from	the	
area to preserve their traditional way of life. Secondary objectives include: other activities with low environmental impact 
(self-contained dividing, boat routes, environmental education and promotion, etc.), which contribute to the socioeconomic 
development of the local populations. These objectives coincide better with Category V than with either Category IV o VI.

32  The cases of Syria and Tunisia are due to the fact that in general the IUCN Categories are not being applied. In Tunisia, various 
National Parks and Sensitive Sites with legal status maintain human uses of natural resources and they would correspond to 
Category V.
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A detailed discussion on Category V, which is used 
extensively in the Mediterranean, is presented in 
Part 2 of this document, since the Category has 

been questioned by some sectors that criticise its 
rapid growth in ways not always emphasising the 
conservation of biodiversity.

Marine	area	

Natural	Park

Croatia Lastovo 13.000

Croatia Telascica 3.972

Spain The Gibraltar Straits 9.247

Spain Cabo de Gata-Níjar 4.613

Nature	Reserve

Slovenia Strunjan 90

Spain Cabo Palos Hormigas Islands 1.898

National	Park Croatia Brijuni 2.615

Natural	Monument Slovenia Debeli rtiç 16

TOTAL 35.451	(ha)

Table 9. Area of Category V MPAs
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1.7 - Reflection on national legislation and           
								policies 
An analysis was carried out about the regulations 
governing protected areas in the Mediterranean, 
using the questionnaires and consulting the web 
pages of the IUCN, FAO, UNEP and the ministries 
responsible for PA management in each country. 
These consultations were not always successful 
due to the lack of information offered by some 
ministries, the lack of updated information in some 
cases, and the scarcity of legislative texts translated 
into English or French.

According to the questionnaires received, almost all 
the	countries	have	specific	legislation	establishing	
the national designations of protected areas. Only 
in some cases – apparently for the least important 
PAs	 –	 these	 are	 not	 reflected	 in	 legislation.	
However, the countries often have more than one 
law for protected areas, which, depending on their 
designation, are governed by various thematic 
regulations. In other cases, the information about 
regulations in protected areas is divided among 
various ministries or institutions without it being 
centralised in any way. 

Presence	of	the	categories	in	
legislation	

In	 order	 to	 measure	 the	 influence	 of	 the	 IUCN	
categories in national legislation, we followed the 
system	used	by	the	ELC		which	identifies	4	levels	
of	influence	according	to	the	degree	of	application.	
Table 10 shows the level of each country in terms of 
the legal concordance with the IUCN categories.

1. The IUCN categories are incorporated exactly 
into	 instruments	 and	 IUCN	 is	 specifically	
mentioned.

2. Very similar categories to the IUCN categories, 
strongly	influenced	by	the	latter.

3. Contains categories that are similar to IUCN 
categories or its concepts (no clear or direct 
influence	is	perceived).

4.	No	influence	or	similarity	is	observed	between	
the types of protected areas established and 
the IUCN categories.

Level	1 Level	2 Level	3 Level	4
Albania

Algeria33 in prep.

Bosnia-Herzeg

Cyprus

Croatia

Egypt

Slovenia

Spain

France

FYROM

Greece

Israel

Italy

Jordan

Lebanon

Libya

Malta

Morocco33 in prep.

Monaco

Portugal

Serbia-Mont.

Syria

Tunisia

Turkey

Table 10.  Influence of the categories in legislation

33	 Currently	(2007)	the	draft	Laws	for	PAs	in	Algeria	and	Morocco	may	be	classified	as	“Level	1”	and	“Level	2”	,	respectively,	in	
relation to the IUCN categories.

34	 Dillon,	B.J.	2007.	“Influence	of	IUCN	Protected	Area	Management	Categories	on	National,	Regional	and	International	Legal	
and Policy Frameworks”. Environmental Law Centre, IUCN.   
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35  According to the questionnaires, practically all the countries have databases or something similar on PAs, but these databases 
barely	reflect	the	IUCN	categories.	All	of	them	are	administered	by	public	organisations,	although	there	are	other	relevant	
databases managed by NGOs.

Both the web pages of the Ministries and the 
questionnaires received revealed a strong level of 
heterogeneity in situations:

Level	1
In Albania and Croatia, whose laws were introduced 
in 2002 and 2005, respectively, the IUCN categories 
are	 defined	 exactly,	 mentioning	 this	 organisation	
as the source for the categories assignations of the 
protected areas. 

Level	2
In	 Bosnia-Herzegovina,	 FYROM	 and	 Slovenia,	
whose legislations date from 2003, 2004 and 1999, 
respectively, the protected areas categories are 
practically identical to those of the IUCN but this 
organisation	is	not	mentioned	specifically.

Level	3
Five EU countries (Spain, Italy, France, Greece 
and Portugal), as well as Turkey and Serbia 
and Montenegro appear. These countries have 
various categories with the same designation and 
objectives as the IUCN categories although no 
specific	mention	is	made	in	any	type	of	regulation.

Level	4
This level includes all the countries from the 
subregion of North Africa and the Middle East, as 
well as Cyprus, Malta and Monaco. It is important 
to consider that draft laws for PAs in Algeria and 
Morocco could be considered as “Level 1” and 
“Level 2”, respectively. Most of these countries 
have regulations dating from before 1994 or still 
incipient protected areas systems, often with 
insufficient	 human	 and	 technical	 resources.	 The	
case of Monaco is different since it only has two 
protected and regulated areas. According to the 
questionnaires, these countries envisage using the 
categories to develop policies or strategies. 

On the other hand, in the questionnaires practically 
all	the	countries	confirmed	the	use	of	the	categories	
in their conservation policies and the use by 
technical	experts	to	define	conservation	objectives	
and establish management and zoning standards. 

There is a general opinion that the categories should 
inspire conservation instruments and conservation 
policies, but there is greater discrepancy in terms 
of their role in legislation; only half considered them 
to be entirely useful. 

According to the answers from the questionnaires, 
the main reasons for using categories were to use 
them as: 

• A reference in countries which have prepared 
specific	legislation	on	PAs	for	the	first	time.

• A reference for establishing management 
objectives	 for	 protection	 figures	 at	 national	
level.

• A general reference framework to prevent the 
proliferation	of	protection	figures	at	national	
level.

• A standard with statistical purposes at 
national level35.

• International recognition of the protection 
status at national level.

• An internationally recognised standard to 
support the commitments assumed by the 
country under international conventions.

• A valuable resource to obtain IUCN backing 
in the establishment and management of 
their PAs. 

Marine	Protected	Areas	(MPAs)

In this case, we cross-referenced the IUCN Category 
with three possible regulations: Order (ministerial 
or sectorial); Decree (presidential); and Law 
(parliamentary). There is enormous heterogeneity 
between countries. Some have used the maximum 
legal regulation (Law) for MPAs, which in this case 
are normally National Parks: Croatia, Spain, Italy, 
and Lebanon. The other countries do not have 
laws designating MPAs, the use of a decree is 
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more common, even for National Parks (France, 
Greece, Italy, Morocco, Tunisia,) and more often 
sectorial orders (in almost all the countries) in the 
case of Categories IV and V.
 
Figure 1436 shows how most of Category IV MPAs 
are protected by a Decree or Royal Decree. In 
general, there is a gradation from more to less legal 
coverage (from Law-Decree-Order) from Category 
II to Category IV or V.

There is greater legal protection in the EU 
Mediterranean countries. In East European 
countries, the declaration of MPA status is an 

incipient task and is generally established by 
decree	 or	 such	 areas	 are	 unspecified.	 Legal	
coverage is more lax in North African and Middle 
East countries. 

Figure 14. Legal protection status in MPAs

36		Figure	prepared	excluding	the	MPAs	not	designated	a	specific	IUCN	Category,	and	excluding	the	MPAs	for	which	relevant	
information was not available.

Analysis of the situation
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1.8 - Institutional aspects of management and
        Governance

37 Borrini-Feyerabend, G. 2007. “The IUCN protected Area matrix” – A tool towards effective protected area systems. Paper in 
preparation for the categories Summit, IUCN, Almería (Spain) may 2007

The questionnaires stressed the forms of governance 
because, in view of the rapid increase in PAs worldwide 
under community or private management, one 
proposal at the Summit37 referred to the designation 
of names to the categories, according to their form 
of governance. This would allow 4 types to be 
distinguished and treated in international statistics:

A. Those managed exclusively by Public 
Administrations;

B. Those managed with formal participation of 
other interested agents;

C. Private reserves (e.g. individuals, NGOs or 
companies); and

D. Community managed (e.g. indigenous 
reserves). 

Together with the answers to the questionnaires 
(summarised in Appendix 2, Table 3), we reviewed the 
data in the WDPA since they include information on 
the administration, management and ownership of the 
protected areas. For our analysis, the management 
and administration data were grouped together 
because they presented exactly the same information 
for each protected area. The following management 
and administration information was available in the 
WDPA for the Mediterranean PAs:

Category Public-National Public-Provincial Unknown Not	assigned

la 89,8% 3,9% 0% 6,3%

lb 90,0% 8,0% 0% 2,0%

II 67,7% 6,8% 9,3% 16,1%

III 89,6% 0% 0% 10,4%

IV 85,1% 4,7% 1,1% 9,0%

V 81,2% 12,7% 0,2% 5,8%

VI 70,4% 3,7% 18,5% 7,4%

Total	Distribution 84,5% 5,6% 1,3% 8,6%

Table 11. PA Management and Administration by categories

© Rami Salman
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In Table 11, it is worth noting the clear domination 
of the public management of PAs, and the absence 
of community and private types of governance. 
Categories Ia, Ib and III present the highest 
percentages of national public management; 
Category V has the highest percentage of provincial 
public	 management.	 However,	 there	 is	 no	 field	
in the WDPA to indicate governance or levels in 
participation, and few other conclusions can be 
drawn from these data, except that the WDPA would 
benefit	from	the	binomial	designations	proposed	at	
the Summit.

Nevertheless, the answers to the questionnaires 
received from the national PA agencies in 8 
Mediterranean countries (Appendix 2) show 
that consultation, sometimes participation, in 
Categories II and V is common, mostly through 
formal mechanisms but in different degrees 
depending on the country. This information, 
completed after consulting available national 
regulations and national reports on protected 
areas issued by the CBD in 2003, reveal a high 
degree of heterogeneity between countries as 
summarised below: 

• Albania: the involvement of all interested 
parties in the management and 
establishment of the PAs has been 
obligatory since 2002. This law also allows 
for PAs to be managed by non-governmental 
organisations, civil groups, the private sector, 
etc, provided this is recognised formally.

• Algeria: no direct involvement of the 
interested parties is envisaged in the 
establishment and management of the PAs 
and there are also no PAs managed by non-
public groups or organisations.

• Slovenia: the parties involved only 
participate sometimes in the establishment 
and management of PAs. There are parks 
commissions with representatives of all the 
stakeholders involved for the establishment 
of each National Park or Regional Park. One 
Nature Reserve is managed by an NGO 
and two landscape parks are managed by 
private	firms.

• Spain: in most PAs, the participation 
of stakeholders is envisaged in the 
establishment and management of the 

PAs. Some areas are managed by non-
governmental organisations or foundations 
that tend to be grouped as “private 
reserves”,	 a	 figure	 that	 is	 being	 promoted	
and acquiring much importance in recent 
years.

 
• Italy: the interested parties always 

participate in the establishment and 
management of PAs: local authorities, 
regional administrations, NGOs and others 
participate in a consultative process on the 
identification	 and	 establishment	 of	 PAs.	
The PAs are managed by independent 
bodies that are normally formed by 
representatives of both public and private 
institutions; some PAs are also managed 
solely by NGOs and private foundations.

• Lebanon: all the interested parties 
always participate in the establishment 
and management of PAs. The Ministry of 
Environment creates a committee formed 
by volunteers from legal institutions, local 
NGOs, academic institutions and the 
ministries involved to supervise and guide 
the management of the PAs. Although 
some PAs are managed exclusively by 
non-state organisations, they are not 
formally recognised.

•	 FYROM:	 some	 PAs	 are	 established	 and	
managed by the interested parties (e.g. 
the Society for the Study of Birds and 
Protection	 of	 FYROM	 manages	 a	 Strict	
Nature Reserve). 

• Morocco: The stakeholders may participate 
in the establishment and management of 
the PAs, for example through cooperation 
agreements. The Sidi Boughaba Reserve is 
managed by an NGO (Animal and Nature 
Protection Society).

• Monaco: stakeholders participate in the 
establishment and management of PAs. Its 
two marine-coastal PAs are managed by an 
NGO.

• Portugal: stakeholders are involved in 
some PAs. Legislation allows for PAs to be 
managed by non-formal organisations but 
there are no registered cases.

En
gl

is
h

Analysis of the situation



104 Use of the IUCN protected areas management categories in the Mediterranean region

Marine	Protected	Areas	(MPAs)

Of the 17 countries with MPAs in the Mediterranean, 
in 12 their administration is entrusted to the 
environmental authority, normally a Ministry38. In 
some countries this varies, for example, in Algeria 
and in Tunisia it is the Coastal Authority, in Cyprus it 
is the Agriculture and Fishing Authority, in Morocco 
the Waters and Forest Authority and in Croatia 
the Ministry of Culture. In general, there is a fair 
amount of homogeneity, all the categories may 

be managed by the Ministry for the Environment, 
and only in some cases (Cyprus and Spain) the 
Category	IV,	which	corresponds	to	fishing	reserves,	
are	managed	by	fishing	authorities.

Sometimes MPA management has been 
decentralised – notably in Spain which has 
transferred competencies relating to the 
management of coastal waters (within the so-called 
“baseline” between capes) to the Autonomous 
Communities – or areas in the same country 
where, depending on the national designation of 

the MPAs, the responsibility for their management 
rests	with	the	fishing	authorities,	and	even	NGOs	
(see Table 3 in Appendix 2). 

Since  the  sea  is  a  public domain, the main 
governance type for MPAs is Type A, through 
the Ministries for the Environment, of Fisheries, 
or Committees formed by municipalities and 
other public administrations. As shown in Table 
3 in Appendix 2, there are cases of consultative 
or participative management with stakeholders, 

consortiums between municipalities and universities 
(France and Italy) and even some cases of 
management transferred to NGOs (in Italy, Spain 
and Monaco). 

There  are  no  cases  of  Type  C  governance 
because  the  sea  cannot  be  a  private  domain.  
Neither	 did	 	 we	 	 find	 	 any	 	 examples	 	 of	 	 Type	
D  governance,  i.e.  MPAs  managed  by  local 
communities,  although some  may  not be registered 
in the WDPA, since, for example, in France there 
are	MPAs	established	by	fishermen’s	guilds.

38 Although other ministries may have co-responsabilities such as Fisheries, Culture and Defence.
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39 Patry, M. 2007. Wold Heritage and IUCN categories: testing out a relationship. UNESCO World Heritage Centre. IUCN 
website on Categories Summit.

40 Ramsar Secretariat. 2007. Wetlands of International importance and the IUCN system of PA management Categories. IUCN 
website on the Categories Summit.

41 Orella, J.C. 2007. La aportación de la Red Natura 2000 a los sistemas de AP. Preparatory document on the Spanish position 
for the Categories Summit, Almeria, May 2007. 

1.9	-	Relationship	with	International	conventions

The IUCN categories are used in the World 
Database of Protected Areas (WDPA); they were 
also adopted in the Intergovernmental Forum on 
Forests and by the African Convention for the 
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources, 
after the assembly of the African Union (2003), 
which	 defines	 six	 protection	 categories	 that	
coincide exactly with those of IUCN. Due to interest 
expressed by the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
more widespread adoption of the categories is 
expected in the near future.

In terms of the main binding conventions on 
protected areas in the Mediterranean region, we 
found no particular correspondence between 
the IUCN categories and the World Heritage 
Sites39, nor with the wetlands under the Ramsar 
Convention40 or with the SPAMI of the Barcelona 
Convention. These are international designations, 
not management categories; they are encompassed 
within the international conventions, they are 
binding for the Parties and they have assignation 
and evaluation mechanisms. The same could apply 
to the Natura 2000 sites, which are also not related 
to the IUCN categories and may belong to any of 
them41. The PAs on these lists are given a higher 
status of recognised international importance, and 
receive more attention 

Moreover, the IUCN categories do not form an 
operative international network like the Biosphere 
Reserves. However, the participants in the survey 
highlighted the interest of the IUCN categories as 
international recognition of the protection status 
of their PAs, their value as an internationally-
recognised standard to support the commitments 
acquired by the country under international 
conventions, and the options these afforded for 
greater international support, particularly from the 
IUCN, in the establishment and management of 
their PAs

The Ramsar Convention on wetlands issued 
a resolution in 2005 agreeing to include in the 
“Ramsar Information Sheet on Wetlands of 
International Importance”, based on the COP9, a 
list of the corresponding national designations and 
the IUCN categories, where appropriate. 

Given their regional nature, special mention is 
made here on the SPAMI network (Specially 
Protected Areas of Mediterranean Importance), 
resulting from the Protocol on Specially Protected 
Areas and Biological Diversity in the Mediterranean 
(Barcelona, 1995). The main objective of a SPAMI 
is the conservation of natural heritage; secondary 
objectives include the conservation of cultural 
heritage, research, education, participation and 
cooperation, provided they are compatible with the 
conservation objectives. To be eligible for listing as 
SPAMIs, the areas must have exceptional features, 
natural representativeness, diversity and cultural 
representativeness; the latter is determined by 
the existence of traditional activities that respect 
the environment and that are integrated in nature, 
contributing to the well-being of local populations. 
Therefore,	 according	 to	 their	 specific	 objectives,	
each SPAMI may be assigned to any IUCN 
Category. 

Category No.	of	SPAMIs
SPAMI	marine	area	

(ha)

II 4 16.095

IV 4 31.806

V 1 4.613

None	assigned 3 25.373

Subtotal 12 77.887

None	assigned Pelagic 
Sanctuary 8’750.000

Table 12. SPAMI Number and area by categories
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The Barcelona Convention has currently listed 
13 SPAMIs, all located in the western half of the 
Mediterranean Sea, and assigned by the competent 
national authorities to Categories II, IV and V.

In the SPAMI network, the Category IV MPAs cover 
the largest area, excluding, due to their exceptional 
size, the SPAMI high seas “Pelagic Sanctuary”,  
established by France, Italy and Monaco in the 
Ligurian Sea as a cetacean reserve and which has 
not been assigned any IUCN Category42 . Figure 15. SPAMI marine protected surface by categories

42		This	high	seas	reserve	could	be	designated	to	Category	IV	since	its	main	objective	is	the	specific	protection	of	cetaceans.
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Part	2

The	debate	on	Category	V

At the 4th World Congress on National Parks 
and Protected Areas (Caracas, 1992), the 
participants emphasized that protected areas 
contribute	 significantly	 to	 satisfying	 human	
needs and must not become islands in a sea 
of development, but part of the strategy of 
sustainable development and adequate use of 
the natural resources of each country. 

Since the launch of this new paradigm of PAs, 
there has been a change in the conception of 
protected areas as an instrument for conserving 
“wild” biodiversity towards a more inclusive 
model that also protects human values, 
including intervened landscapes.

Playing a decisive role in this context is 
Category	V,	defined	as	a	“Protected landscape/
seascape: a protected area managed mainly 
for landscape/seascape conservation and 
recreational purposes”, proposed by the IUCN 
in 199443	with	the	following	definition:

“An area of land, with coast or sea 
as appropriate, where the interaction 
of people and nature over time has 
produced an area of distinct character 
with significant aesthetic, ecological 
and/or cultural value, and often with high 
biological diversity. Safeguarding the 
integrity of this traditional interaction is 
vital to the protection, maintenance and 
evolution of such an area”.

Currently	 (2007)	 the	 first	 3	 objectives	 of	 this	
Category are:

1. “To maintain harmonious interaction of 
nature and culture through the protection 
of landscape and/or seascape and the 
continuation of traditional land uses, 
building practices and social and cultural 
manifestations”.

2. “To support lifestyles and economic 
activities which are in harmony with 
nature and the preservation of the social 
and cultural fabric of the communities 
concerned”.

3. “To maintain the diversity of landscapes 
and habitat, and of associated species 
and ecosystems”.

43 IUCN 1994. Guidelines for Protected Areas Management Categories. IUCN and WCMC. 

2.1	-	Introduction	to	Category	V
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2.2	-	Controversy	on	Category	V
Category V was applied throughout all the regions 
in the world. After a few years of experience, the 
WCPA	has	recognised	that	the	definition	of	Category	
V has become obsolete44 due to its emphasis on 
recreation.	The	definition	has	also	been	criticised	
for being too broad and ambiguous, giving rise to 
abusive designation of this Category. 

The most important criticisms refer to the limited 
relative weight of biological diversity on other 
natural values (e.g. landscape or geological values) 
or on cultural aspects relating to conservation (e.g. 
traditional uses). 

These  concerns  were  systematised  and 
discussed  in  2005  by  Locke  and  Dearden45  
who  argued that  the  new  paradigm  where  PAs  
contribute	 to	 	 local	 	development	 	and	 	 the	 	fight		
against  poverty (particularly  Categories  V  and  
VI)  often  ignores the  science  of  conservation,  
diverting the attention of governments, taking away 
specialised human resources and support to wild 
sites, and reducing budgets to the merely strict 

categories where the conservation of species is a 
priority. 

Furthermore, they also reported that some 
countries	 inflate	 their	 statistic	 to	 establish	 these	
types of protected areas without being genuinely 
committed to conservation. 

The authors considered that Category V is an 
“English anomaly” because in England National 
Parks are inhabited areas. Currently, even peri-
urban parks are called “protected areas” and 
agricultural activities also take place in 45% of 
PAs. Are these real PAs? These authors argued 
that the question of agrodiversity should not form 
part of the tight agenda of nature conservation. 
They concluded that Categories V and VI should 
not be considered protected areas but sustainable 
development areas and that all PAs should prioritise 
the needs of wild species above human needs.

Locke and Dearden’s observations have fuelled a 
rich debate which we summarise below.

44  Phillips, A. and J. Brown. 2007. Category Number V. IUCN-WCPA, Task Force on PA Categories. One of a series of papers for 
the summit in Andalusia, Spain, may 7-11 2007

45  Locke, H. and P. Dearden. 2005. Rethinking protected area categories and the new paradigm. Environmental Conservation 
32(1): 1-10.
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2.3 - Defence and clarifications on Category V
The	 first	 responses	 had	 an	 ecological	 focus46, 
arguing that “pristine and wild” nature does not 
exist in practically any place in the world, nor 
does it necessarily have a greater value than 
modified	nature,	even	in	terms	of	species:	20%	of	
endangered or threatened species cannot be found 
in a Category I, II, III or IV PA. They argue that in 
ecological terms the ecotones and transition areas 
are necessary.

Category	 V	 also	 broadens	 the	 field	 of	 action	 of	
conservationists by involving them in the solution of 
a problem outside the scope of strict conservation. 
Without undervaluing the correct criticisms of 
ambiguity and abuse of this Category, also 
questionable is the sectorial view of PAs as “pristine 
zones” for conserving collections of species - in 
the same way as some engineers see forests as 
a source of wood and rivers as sources of water 
– ignoring not just ecological aspects but also 
social sciences, lessons learned about territorial 
co-management and the need for coordination with 
other legitimate stakeholders. 

An IUCN Task Force meeting was held in Barcelona 
in 2006 on Category V. Noteworthy results of this 
process included a document on more ecological 
aspects (Mallarach et al. currently in press), another 
document with a Spanish vision (Europarc 2006)47 
and a third by the WCPA. These documents are 
summarised below48:

A.		Mallarach	et al.	49

These authors defend Category V and question 
the arguments put forward by Locke and Dearden 
(2005),	which	we	may	summarise	into	five	topics:	

1. Nothing “wild” remains in most of the world. 
In particular, the Mediterranean region has 
been transformed almost completely over 
more than 2,000 years. In many regions, 

cultural landscapes are the only option for 
conserving species.

2. Some traditional practices are necessary to 
conserve endangered species; numerous 
examples are given from Africa, India and 
Europe, and in particular examples linked to 
the European Union’s Natura 2000 Network, 
and with the emphasis on Spanish examples 
(the bear and wolf in livestock and forest 
landscapes, steppe-land birds on cereal-
field	habitats).	In	contrast,	the	abandonment	
of traditional practices may cause losses 
of habitat and biodiversity, for example, in 
wetlands, mountain grazing lands, open 
areas and landscape mosaics, or in forests 
at	greater	risk	of	fire.

3. Many Category V areas prove to be as 
efficient	as	others	for	species	conservation.	
They are protected by laws, management 
plans	 or	 human	 and	 financial	 resources.	
The authors mention a comparative study 
of 145 PAs in Catalonia to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of this Category.

4. Categories V and VI complement the other 
four categories. Far from being an English 
anomaly, they recall that Category V protected 
areas account for two thirds of all protected 
areas	in	Europe,	a	reality	which	did	not	fit	into	
the other strict categories. This situation is 
similar in 4 continents and the authors predict 
even greater growth of these categories, 
since only the permissive categories will be 
able	to	flourish	in	developing	countries.

5. Although the article focuses on biological 
topics, in order to respond to criticisms within 
this	field,	it	also	highlights	the	importance	of	
making people aware that their traditional 

46  Martino, D. 2005. Unleashing the wild: response to Locke and Dearden’s ‘rethinking protected area categories’. Environmental 
Conservation 10.1017

47  Europarc-Spain. 2006. Taller 4: Hacia un lenguaje común: categorías de manejo internacionales del IUCN (Coord. Jose 
Antonio Atauri Mezquida). Minutes of the 12th Europarc Congress-Spain.  

48  (Phillips y Brown 2007, op.cit)
49  Mallarach, J., J.Morrison, A.Kothari, F.Sarmiento, J.A.Atauri and B.Wishitemi. 2007. In  defence  of  protected  landscapes. 

A reply to some criticisms of category V protected areas and suggestions for improvement.  Submitted to Environmental 
Conservation, June 2007.

The debate on Category V

En
gl

is
h



110 Use of the IUCN protected areas management categories in the Mediterranean region

practices are being valued and integrated 
with the concept of conservation. The 
authors highlight that in poor countries 
the most restrictive categories (I-IV) may 
be unfair to both rural populations and to 
the realistic capabilities of governments. 
Category V is more popular; it enjoys greater 
political and social support, and may even 
attract the support of donors, even when 
the latter focus on combating poverty. The 
World Parks Congress in Durban (2003) also 
recognises the multiple forms of governance 
of protected areas, and Categories V and 
VI recognise new indigenous, community or 
privately owned and generally participative 
PAs.

However, they agree with Locke and Dearden 
that	 the	 ambiguity	 of	 the	 definition	may	 give	 rise	
to abuse. Nonetheless, this does not invalidate 
the Category (it should be remembered that 
abusive use is also made of Categories I-IV). They 
consider that referring to these as “sustainable 
development areas” would mean to loose the focus 
on biodiversity and would have negative results 
for the huge amount of effort that has been made 
worldwide in this regard, in particular the support of 
countries to Category V areas within the framework 
of the CBD, or the immense Natura 2000 Network 
in Europe, which now offers excellent prospects for 
short-term growth.

Finally, they propose:

• Maintaining the conservation of biodiversity 
as the main objective in Categories V and 
VI.

• Evaluating management in order to prevent 
abuse or misinterpretations of the Category.

• Including agrobiodiversity as a value and 
objective in Category V.

B.	Europarc-Spain
Europarc-Spain discussed this topic at its 
Congress in 2006. The participants recalled that 
the IUCN’s concept of PAs includes the protection 

of cultural resources associated with biodiversity 
and that the conservation of all biodiversity 
components may only be achieved if areas with 
certain types of use are maintained. There are 
many cases in Europe that demonstrate the link 
between managed landscapes and conservation.

It was reported that in Spain “a total of 1,040 
municipalities contribute their territories to parks. 
These municipalities have a total population of more 
than 17 million inhabitants (38% of the national 
total), and occupy a surface area of more than 
10 million ha i.e. one fifth of Spanish territory. For 
all these reasons, it is important to harmonise the 
protection and conservation of natural resources in 
these areas with economic and social progress and 
the enjoyment of these values”. The participants 
recognised that Category V in particular makes an 
essential contribution to the achievement of this 
objective. 

The	authors	recognise	difficulties	and	inaccuracies	
in the designation of IUCN categories and propose 
a general working model (the application of this 
model to the Cabo de Gata National Park is 
explained in Part 3 of this book) to ensure each 
area is correctly assigned.  They found that 
Spanish PAs are subject to a variety of causes and 
that the IUCN categories should not be assigned 
simply	to	reflect	the	legal	designation	of	each	area.	
Instead,	the	specific	objectives	of	each	area	must	
be analysed in the corresponding statement and 
planning documents, although this information is 
not always contained in these documents.

They also recommend that the main objective of all 
PAs should be biodiversity conservation.

C. The	analysis	of	the	WCPA50

This preparatory document for the Andalusia 
summit by WCPA contains the discussions within 
the Task Force on Category V and the conclusions 
of the Barcelona workshop (2006). It reviews 
the	 definition	 of	 this	 Category,	 its	 management	
objectives and its characteristics. The authors 
recognise that the emphasis on recreation in the 
IUCN’s	 definition	 of	 Category	 V	 is	 inappropriate	
and	Euro-centric,	and	propose	a	new	definition	that	

50  Phillips, A. y J. Brown. 2007. Category Number V. IUCN WCPA Task Force, one of a series of papers for the summit on the 
IUCN categories in Andalusia, Spain May 7-11 2007.
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recognises its multiple values, including biological 
diversity:

A protected area where the interaction of 
people and nature over time has produced 
an area of distinct character with significant 
ecological, biological, cultural and scenic 
value. Safeguarding the integrity of this 
interaction is vital to protecting and sustaining 
the area51.

The main objective would be “to help people to 
protect and maintain important landscapes and 
their associated values”. They also propose an 
extensive list of criteria, characteristics and new 
distinctive factors for this Category. Compared with 
the	existing	definition,	the	new	proposal	is	clearer	
and emphasizes the “ecological and biological” 
aspects over scenic values. 

The Category V areas are distinguished from those 
with Category VI. While Category VI “emphasizes 
human-nature interactions in the present day, 
Category V reaches into the past, emphasizing 
the values created by the on-going interactions of 
people and nature over time”.

They highlight that Category V areas play an 
important role in landscape conservation and may 
include other smaller but stricter PAs. They may also 
act as buffer zones and biological corridors, as well 
as building blocks within large-scale conservation 
schemes.	 Since	 they	 are	 relatively	 flexible,	 they	
are sometimes the only politically feasible option 
for conservation. Furthermore, compared with 

other categories, this is the only category that 
guarantees the conservation of sustainable cultures 
and agrogenetic diversity. Examples are given to 
the effectiveness of this Category for conserving 
species on all continents. 

The authors recognise that Category V protected 
areas face a range of challenges that must be 
addressed soon:

• What are the limits of acceptable change in 
a Category V protected area?

• How do human factors weigh up against 
biological factors?

• What should be done if traditions change?

• How important are people’s decisions?

• Are Category V protected areas really 
protected areas?

51	This	is	a	revision	of	the	1994	definition:	“An area where the interaction of people and nature over time has produced an area 
of distinct character with significant aesthetic, ecological  and/or cultural values and often with strong biological diversity. 
Safeguarding the integrity of this traditional interaction is vital for the protection, maintenance and evolution of such areas”.
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2.4	-	Category	V	and	Marine	Protected	
								Areas	(MPAs)
Marine	 areas	 present	 certain	 difficulties	 because	
in this biome it is not always possible to refer to 
ecosystems, natural conditions, landscapes, 
traditional uses etc. Another problem is that 
Environmental Ministries are often not the only 
entities responsible for MPAs; Fisheries, Transport 
and even Defence Ministries may also have 
competencies in this area with respect to entire 
reserves or areas within them. Moreover, some 
areas may only be subject to temporary closures. 

The application of marine biome categories received 
insufficient	attention	during	the	Summit	and	in	the	
preparatory work for the meeting. The Task Force 
presented a series of general recommendations: 
the Categories should be reviewed from the 
standpoint of marine areas and be included in the 
new Guidelines for all the categories; the WDPA 
should be corrected, since it contains numerous 
errors; and some mechanism should be established 
to allow MPA category assignations to be reviewed 
regularly.

Both worldwide and in the Mediterranean, 
governmental PA agencies, or the WCMC in 
their absence, have assigned most protected 
areas to Category IV, perhaps because of the 
potential importance of these areas as nurseries 
for	specific	species	or	for	the	protection	of	unique	
habitats;	or	because	fishing	regulations,	 the	main	
common regulation, are being interpreted as 
“active intervention with management objectives, 
to guarantee the maintenance of the habitat and/
or to satisfy the needs of specific species”, as 
established by the IUCN (1994) for Category IV. 

However, in the latter case we consider that this 
“active intervention”	 would	 not	 be	 fishing	 but	 the	
monitoring and control of such activity; therefore, 
this type of intervention is not an end but a means 

and it exists in all other IUCN categories. Perhaps 
the new proposal52	 to	 define	 this	 Category	 as	
“Conservation of particularly identified habitats 
and species” would correspond more closely to 
the objectives of certain MPAs, for example those 
established to protect phanerogam seagrasses and 
other forms of habitat, but each case would have 
to be reviewed independently; most MPAs would 
probably not have been established to protect the 
habitat	but	to	regulate	fishing	activities.

In other cases, although some marine (and 
common)	 fishing	 areas	 have	 been	 allocated	 in	
the WDPA as Category IV MPAs, they are actually 
strict reserves that could be assigned to Categories 
I and II. 

Many	MPAs	worldwide	prohibit	commercial	fishing	
and	only	allow	local	fishing	with	traditional	fishing	
gear. A very common objective in the MPAs is the 
regeneration	 and	 development	 of	 fishing	 interest	
resources for the maintenance of both sustainable 
and	artisanal	fisheries53. These concepts are much 
closer to Category V, as illustrated in the example 
in	the	final	section	of	this	document	(Cabo	de	Gata	
Natural Park in Almeria, Andalusia). However, 
this category is not used very often in the marine 
biome. 

52 Dudley, N. and G. Borrini-Feyerabend. Category IV. IUCN Paper in preparation of the Categories Summit, Almeria, May 
2007.

53	BIOMEX	Project:	Assessment	of	BIOMass	EXport	from	MPA	and	its	impact	on	fisheries	in	the	western	Mediterranean	Sea.	
FAO.

© Enrique Lopes Carrique
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MPAs have contributed enormously to increasing 
local	fishing	biomass,	which	has	been	studied	by	
many researchers54 who all highlight the positive 
role	 of	 MPAs	 for	 certain	 artisanal	 fisheries,	 and	
present the following results:

• Greater abundance of species of commercial 
interest within MPAs.

•	 Biomass	exports	to	areas	open	to	fishing.

• The  quality  and  yields  of  catches  on  
the fringes  of  marine  reserves  is  greater  
than in  the  most  remote  areas.  Local  
and	 regional	 	 	 fish	 	 	 stocks	 	 	 improve	 	 by		
increasing  recruitment   and   from   the  
effect of  “spillover”  of  adults  and  juveniles  
towards  areas adjacent  to  MPAs.  This  
generates	 	 direct	 economic	 	 benefits	 	 for		
local		fishermen.

•	 The	 benefits	 of	 protection	 are	 rapid.	
Populations of previously-exploited species 
increase after only one or two years of 
protection.  This growth is much quicker in 
the case of the most preyed species.

• Properly managed MPAs completely 
protected	 against	 fishing	 activities	 start	 to	
benefit	 fishing	 in	 adjacent	 areas	 after	 only	
five	 years	 and	 these	 benefits	 continue	 to	
increase annually over the following ten to 
twenty years. 

• The recovery of damaged habitats occurs 
from the beginning of protection, but it is 
much slower than the recovery of species. 
It may be several decades before a habitat 
recovers its original state. 

• MPAs are insurance against possible errors 
in	fishing	management.	Stock	estimates	may	
be incorrect and MPAs offer an alternative to 
ensure that extraction does not exceed the 
limits of sustainability.

We found more than 100 international studies that 
reported that completely protected marine areas 
yielded rapid increases in biomass, abundance 
and average size of individuals, as well as a greater 
biodiversity. Fishing in areas adjacent to MPAs 
may	 contribute	 very	 significant	 benefits	 shortly	
after protection is established. There are numerous 
fishing	 reserves	 where	 the	 main	 management	
instruments	 are	 selective	 fishing	 gear,	 temporary	
closures	 and	 other	 fishing	 regulations.	 These	
MPAs would be better assigned as Category VI 
(Resource Reserves) areas. 

To conclude, the designation of many MPAs in 
Category IV should be reviewed, case by case, 
and possibly considered as Categories V and 
VI. This review would provide many arguments 
to support Categories V and VI, as the results of 
scientific	 research	 (see	 quotations	 in	 previous	
sections) show for terrestrial and marine Category 
V protected areas. 

54  S. Planes, R. Galzin, A. Garcia Rubies, R. Goñi, J.-G. Harmelin, L. Le Diréach, P. Lenfant & A. Quetglas. 2000. Effects of 
marine protected areas on recruiment processes with special reference to Mediterranean littoral ecosystems. Environmental 
Conservation 27(2): 126-143.

	 -	Bohnsack,	J.A.	1993.	Marine	Reserves.	They	enhance	fisheries,	reduce	conflicts,	and	protect	resources.	Oceanus,	vol.	36,	
nº 3, pp: 63-71.

	 -	Dixon,	J.A.	1993.	Economic	benefits	of	marine	protected	areas.	Oceanus,	vol.	36,	nº	3,	pp:	35-40.
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2.5	-	Discussion	of	Categories	V	and	VI	at	the
								Almeria	Summit

As indicated at the beginning of this book, after an 
extensive consultation process, a PA Categories 
Summit was held in Almeria (Andalusia, Spain) 
7-11 May 2007, where ideas and proposals were 
analysed and recommendations submitted for 
their eventual presentation at the next World 
Conservation Congress in Barcelona (October 
2008).

During	 the	Almeria	Summit,	 the	 definition	 of	 PAs	
and of Categories V and VI were at the centre 
of the debates. Category V was defended very 
strongly with the arguments presented above, 
particularly by Mediterranean and Latin American 
countries, which presented their interpretations 
in prior documents to the Summit and during the 
workshops at the meeting. We will now present 
the details of some of these discussions since they 
are directly related to the topic addressed in this 
document. The conclusions drawn by the IUCN on 
the Almeria Summit will be presented at the World 
Conservation Congress in 2008.

At the Summit, emphasis was repeatedly placed 
on	the	need	to	provide	a	less	ambiguous	definition	
of Categories V and VI. At present, biodiversity 
conservation is only the third objective in Category 
V,	and	 the	new	definition	proposed	by	 the	WCPA	
Task Force has failed to resolve this matter (see 
details in Section 2.3 of this document).
 
Some arguments were presented in favour of 
Category V, such as its value at the three levels 
of biodiversity recognised in the CBD (ecological, 
species	 and	 intraspecific	 genetic	 variety);	 it	 was	
also argued that the same strict conservation 
commitments cannot be expected in very developed 
countries as in developing countries. 

Some clear differences were highlighted between 
Categories V and VI. Category VI are fundamentally 
natural areas, with very diffuse range of uses of 
Natural Resources, while in	 Category	 V	 the	
presence	of	people	is	a	starting	condition	and	
in	itself	an	element	to	be	conserved because it 

has its own values.  Unlike Category VI, Category 
V	 is	 characterised	 by	 STABILITY.	 In	 contrast,	 in	
Category VI PAs, even in extractive and indigenous 
reserves, although they are currently characterised 
by diffuse and relatively non-intensive uses, rapid 
and undesirable changes may take place in the 
exploitation of land and natural resources.

Category VI protected areas are within the limits 
of the concept of PA, albeit with risks of ambiguity, 
abusive designation, or changes over time. What 
is the difference in the intensity of management 
on both sides of the border of a Category VI PA? 
This	must	be	defined	because	Category	VI	 is	 the	
category that has grown most since 1992 in some 
regions (Asia, Latin America) and some countries 
(particularly Canada). This category has been 
used	to	“inflate”	statistics,	and	is	perhaps	the	one	
whose	management	efficiency	must	be	monitored	
and evaluated most. 

The line between conservation and “sustainable 
rural development” must be drawn very clearly for 
both  Category  V  and  Category  VI  because  
the	 latter	 	 concept	 	 is	 	 difficult	 	 to	 	 define	 	 and	
is always open to different cultural or political 
interpretations. 

The  Summit  considered  that  the  IUCN  should 
establish		criteria		to		help		arbitrate		conflicts,		and	a		
general  agreement  was  reached  that  only  those 
places where the main objective is biodiversity 
conservation should be treated as PAs. In this 
connection, the Summit discussed the draft of a 
new	definition	of	“protected	area”	where	biodiversity		
conservation  is  the  main  objective; although many 
PAs may have other additional objectives at the 
same level, such as cultural and spiritual objectives, 
in	 the	 event	 of	 a	 dispute	 nature	 conservation	
must	be	the	prevailing	criterion. This  agreement,  
which  is  still  preliminary,  would  respond  to  most  
of  the  doubts  and  questions arising  in  relation to  
Categories		V		and		VI,		and		would		confirm		both	
categories  as  essential  elements  in  the  mosaic 
of protected areas worldwide.
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Part	3

Category	V:	The	case	of	the	
Cabo	de	Gata-Nijar	Natural	Park

We refer readers to the previous chapter 
in this document on IUCN Category V, 
“Protected landscape and seascape” 
(IUCN 1994). Since the  launch  of  this  
new  paradigm  of  PAs,  there  has  been  
a  change  in  the  conception  of  protected  
areas  as  an  instrument for conserving “wild” 
biodiversity towards a more inclusive model                                                                               

that also protects human values, including 
human-intervened landscapes.

As a case study of the management of a 
Category	V	protected	area,	we	present	briefly	
the example of the Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural 
Park, which belongs to the Network of Protected 
Natural Spaces of Andalusia (RENPA).

Category V: The case of the Cabo de Gata-Nijar Natural Park
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3.1	-	Characteristics	of	the	area
This area, situated in the south-east of the Iberian 
Peninsula, has a mountain range of volcanic origin 
and a coastal plain with sprawling beaches and 
large lagoons. It is the driest region in Europe, with 
less than 250 mm of rain per year. It possesses 
unique natural, geomorphological and landscape 
values,	and	steppe-based	flora	and	fauna,	adapted	
to the aridity, and numerous endemisms. For 
example, 1 out of every 7 invertebrates is exclusive 
to this area. The geological register of the coastal 
plain also has a heritage of incalculable academic 
and	scientific	value,	a	living	record	of	the	history	of	
the Mediterranean over the last 200,000 years and 
the evolution of changes in sea level, its climate 
and its ecology.

Due to the scarcity of surface freshwater, the 
area has traditionally been relatively uninhabited; 
settlers formed small communities based around 
mining, salt extraction, extensive livestock farming 
and	fishing	activities.	

The coastline in this area is one of the most 
diverse in the Mediterranean, offering a huge 
variety of sea bottoms and substrates bathed in 
crystal-clear waters that receive the ecological 
influence	of	 the	Atlantic	Ocean	and	 the	Alboran	
Sea. In the 12,117 ha of marine protected areas 
within the Park, more than 700 species of fauna 
have been recorded, as well as reefs populated 
by invertebrates and extensive marine grasslands 

of the Mediterranean endemism Posidonia 
oceanica. 

Phoenicians and Romans successively occupied 
the territory, as revealed by the mines, volcanic 
paving-stone	 workshops	 and	 fish	 salting	 and	
purpura factories. The coasts are speckled with 
watchtowers and castles from the period of 
Muslim occupation, witnesses of past landings and 
medieval battles. Mining was also very important 
in	Rodalquilar,	and	drove	the	first	colonialisation	of	
this valley as early as the 14th century. 

The traditional inland population lived on country 
estates, with an unmistakable architectural style 
adapted to the arid environment, and which 
later	had	a	strong	influence	in	areas	with	similar	
climates in northern Mexico and southern USA. 
Noteworthy elements around these settlements 
include those relating to the culture of water, 
which was extremely important in the area due to 
its scarcity: typical constructions include those for 
collecting and stocking rainwater, ground-water 
wells, animal and wind-powered waterwheels 
and water and wind-powered mills. 

Mining activity has stagnated but salt extraction 
continues; the main economic activity in the Park’s 
area	of	influence	is	intensive	greenhouse	farming	in	
farms less than 5 ha in size. Tourism and services 
are also enjoying substantial growth.

© Victor Vargas
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3.2 - Protection figures
Cabo  de  Gata-Níjar  was  declared  a  Natural  
Park  in  1987.  It  has  a  surface  area  of  26,000  
ha,  which  was  increased  in  1994  to  a  total  of  
49,630  ha,  of  which  12,117  ha  correspond  to  
the  park’s  marine  area.  Most  of  the  surface  
area  belongs  to  the  Municipality  of  Nijar  (71%),  
the  rest   to   Carboneras  (20%)  and  Almeria  
(9%).  The   total   population   living   within   the   
Natural   Park  is  distributed  among  14  towns  and  
villages,  with  a  total  of  4,697  inhabitants  (2006  
census).

By  virtue  of  Decree  418/1994,  the  Park  was  
equipped  with  the  necessary  planning  and  
management   instruments  envisaged  in  the 
Law: the Plan for the Regulation of Natural 
Resources (Plan de Ordenación de los Recursos 
Naturales (PORN) in Spanish, which includes 
territorial planning, zoning,  basic  regulations  
and  management  model)  and  the  General  Use  
and  Management  Plan  (Plan  Rector  de  Uso  
y  Gestión  (PRUG)  in  Spanish,  which  includes  
management  programmes).

Apart  from  being  a  Marine-Terrestrial  Natural  
Park  (1987),  the  area  has  received  numerous  
protection  designations  that  highlight  its  
importance  at  national  and  international  level: 

• 1989: ZEPA (Special Bird Protection Zone) of 
the European Union.

• 1989: RAMSAR Site: The salt marshes of 
Cabo de Gata as a wetland of international 
importance.

• 1995: Fishing Reserve: 4,613 ha of marine 
area were added, protected nationally by the 
Secretariat General of Fisheries, in order to 
regenerate	fishing.

• 1997: Biosphere Reserve: the whole of the 
Park was included in UNESCO’s MAB (Man 
and Biosphere) Programme55.

• 2001: SPAMI (Specially Protected Area of 
Mediterranean Importance): covered by the 
Barcelona Convention for the Protection of 
the Mediterranean Sea. 

• 2006: Geopark UNESCO, for the protection 
and promotion of geological heritage in 
Europe in areas also of archaeological, 
ecological, historical and cultural interest56.

• 2006: SCI: Site of Community Interest, 
proposed in its entirety to form part of the 
Natura 2000 Network, European Union.

The Natural Park has also been given numerous 
other designations for the protection of cultural 
heritage, including 95 relevant archaeological sites, 
some	classified	as	Sites	of	Cultural	Interest;	all	the	
castles, regardless of their state of conservation, 
are also protected under the Spanish Historical 
Heritage Law. In 2001, 145 elements relating to 
the capture and conservation of water and wind 
power were registered in the General Historical 
Heritage Catalogue. Lastly, since 2006 the Park 
has	obtained	ISO	14001	environmental	certification	
for the management of the entire area.

55  “Información Básica: Reservas de la Biosfera Españolas Año 2006”. Ministry for the Environment-Spanish MaB-UNESCO 
Committee. 

56  “Parque Natural de Cabo de Gata-Níjar - Patrimonio Geológico and Geodiversidad” Regional Ministry for the Environment, 
Andalusian Regional Government.
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3.3 - Zoning

In a Category V PA, zoning is the most common 
way of regulating human uses, in a gradient ranging 
from strict protection areas to inhabited areas, 
as well as non-extractive use, extensive use and 
traditional	 use	 areas.	 The	 Law	 imposes	 specific	
restrictions on each area. The PORN governing 
the Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural Park establishes 4 
different management areas. 

Zone A is the most protected terrestrial and marine 
area and also includes areas unaltered by man, 
as well as the salt marshes (Salinas) due to their 
extraordinary ecological and cultural value. The 
marine area includes the areas with the most 
diverse and better conserved sea bottoms; all 
types	of	fishing	and	vessels	are	prohibited	in	these	
areas.

Zone B includes areas with some type of primary 
production activity (game, livestock, and other 
consolidated activities) which, in their current 
state,	are	compatible	with	the	ecological,	scientific,	
cultural and landscape values to be conserved. It 
is important to remember that more than 80% of 
the land in the Park is privately owned. The marine 
areas included in zone B permit non-extractive 
activities, such as environmental education 
and	 regulated	 recreational	 activities,	 fishing	
regeneration	by	establishing	artificial	reefs,	and	also	
artisanal	fisheries	and	sports	fishing	under	specific	
regulations. The PORN recognises that some of 
these areas which, due to their values, could be 
designated grade A protection, have been included 
in zone B because they are privately owned and 
because they have shown that their traditional uses 
are compatible with conservation. 

Zone C protection areas include natural and semi-
natural areas whose unique features do not require 
greater	protection,	such	as	abandoned	crop	fields,	
natural regeneration areas, cereal steppes and 
small orchards

Lastly, the PORN establishes zone D protection 
areas	that	lack	specific	environmental	interest	and	
include small urban centres and intensive crops.
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3.4	-	Most	frequent	uses
Livestock farming is one of the traditional economic 
activities in this area. There are some small 
livestock	 farms	 in	 the	 Park’s	 area	 of	 influence	
with small goat and sheep herds used to produce 
milk and under semi-intensive management, as 
well as other herds with more than 1,000 heads 
of sheep for meat production and generally under 
semi-extensive management. There are also some 
relatively important poultry and pig farms. 

These are the only salt marshes of their kind still 
used for industrial purposes in Eastern Andalusia. 
They play an important role in the migratory 
movements of aquatic birds, serving as home to 
many resident and migratory populations. They 
also attract many people interested in nature and 
ornithological tourism.

Artisanal		fishing		and		fishing		by		local		inhabitants		
is  permitted;  a  maximum  of  37  vessels  may  

fish	 	 in	 	 the	 	Park’	 s	waters,	 	 including	 	 a	 	 small		
artisanal		fishing		fleet		formed		largely		by		small		
boats,		and		some		sports		fishing		vessels,		aimed		
at  personal  consumption  or  to  boost  family  
economies.		This		fishing		activity		has		a		positive		
influence		on		the		maintenance		of		local		ways		of		
life,  values  that  are  transmitted  from  generation  
to  generation,  as  well  as  favourable  impacts  on  
the  landscape,  gastronomy  and  tourism.

Tourism  is  the  sector  that  has  grown  most  
in  recent  years. It is characterised by a high 
concentration of small-sized companies which 
cater for the growing demand for recreational 
activities, both traditional (sun and beach) and 
naturalist and cultural, as well as sailing and water 
sports. There is also demand for second homes 
in areas which were already set aside for urban 
development around the small towns before the 
Park was established. 
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3.5	-	Conservation	problems	and	threats
The Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural Park faces the 
typical challenges associated with attempting to 
achieve a balance between human activities and 
the protection of areas of important ecological 
value. The Park’s own protection system attracts 
two sectors that need to be controlled: tourism and 
commercial	fishing.

Fishing trawlers (illegal) try to take advantage of 
the	 park’s	 more	 abundant	 fishing	 biomass;	 to	
prevent this, the Park is protected not just directly 
by guards and patrols but with the collaboration of 
local	 fishermen,	 who	 recognise	 that	 this	 practice	
threatens	 their	 own	 fishing	 activities.	 Passive	
protection	 is	 also	 provided	 by	 the	 artificial	 reefs	
established to prevent trawling in some areas.

Greater pressure, however, comes from the demand 
for seasonal tourism and urban development in the 
form of hotels and second homes. The dispute 
regarding the construction of a large hotel on the 
edge of the Park was recently resolved and an order 
has been issued for the hotel to be demolished. 
The development of tourism does not just alter 
the landscape but also produces unsustainable 
demand for urban services, water consumption, 
and	massification	in	some	parts	of	the	Park	during	
the summer season. Other negative impacts 
include, in particular, the increase in the number of 
visits, the number of private cars, which also create 
excessive	amounts	of	dust	to	the	detriment	of	flora	
and fauna, and the impact of recreational vessels, 

particularly their anchors, on the best conserved 
Posidonia marine grasslands in Spain.

Another problem relating to the protection of the 
Park is the demand to extend intensive greenhouse 
farming. Local populations exert pressure on the 
protected area to increase the cultivable area but 
this activity has a serious impact through water 
contamination and consumption. The construction 
of greenhouses, which now reach the edges of the 
protected area and follow its contour in some areas, 
has so far been restricted to the lands outside the 
Park.

The spectacular economic growth in the region 
of Almeria  fuelled  by  the  development  of  
greenhouse  farming,  the  opportunities  of  the  
horticultural market in the European Union, and 
the attractiveness of immigrant labour, represent 
another threat to the protection of the area, since 
the human population outside the Park is growing 
continually. Overall, the demand for housing and 
tourist facilities, coupled with the limited resources 
of Spanish municipalities to handle population 
growth, have induced these councils both outside 
and inside the Park to lobby for the extension of 
their General Urban Development Plans (PGOU) 
through urban development actions, backed by 
important private investments, incompatible with 
local protection objectives and based on building 
models that are not always compatible with local 
heritage values.
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3.6	-	Conservation	and	development	results
Despite	the	threats	and	pressures,	very	significant	
achievements have been made for conservation 
in the area; all the habitats to be protected are 
in an excellent  conservation status, and urban 
growth,	 water	 consumption,	 commercial	 fishing	
and protection of the 63km strip of virgin coastline 
– the most important in the Spanish Mediterranean 
– have all been regulated. The distribution of land 
uses in the territory reveals that its declaration 
as a Natural Park has prevented the predictable 
invasion of greenhouses in a territory of huge 
ecological value.

The abandonment of traditional practices may 
cause losses of habitat and biodiversity. Some of 
the Park’s emblematic species depend on human 
uses, for example, birds that use the salt marshes 
throughout the year (more than 80 species) 
including	pink	flamingos	and	Audouin’s	gulls;	other	
areas are maintained with active rain-fed crops in 
order to conserve the steppe-land birds on cereal-
land habitats, such as the little bustard (Tetrax 
tetrax). The maintenance of other traditional 
activities,	 such	 as	 grazing	 and	 artisanal	 fishing,	
protects the autochthonous population in the 
area, the maintenance of their culture, traditions 
and heritage and their integration in the Park’s 
conservation objectives.

The inhabitants living within the Park, despite 
restrictions on changing land uses towards more 
intensive models, such as urban or greenhouse 
development, have another series of incentives and 
opportunities for developing economic activities 
through new quality products integrated in the 
environment and the local culture. For example, the 
RENPA has promoted the creation of the “Natural 
Park	 of	 Andalusia”	 certificate.	 This	 certificate,	
renewable every three years, is awarded based on 
environmental quality criteria for artisanal, agrofood 

products and nature tourism services. In this Park, 
9 tourism companies and 2 artisanal companies 
have	been	awarded	this	certificate.	

The area’s protected status and its unique features 
have meant that the Park is visited by many 
culture and nature tourists, a sector not subject to 
the strong seasonality of traditional beach-based 
tourism. This has fostered the development of 
specialised	 services	 such	 as	 small	 family	 firms,	
which have multiplied almost four-fold in Andalusia 
(growth of 392%)57 in the last 4 years. The Cabo 
de Gata-Níjar Natural Park will capture 7.4% of all 
ecotourism in Andalusia, with 124 companies and 
around 500 direct jobs in the area of the Park58. 
Public Environmental facilities in Almeria, thanks 
largely to the Natural Park, were the most visited in 
Andalusia in 2005, with 174,338 visitors during the 
summer months, a period which accounts for 45% 
of annual visits to this protected area. The fact that 
55% of visits take place out of the high season may 
be seen as indicative of an incipient break from the 
customary tourism seasonality in the area, a factor 
which is characteristic of cultural and nature-based 
tourism.

The diagnoses performed to formulate the 
Sustainable Development Plan (SDP) for Cabo 
de Gata59	 also	 highlight	 progress	 in	 other	 fields,	
including education and training among the local 
population, and the maintenance of the area’s 
young population, in contrast to the situation in 
most other rural areas in Spain, and the growing 
participation of women in local economic activities.

A fundamental element in the management of a 
Category V protected area such as Cabo de Gata 
is the participation of the local population. The Law 
requires successive public information periods 
prior to the approval of the PORN and the PRUG. 

57  Vázquez Maldonado, E. 2006. Empleo y Medio Ambiente. ¿Cuál es el balance?. Medio Ambiente 54, pp.12-16, otoño 2006. 
Junta de Andalucía.

58  RENPA. 2005. La Red de Espacios Naturales Protegidos de Andalucía en cifras. CD-Rom. Consejería de Medio Ambiente. 
Junta de Andalucía.

59   Plan de Desarrollo Sostenible del Parque Natural de Cabo de Gata-Níjar. January 2004. Regional Ministry for the Environment 
Andalusian Regional Government.
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For example, the public information period for the 
review of the PRUG in 2006 received numerous 
declarations and is still being debated.

Participation in the management of the Park is 
channelled through a Governing Board, established 
as the formal body of civil participation; in the Cabo 
de Gata–Níjar Natural Park, the Governing Board is 
formed by representatives of collectives belonging 
to 25 different groups: Public Administrations at the 
four state levels – state, autonomous community, 
provincial and local; owners of land within the Park, 
local	 entrepreneurs,	 fishermen,	 hunters,	 sports	
associations, NGOs, scientists and universities. 

The participative preparation of the Sustainable 
Development Plan (SDP) has also been very 
interesting, based on a diagnosis performed with 
the involvement of all the groups represented in 

the Governing Board, as well as representatives 
of agricultural producers, tourist, retail and urban 
planning associations and professional and 
neighbourhood groups with a total of more than 
40 representatives. The SDP has established the 
development priorities and modalities in the Park 
and	bordering	area,	creating	a	specific	management	
mechanism, with a technical committee for the 
coordinated development of the different sectorial 
action plans. 

The  Sustainable  Development  Plan  for  the  
Cabo  de  Gata-Níjar  Natural  Park  was  approved  
by  the  Governing  Council  of  the  Andalusian 
Regional Government in January 2004. With a time 
horizon of six years, it includes 195 measures, of 
which 51% have already been executed with an 
accumulated investment in 2004-05 of 24,285,846 
euros.
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3.7 - Designation of IUCN Category

The Park has been assigned Category V area in the 
World Database on Protected Areas of the United 
Nations (WDPA). This category was assigned 
according	to	the	definitions,	objectives,	criteria	and	
attributes indicated by the IUCN in its Guidelines 
on Protected Areas (1994). During the IUCN PA 
Management Categories Summit in Almeria (May 
2007), a revised methodology60 was proposed for 
the designation of the categories, which was well 
received as a proposal for consideration at the next 
World Conservation Congress (2008).

We will now apply this methodology to the Cabo 
de Gata–Níjar Natural Park. The EUROPARC 
document	(2006)	defines	Category	V	as	“an area 
intended for the conservation of cultural landscapes, 
which are the result of traditional systems for the 
use of resources, and which are responsible for 
the maintenance of high natural values, often a 
high degree of species diversity. This category 
is defined by the continuity of this traditional use 
associated with socio-economic development and 
the promotion of tourism and recreation. It may 
contain unique natural or cultural elements or 
even enclaves of well-preserved ecosystems, but 
the dominant management goal criterion must be 
applied”.  

The	first	part	of	the	proposed	exercise	consists	of	
valuing	 the	key	attributes	 identified	 in	 the	 IUCN’s	
“Guidelines for Protected Areas Management 
Categories” (1994), using the following model:

This phase permits the preliminary designation of 
one or various management categories, and the 
exclusion	 of	 those	 incompatible	 with	 the	 specific	
characteristics  of  the  area.  Criteria  1  and  2  
are not  applicable  to  this  Natural Park.  The 
other three criteria (in	 bold) applicable in this 
case, exclude Categories I, II, III and VI and give 
the highest score to Categories IV and V. The 
great importance attributed to the maintenance 
of cultural landscapes and socioeconomic activity 
(with SDP), as well as recreational and nature-
based tourism, designate this area on a preliminary 
basis to Category V.

Then, the exercise starts with the combination of 
attributes established by the IUCN (1994) for each 
Category, and then establishes a “taxonomy” of 
management categories, in the form of a dichotomic 
key to determine whether the protected area 
complies with the minimum essential requirements 
for designation to a given Category.

The	 first	 option	 requires	 choosing	 between	
“Ecosystems that have been altered very little or 
not at all by human exploitation or occupation. 
Objective of preserving or recovering naturality” or 
“human intervention is admitted”, which would be 
applicable in the case of this Park. For this second 
option, the following possibilities exist:

• Predominantly natural areas. Extractive 
uses: Category VI.

DESIGNATION	CRITERIA la lb II III IV V VI

1 The area has been assigned because it mainly contains ecosystems that have 
been altered very little or not at all by human exploitation or occupation 1 1 1 2 2 . 1

2 The area has been assigned for the protection of one or more unique natural/
cultural elements 2 2 2 1 2 2 2

3 The	area	has	been	assigned	for	the	protection	of	certain	species	or	
habitats	of	special	interest 2 2 2 2 1 2 2

4 The	area	has	been	assigned	due	to	the	representativeness	of	its	
ecosystems	or	species 2 2 1 2 2 2 2

5
The	area	has	been	assigned	for	the	protection	of	traditional	resource	
management	systems,	of	cultural	interest	and	associated	with	high	natural	
values

. . . . 2 1 .

1. Priority objective of the declaration/key criteria
2. Secondary objective of the declaration/optional criterion
- . Not applicable  – criterion for exclusion
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60  EUROPARC-España. 2006. A procedure for assigning the IUCN Management categories to Protected Area Management in 
Spain. Doc. En prep. Cumbre UICN Categorías AP, Almería (España) mayo 2007.
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•	 Intervention	to	conserve	specific	species	or	
ecosystems: Category IV.

• Conservation  of  cultural  landscapes  or 
traditional  source  management  systems. 
Socio-economic  development:  Category  
V.

This	 	 	 is	 	 	 the	 	 	 option	 	 	 that	 	 	 best	 	 	 fits	 	 	 the		
management  objectives   of   the   Cabo  de  Gata–
Níjar	 	Natural	Park,	 	confirming	 	 its	 	Category	 	V		
designation. 

Lastly, the assignation exercise proposed by 
Europarc-Spain (2006) refers to a model that 
includes 15 possible management objectives 
grouped explicitly in the Park creation and planning 
documents. These are:

The objectives highlighted in bold are those 
explicitly mentioned in the Park’s documentation, 
which excludes Categories Ia, Ib, II, III and VI. 
These objectives include all the priority attributes 
and most of the secondary attributes corresponding 
to Category	V.

CONSERVATION	MANAGEMENT la lb II III IV V VI

1
Maintain the integrity of the ecosystems; respect the environmental processes 
and the natural regime of their disturbance; reduce human intervention to a 
minimum

1 3 - - - - -

2 Management activities aimed at preserving habitats, ecosystems and species in 
the most natural state possible or at recovering this condition (restoration) 3 2 1 3 - - 2

3 Maintenance	of	environmental	services 2 1 1 - 3 2 2

4 Preserve	unique	natural/cultural	characteristics - - 2 1 3 2 -

5 Active	intervention	to	keep	the	habitat	in	the	necessary	conditions	to	
protect specific species, through human manipulation - - 3 - 1 2 -

6 Preserve	the	continuity	of	traditional	practices	maintaining	high	natural	
values - - - - 1 1 3

PUBLIC	USE	MANAGEMENT

7 Prohibit access by the public 1 - - - - - -

8 Allow restricted access by the public, so as to preserve the natural attributes in 
the area - 1 - - - - -

9 Foster	and	manage	public	use,	with	a	view	to	inspirational,	educational,	
cultural	and	recreational	uses - - 1 2 2 2 3

10 Promote	recreational	and	tourism	activities	that	are	in	line	with	essential	
qualities	of	these	areas - - 1 2 3 1 3

SOCIOECONOMIC	DEVELOPMENT	AND	USE	OF	NATURAL	RESOURCES

11 Exclude the use of natural resources 1 - - - - - -

12 Allow	the	sustainable	use	of	natural	resources	through	the	supply	of	
natural	products	and	the	provision	of	services - 3 3 - 2 1 1

13 Promote socio-economic development and bring benefits for the local 
population - - 2 2 2 1 1

14 Promote	the	maintenance	of	traditional/cultural	practices	for	handling	
natural	resources - - 3 - 3 1 2

RESEARCH	AND	MONITORING

15 Facilitate the conduct of scientific research and environmental monitoring 
activities 1 3 2 2 2 2 3

1. Priority objective of the declaration/key criterion
2. Secondary objective of the declaration/optional criterion
- . Not applicable – criterion for exclusion
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3.8	-	Considerations
The Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural Park is a clear 
example of a Category V protected area and 
reveals the importance of the interaction between 
socio-cultural and environmental values.  This 
Category covers a growing need for protected 
areas to protect sustainable human activities and 
conserve the biodiversity of an area at the same 
time.  

The Park also faces challenges that arise when 
attempting to achieve a balance between human 
activities and the protection of ecologically-
sensitive areas.  The Park’s own protection system 
generates	 demand	 for	 intensification	 of	 tourism	
and,	 to	a	certain	extent,	fishing	activity,	and	must	
therefore be protected within the context of the 
spectacular economic and demographic growth in 
the Almeria region.

Despite these important challenges, the Park has 
achieved important results for the conservation of 
nature and for society as a whole: the protection 
of unique habitats in the south-east of the Iberian 
peninsula, the development of traditional economic 
activities and their linkage with the conservation of 
endangered species – like the salt marshes and 
cereal-land steppes - the conservation of a larger 
stretch of virgin coast in the Mediterranean, the 
control of urban growth, water consumption and 
commercial	fishing,	the	maintenance	of	traditions,	
heritage and culture integrated into their natural 
environment. The population living in the Park 

and in neighbouring areas has opportunities in the 
form of new economic activities associated with 
quality agrofood products and tourism and their 
certification;	these	activities	reveal	constant	growth	
in the region. 

The Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural Park may serve 
as an example for many protected areas assigned 
to the same management Category; the Park 
represents a European and Mediterranean reality 
where the use of Categories V and VI (protected 
area with managed resources) is common. During 
the IUCN World Categories Summit (Almeria 
May 2007), the Park served as inspiration and an 
example to defend the existence of IUCN Category 
V. According to David Sheppard, the Director of 
the IUCN’s Protected Areas Programme “The 
Cabo de Gata-Níjar Natural Park is a wonderful 
example of how nature preservation objectives 
and the maintenance of human well-being can be 
compatible ….… During this Summit a consensus 
is being reached to ensure that this Category 
is maintained but also with the main objective of 
biodiversity conservation”. 

 “It is important to highlight the importance of all six 
management categories, as the experts meeting at 
this Summit have done”, stated Nikita Lopoukhine, 
President of the World Commission of Protected 
Areas (CMAP-WCPA) of the IUCN, adding that 
“it is encouraging to see how Category V is being 
applied efficiently here in Andalusia”. 
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Category V: The case of the Cabo de Gata-Nijar Natural Park
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Epilogue

As we have seen in this publication, the use of the IUCN Protected Areas Management 

Categories system is not just another “technicism” to use in our everyday work but a means 

to understand the efforts being made in the Mediterranean region and worldwide to conserve 

nature.	 	Nowadays,	nobody	questions	 the	 importance	of	 the	use	of	Linneo’s	classification	 to	

identify, analyse and understand our planet’s huge wealth of animal and plant life.  Similarly, 

without the protected areas management categories system it would be impossible to understand 

the role the world’s 107,000 protected areas play and the contribution they make to conservation 

and the sustainable use of biodiversity.  For this reason, the topics addressed in this publication  

are of utmost importance at the present time not just for the Mediterranean but for the world as 

a whole.

Why the Mediterranean?  Can this region’s contributions be of interest to the rest of the world? 

Many reasons justify the importance of the experiences presented in this publication, although 

special attention should be drawn to the following:

• The Mediterranean is the cradle of important thousand-year-old civilizations intrinsically 

linked to nature. In fact, some protected areas that exist today in the region, such as the 

Ichkeul National Park in Tunisia, declared a World Heritage Site by UNESCO, were initially 

established	in	1240,	many	centuries	before	the	first	National	Parks	were	established	in	

the United States of America.

• The peoples and cultures of the region have depended on the sustainable use of natural 

resources to guarantee their survival; hence, a huge range of experiences have been used 

in the management of protected areas, particularly those assigned to IUCN Category V.  

In this sense, the region plays a leading role in the establishment and management of 

these types of protected areas, as revealed in the case study of the Cabo de Gata-Nijar 

Natural Park. 

• The region has been extremely dynamic when it comes to establishing protected areas 

under different management categories and sometimes complex systems of protected 

areas, such as the RENPA, thus contributing experiences that may be used in other 

regions of the world.

Epilogue
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• There is great potential for exchanging experiences and knowledge on the application 

of the categories in the planning and management of UNESCO World Heritage Sites, as 

well as ecological restoration work to help them maintain their integrity.  In this regard, 

the conservation and restoration actions associated with the Doñana National Park are a 

fine	example	of	best	practices.	 	However,	a	great	deal	still	has	 to	be	done	 to	ensure	 the	

Mediterranean region is appropriately represented in UNESCO’s prestigious World Heritage 

List, especially in relation to countries from North Africa.

Therefore, this publication is deemed to be very important and represents a technical contribution 

to the new guidelines on the application of protected areas management categories that will be 

presented at the 4th IUCN World Conservation Congress (Barcelona, 2008).  The importance of 

this contribution was evident during the IUCN Protected Areas Management Categories Summit 

(Almeria, 7-11 May 2007), when the contributions from the Mediterranean in general, and those of 

RENPA in particular, highlighted the following:

• The lessons learned in terms of the use of the different categories in the countries of the 

region and the institutional and legal challenges associated with their interpretation and 

application in different environmental and socio-political contexts.

• The experiences obtained in the application of the categories are instruments for internal 

zoning of different protected areas, as well as their use in the context of connectivity initiatives 

and the development of protected areas systems and networks.

•	 The	scientific,	social	and	economic	arguments	regarding	the	use	of	Category	V,	which	clearly	

reveal the importance of this category not just within the Mediterranean context but also 

globally.

• The need to develop experiences in the application of the management categories in the 

marine environment and the challenges this entails for the conservation and sustainable use 

of	marine-coastal	biodiversity	and	to	support	the	planning	of	sustainable	fisheries.

In conclusion, and based on the foregoing, it is clear that this publication represents obligatory 

reading for all experts who wish to further their knowledge of the application of the protected areas 

management categories.  It also sets out the unresolved challenges and the priorities that must 

be tackled to improve the use of the categories as an instrument for the conservation and use of 

biodiversity and as a basis to facilitate the planning of protected areas at  the ecosystem level.  Thus, 

the IUCN considers that this publication makes a valuable contribution from the Mediterranean to 
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the global technical and political debate on this important topic and must therefore stimulate not just 

reflection	but	also	action.

Pedro	Rosabal

Senior	Programme	Officer	

IUCN Protected Areas Programme 
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