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1. Introduction

Coastal resource management (CRM) includes all activities aimed at managing and sustaining
resources in coastal areas which have economic and ecological value. The concept has emerged
in response to the degradation of mangrove forests, seagrass ecosystems, fish habitats and
coral reefs caused by human activities such as unsustainable fishing practices and pollution
(Baquiano, 2016). This depletion has huge negative implications for coastal communities, who
derive income and food from coastal resources and whose traditions and values are closely
linked with marine and coastal resources, especially in developing countries (FAO, 2015; FCDO,
2023; UNOC, 2022). The Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office’s (FCDO’s) Climate and
Ocean Adaptation and Sustainable Transition (COAST) programme aims to support vulnerable
coastal communities by facilitating sustainable approaches to CRM, with a focus on marine
habitats, small-scale fisheries and sustainable aquaculture.

CRM is important because, if implemented equitably, it has
the potential to contribute significantly to sustainable
poverty alleviation, improving food security and mitigating
climate change through nature-based solutions such as blue
carbon (FAO, Duke University and WorldFish, 2023; FCDO,
2023). As illustrated in Figure 1, in the context of a
sustainable blue economy, equity is about acknowledging
and valuing the identities, knowledge systems, rights and
interests of all stakeholder groups (recognitional equity), Distributional
ensuring all stakeholders have equal opportunities to
participate meaningfully in fair, transparent and accessible
decision-making processes (procedural equity), fairly
distributing benefits and burdens among actors (distributional equity), and recognising that
different stakeholder groups have varying capacities, vulnerabilities, and levels of dependence
on coastal resources (contextual/environmental equity) (Hampton-Smith et al., 2024; Crosman et
al., 2022).

Recognitional Procedural

Figure 1. Four dimensions to equity

Equity and effectiveness are strongly linked in the management of coastal habitats because
initiatives that engage local stakeholders through co-management interventions — such as
Locally Managed Marine Areas and market access for small-scale fisheries — have been
demonstrated to have higher returns and income multiplier effects if short-term risks are
mitigated (FCDO, 2023; UK Government, 2023).

Like many other global challenges (sometimes called ‘wicked’ problems), CRM solutions are too
complex to be designed, implemented, managed and sustained by a single organisation or set of
actors (Clarke and MacDonald, 2019; MacDonald et al., 2018). The achievement of sustainable,
long-term results needs the involvement of: ocean-based industries (such as the fishing,
aquaculture, tourism, waste and agriculture sectors), the United Nations (UN) and governments
to create an enabling environment and catalyse efforts; private and public finance to initiate and
scale initiatives; civil society to facilitate, implement and inform processes; and, most
importantly, the communities who are most affected by changes in the coastal environment and
live in close connection with it (FCDO, 2023).

As a result, multi-stakeholder partnerships (MSPs) have gained increasing importance in the
context of coastal and marine conservation and protection. Box 1 offers three definitions of
MSPs. Although they focus on slightly separate features of MSPs, each includes the notion of a
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diverse set of actors, with differing interests and needs, who join forces and collaborate to
address a complex problem.

Box 1. Definitions of multi-stakeholder partnerships

“Multi-stakeholder partnerships are cross-sector social partnerships that have more than one
partner from each of the business, government and non-profit sectors (Clarke and MacDonald,
2019). These partnerships are typically formed when a social issue is considered too complex
and multifaceted for a single organisation or sector to address alone, thus necessitating joint
action across sectors.” (MacDonald et al., 2018)

“A process of interactive learning, empowerment and participatory governance that enables
stakeholders with interconnected problems and ambitions, but often differing interests, to be
collectively innovative and resilient when faced with the emerging risks, crises and
opportunities of a complex and changing environment. [..] We mean a semi-structured process
that helps people to work together on a common problem over a shorter or longer time. But
different individuals and groups will relate and engage with each other in different ways.”
(Brouwer et al., 2016)

“An ongoing collaborative relationship between or among organisations from different
stakeholder types aligning their interests around a common vision, combining their
complementary resources and competencies and sharing risk, to maximise value creation
towards the Sustainable Development Goals and deliver benefit to each of the partners.”
(Stibbe et al., 2020)

The sustainable management of coastal and marine resources must embrace the interests and
concerns of a wide range of stakeholders to enhance human wellbeing and ecosystem resilience
(Osterblom et al., 2023). But this is not an easy endeavour; stakeholders come with different
resources but also with different priorities, values and needs. This evidence review identifies and
discusses a set of barriers and enablers to effectively balancing stakeholder needs and priorities
in MSPs for effective and equitable CRM — exploring those related to the foundations of
partnerships (Section 2), relational and power dimensions (Section 3), governance and
operational structures (Section 4) and knowledge, learning and communication (Section 5). It
concludes by offering a set of practical reflections on these enablers and balances which can
inform the delivery of the COAST programme (Section 6).

The review has drawn on recent publications both on MSPs and on CRM. It refers to literature on
MSPs to provide broad framing for effective partnerships and to deliver an analysis of enablers
and barriers to balancing stakeholder needs within MSPs. It then deepens this in relation to the
COAST context by exploring examples within the CRM literature more specifically. A full
methodology document is included in the COAST Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning (MEL)
strategy.



2. The foundations of partnerships

Partnerships start with a set of foundational elements which, when effectively facilitated, can
enable the effective and equitable management of partners’ diverse needs and priorities
(Brouwer et al.,, 2016). The balancing of stakeholder priorities becomes easier when all partners
with key resources and interests have a seat at the table, partners have a shared understanding
of the value of the partnership and have the capability to contribute to the objectives of the
collaboration, and there is senior-level commitment and a partnering mindset. Conversely, when
these elements are lacking, balancing stakeholders’ needs is often unsuccessful. The effective
planning of MSPs can help identify and strengthen these foundations, enabling stakeholders to
manage their competing and overlapping interests and positioning the MSP for success and
equity in their CRM objectives.

2.1. Stakeholder inclusion in MSPs

Effective and equitable stakeholder inclusion in MSPs is a primary enabler for balancing
stakeholder priorities. A barrier is posed when the right set of stakeholders is not engaged or
when those engaged are not able to participate effectively. In these cases, equitable or effective
sustainable CRM is not likely to be achieved. Integrated ocean management relies greatly on the
engagement, through legitimate processes, of relevant stakeholders (Winther et al., 2023). In
marine protected area (MPA) management interventions, meaningful engagement of
stakeholders is considered one of the key factors in driving successful intervention outcomes
(O’Connor et al.,, 2024). In a review of 27 global MPA case studies, a lack of effective stakeholder
engagement was considered the greatest barrier to successful interventions (Giakoumi et al.,
2018). Partnerships are enabled by including a combination of players who (a) are affected by
the issue, (b) influence or affect decisions about the issue by using tangible or intangible
resources, and (c) control implementation processes, for example by establishing what is legal
or acceptable (Brouwer et al., 2016; Stibbe et al., 2020).

There is strong evidence that failing to involve coastal communities in the management of MSPs
for CRM is a barrier to the equitable balancing of stakeholders’ priorities. It threatens the long-
term effectiveness and sustainability of associated programmes and their outcomes. Sustainable
balancing of priorities, especially those of coastal communities, can be enabled by involving
respected champions and leaders. This gives legitimacy to the partnership, increasing support
and buy-in to the initiative while making deliberative decisions more equitable (Brouwer et al,,
2016). Local communities are often the most affected by changes and initiatives that relate to
coastal and marine habitats, but they have, in many cases, been excluded and marginalised by
MSPs (Dawson et al., 2021; UNQOC, 2022). For example, the establishment of MPAs without
meaningful consultation with local communities often excludes them from accessing marine
resources (FCDO, 2023), and small-scale fishers are often driven out of their traditional fishing
areas by industrial, commercial or development activities that have not taken their interests into
account (Cohen-Shacham et al., 2019). There is growing evidence that local participation in
MPAs, other effective area-based conservation measures (OECMs) and Locally Managed Marine
Area design and management improves their effectiveness and durability (Dawson et al., 2021,
FCDO, 2023).

Governments can play a significant role in MSPs, helping achieve convergence among players
and bringing legitimacy to interventions. However, their engagement is complex and can both
favour and hinder the balancing of other players’ interests, including those of coastal
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communities. By setting the boundaries of what is legal and prioritised, governments strongly
influence the rules businesses and citizens must follow, regulate investments and incentives (for
example through taxation and subsidies), and even catalyse systematic engagement among other
players and facilitate or hinder an enabling environment for coastal and marine conservation
and protection (Stibbe et al., 2020). Nevertheless, in many countries, securing the government’s
buy-in is necessary to create a scalable partnership, which has strong potential for effective
vertical scale-up (Stibbe et al., 2020; WHO, 2010).

To engage the right set of stakeholders, the initiators and facilitators of MSPs should start by
building a clear understanding of the problem and context, exploring the economic, cultural,
social and political dynamics at play at different levels and identifying the interests and
ambitions of key stakeholders. Careful delineation of the problem is crucial: too broad a view will
make it impractical to identify and prioritise forces, while a narrow view will miss stakeholders
who operate at higher levels and who could be essential to solving the problem or scaling
solutions (Brouwer et al., 2016). Drawing on the perspective of a broad range of stakeholders is
often useful at this stage. Although stakeholders may change roles and even interests as the
partnership evolves, a systematic stakeholder analysis (in the form of a stakeholder matrix,*
power map, political economy analysis or system map) allows the identification and
prioritisation of key potential partners, their motivations and the initial exploration of their role
and degree of engagement from the beginning (Stibbe et al., 2020). But there is a trade-off to
this. Although the inclusion of a variety of key stakeholders enables the functioning, success and
scale of MSPs, particularly in the case of initiatives that aim to transform systems (Brouwer et
al., 2016; Clarke and MacDonald, 2019; Stibbe et al., 2020), the participation of a high number of
stakeholders increases transaction costs, requiring the MSP to balance diverse cultures,
timescales, priorities and resource requirements (Clarke and MacDonald, 2019). When the
number of partners becomes a challenge to the effective and equitable balancing of priorities,
MSP facilitators can consider different governance arrangements and ‘core groups’, with certain
players taking decisions and others playing advisory roles (Brouwer et al., 2016; Stibbe et al,,
2020).

Understanding the explicit interests and incentives of different actors encourages partnership
initiators to engage, motivates their participation and enables their interests to be balanced
alongside those of other partners. Increased engagement of the private sector to deliver
development goals has been a major recent paradigm shift (Stibbe et al,, 2020). Businesses have
significant environmental, economic and societal influence because of the extensive reach of
their operations, networks and supply chains at different levels. Although their participation will
largely be motivated by their particular business interests (Brouwer et al., 2016), organisations
and individuals at all levels of the systems and across geographies can also be motivated by
opportunities to achieve their mission and live their values, by legitimacy to operate, by new
connections, by improved status or reputation and by increased knowledge and skills (Clarke and
MacDonald, 2019; Dawson et al., 2021; Stibbe et al., 2020). Firms that target socially and
environmentally conscious consumers are more likely to engage in public-private partnerships
that align with the goals of local communities and sustainable CRM (Anderson and Ratiu, 2019).
However, where the right incentives have not enabled engagement, key stakeholders can be
overlooked to the detriment of achieving outcomes. For example, it is recognised that limited
incentives and agriculture subsidies have limited private sector support for sustainable blue

1 Often set out as four quadrants mapping high/low influence versus interests of stakeholders.



economies (FCDO, 2023). It follows that the facilitators of MSPs’ design processes should plan
activities that emphasise whether and how the partnership can help actors realise both
collective and personal or organisational goals (Brouwer et al., 2016).

Once engaged, a key enabler to elevating and balancing stakeholder needs is prioritising and
managing the ongoing participation of stakeholders. This needs to consider different levels and
modes of engagement (i.e. literacy, language needs, accessibility) for different groups (Brouwer
et al,, 2016; Stibbe et al., 2020). A lack of ownership felt by those not involved in decision making
is a consistent barrier to the effective balancing of needs in MSPs (MacDonald et al., 2018). The
UN Ocean Conference (UNOC) Rules of Conduct (UNOC, 2022) encourage MSPs to recognise the
diversity of small-scale fishing communities and defend and support their right to organise and
represent themselves. This can be done by supporting communities to organise their own
meetings, leveraging their organisational capacities and deliberative spaces, rather than
organising events for them. The language used in communications and the location of meetings
play a key role in the meaningful engagement of all partners, especially communities (FAQ,
2016). For example in Costa Rica, the non-governmental organisation (NGO) CoopeSoliDar R.L.
developed a briefing document to inform small-scale fishers and fish workers about a bill that
aimed to support them. The document was written in Spanish, included graphics, and was
accompanied by a process to allow coastal communities to provide feedback (Bevitt et al., 2022).

2.2. The value-add of the partnership

Establishing and participating in MSPs is resource- and time-intensive, with high transaction
costs, but is justified when collaboration achieves significantly more impact and net benefits than
individual efforts. A collaborative advantage arises from resource exchange, risk sharing and
achieving system transformation, which requires complementary roles of multiple stakeholders
(Clarke and MacDonald, 2019).2 Individual partners benefit by achieving strategic objectives,
gaining resources, and enhancing their social or political capital (Clarke and MacDonald, 2019;
Stibbe et al., 2020).

For example, the Mikoko Pamoja (“mangroves together”) programme is a partnership between
the Mikoko Pamoja Community Organization, which represents coastal communities of the Gazi
Bay area in southern Kenya, an international NGO and the Kenyan government. Operating since
2010, this partnership has incentivised the protection and restoration of mangroves by enabling
coastal communities to gain revenues from selling Plan Vivo-certified carbon credits and
reinvesting them in community development projects (Plan Vivo, n.d.). Here, non-state actors
gained access to opportunities for mangrove reforestation, achieving associated benefits of
coastal protection, biodiversity and habitat strengthening, and emissions reduction. The
international NGO and CBO achieved recognition through the numerous awards won by the
programme (Edinburgh Napier University, 2023; United Nations Information Service, 2023). The
Kenyan government received insights that informed national policies such as the Kenyan
National Mangrove Ecosystem Management Plan and nationally determined contributions
(NDCs). These have potential to benefit coastal areas beyond the Gazi Bay (Shilland, 2023). In
addition, the global community gained improved knowledge about restoration of mangroves and
carbon measurement (FCDO, 2023).

2 For a more exhaustive description of the Partnership Spectrum, see
https://partnershipaccelerator.org/library/?module=tourl#spectrum


https://partnershipaccelerator.org/library/?module=tour1#spectrum

The needs and priorities of partners, particularly local and marginalised communities, can be
balanced only if they are identified and explored from the beginning of the partnership process,
as such informing the design of the MSP. According to Stibbe et al. (2020), MSPs need to act by
intersecting and aligning what businesses need to operate effectively, what governments are
mandated to deliver and what civil society aims to achieve. Understanding what each player can
and wants to gain from the collaboration acts as an enabler, because it shapes MSPs in a way
that attracts key actors and maintains their buy-in and commitment to the success and
functioning of the collaboration (Clarke and MacDonald, 2019; UNOC, 2022). As in the Kenyan
example above, market-based systems for ecosystem services show increasing potential to
leverage the interests of local communities in improving their economic welfare and empower
them to protect coastal areas (FCDO, 2023). However, barriers arise when the short-term and
long-term implications for partners are not explored. This can result in harm to local wellbeing,
increased inequality and ecosystem degradation (Dawson et al., 2021).

A joint analysis of the problem the partnership is trying to tackle, along with a facilitated process
of mapping perspectives, opportunities and concerns, can enable a sense of collective
endeavour. Such processes can clarify the needs and priorities that will need to be balanced
over the course of the partnership (Brouwer et al., 2016). Although they aim to build a common
understanding and a sense of shared purpose, it should be recognised that partners may present
different perceptions of the issue or have distinct interests, particularly at the beginning of the
process, and that the reasons for the partnership may evolve or change over time as the vision
and strategies of the MSP are identified. Nature-based solutions are complex and require a
thorough understanding of trade-offs between current and future benefits (Cohen-Shacham et
al., 2019). The often conflicting priorities between different stakeholders are a key barrier to
balancing needs and require a fair, transparent negotiation process. At this initial stage of
establishing the partnership, the goal is for stakeholders to gain an understanding of the overall
situation and where commonalities and differences are, generating enough clarity to keep
partners interested and motivated to engage in the MSP’s development (Brouwer et al., 2016).

Adopting a definition of ‘value’ that goes beyond financial and material considerations, even in
market-based interventions, helps understand the full spectrum of benefits and costs that
partners may incur and will enable the balancing of needs and priorities from the beginning of
the partnership. The conversation should not shy away from recognising the importance of
money, because the possibility of funding often leads players to initiate MSPs. For example, the
demonstrated income multiplier effects of co-managed programmes with local communities can
reasonably draw them towards MSPs (FCDO, 2023).

2.3. Compatibility of vision

Stakeholders’ values and visions in CRM partnerships can differ greatly. Partnerships with
stakeholders that have radically different values can easily lead to misunderstanding between
partners. Establishing shared values is a crucial enabler for successful partnership in both the
profit and non-profit sectors. The private sector, academia and governments sometimes support
projects or demands that contradict the demands of coastal communities, such as those of
artisanal fisheries, posing significant barriers to the equity of the MSP (Anderson and Ratiu,
2019; MacDonald et al., 2018; UNOC, 2022). A typical conflict between views and priorities is
between short-term material gains for external actors and local elites and long-term
sustainability. For instance, Dawson et al. (2021) describe eight cases in which commercial gains
were outweighed by ecosystem degradation and harm to local wellbeing. However, cultural
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norms and beliefs can also challenge the effective balancing of needs in decision making. In
Mozambique, decreases in fish catches compared with 10-15 years before were perceived by
communities as the result of godly causes rather than warming seas, greater environmental
variability and changes in abundance, distribution, reproduction, growth and survival of fish
stocks (Hussein et al., 2019). This divergence of values and beliefs hinders the effective
management of stakeholder priorities.

Several strategies can be employed to navigate potentially incompatible values and visions in
MSPs, supporting partners to coalesce around a common purpose. For example:

e Explicitly addressing incompatible aims can help to navigate them (UNOC, 2022);

e Adopting a social norm approach (SNA) clarifies how cultural and social norms influence
stakeholder values (Bova et al.,, 2017).

e Facilitating shared goal setting allows stakeholders to discuss their values and visions
openly — as seen in the Indonesian Blue Swimming Crab Fishery Improvement Project in
their process for gaining the Marine Stewardship Council certification (Brouwer et al., 2016).

e Fostering a shared understanding of the social, cultural and economic dimensions of human-
ocean interactions, e.g. through ocean literacy, can help to increase understanding among
stakeholders (Shellock et al., 2024).

e Avoiding zero-sum language and promoting constructive dialogue about trade-offs helps
maintain collaboration (Brouwer et al., 2016).

e Using facilitated processes such as theories of change or co-development of agreements
helps navigate differences and reach consensus (Brouwer et al., 2016).

Once in place, these tools also act as unifying factors that support decision making (see Section
4).

2.4. Capabilities and leadership

MSPs need leaders who can facilitate the process, are committed to the partnership and have a
collaborative mindset. Leaders need to take responsibility for individual and collective actions
and be both ready to acknowledge that others may have more appropriate resources and open
to sharing decision-making power (Brouwer et al., 2016; Stibbe et al., 2020). In turn, facilitation
needs to create a neutral ground for partners to engage, share and develop relationships (Clarke
and MacDonald, 2019). This is done by being clear on the purpose of each meeting, in order to
choose the facilitation tools that are most appropriate to shape attitudes, innovate, anticipate
potential challenges and mobilise stakeholders (Brouwer et al., 2016). External actors such as
NGOs often play this role (ELDidi et al., 2021). For example, WorldFish and SwedBio facilitated
close collaboration between civil society and members of the Small-Scale Fisheries Global
Strategic Framework Advisory Group through a series of four webinars to introduce the Small-
Scale Fisheries Guidelines and discuss their implementation (Bevitt et al., 2022).

However, a lack of capacity and resources to lead the partnership effectively can be a barrier to
managing interests and needs and to effectively facilitating MSPs (Brouwer et al., 2016).
Similarly, turnover in the MSP core team, with new actors coming on board who may not
possess the skills or background knowledge to deal with the MSP, poses high risks to its
effective facilitation.
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3. Relational and power dimensions

3.1. Power dynamics

Relational and power dimensions play a critical role in the success of MSPs, impacting upon
recognitional equity. Relational aspects, primarily power dynamics but also including trust,
transparency, accountability and commitment between partners, can act as both enablers and
barriers to balancing stakeholder priorities and needs within MSPs.

Power dynamics within an MSP are central to navigating differential stakeholder interests and
priorities, and they underpin many other enablers and barriers discussed in this review. Brouwer
et al. (2016) define power within MSPs as:

“the ability of actors to achieve their goals. People have power of different types, from
different sources, and in different spaces. Power is not an absolute, and power shifts
are possible”.

Different stakeholder groups enter partnerships with varying degrees of power, influenced by
their wealth, status, political connections, knowledge, and communication skills (Brouwer et al.,
2016). The exercise and abuse of power frequently causes conflicts and inhibits efforts to elevate
and equitably navigate differential needs and priorities. In the Philippines for instance, societal
hierarchical structures remain prevalent and can be viewed as exclusionary - for example vessel
owners in local fisheries being perceived as having higher status than migrant workers (Fabinyi
and Barclay, 2022). Similarly, in the artisanal hilsa fisheries of Myanmar, governments fail to
recognise the economic importance of local fishers, making it hard to represent and uphold their
rights, needs and priorities in MSPs (Cohen-Shacham et al,, 2019; FCDO, 2023).

Power dynamics can be both explicit (visible) and implicit (hidden or invisible). Invisible power is
particularly complex. It is ingrained within the perceptions of different stakeholders, based on
social, cultural and ideological norms and experience, and influences stakeholders’ concepts of
theirs and others role within an MSP. It follows that addressing power dynamics is highly
complex. It requires a clear understanding of the dynamics between stakeholders and is best
addressed where processes are designed to facilitate less powerful, often more marginalised,
stakeholders to be in the driving seat of their analysis, strategy and planning (Brouwer et al.,
2016).

Within an MSP, attention to the strength of voice of different stakeholders can enable their needs
and priorities to be heard. Social capital, messaging and dialogue, both internal and external to
the partnership, have an effect on stakeholders’ strength of voice and associated perceptions.
Addressing these to achieve more equitable power dynamics is key to effectively balancing
differentiated needs and priorities.

Stakeholders’ strength of voice—the degree of influence and ability an individual or group has to
express their opinions, needs and perspectives within a decision-making process— is particularly
relevant to the ability to balance stakeholder needs and interest. Strength of voice can impact
the dominance, or lack thereof, of particular stakeholders: those with a stronger voice may
control the agenda but others become excluded or devalued (Brouwer et al., 2016). Local
communities are often marginalised from decision making in MSPs. For example, although many
market-oriented conservation programmes and certification schemes describe themselves as
‘community-based’, they are commonly controlled by external actors, such as private companies
and NGOs, preventing communities from contributing fully (Dawson et al., 2021). In the coastal
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environment, multiple factors play against small-scale fishers and fish workers’ ability to make
their voices heard and, in turn, to defend their human and tenure rights and secure the
sustainable use of the fishery resources on which they depend (FAQ, 2015). These include their
location in remote areas, their limited access to markets and social services, inadequate
organisational structures, lack of alternative livelihoods, and climate change impacts. Moreover,
within an MSP there are unseen stakeholders that influence the priorities of those directly
involved. For example, the agenda of private sector stakeholders is driven by their customers,
investors and employees, who themselves may not be directly represented in the MSP
(Anderson and Ratiu, 2019).

It follows that strength of voice does not need to be addressed solely within partnerships.
Stakeholders can also collaborate across partnerships. At the end of UNOC in July 2022,
representatives of fisher communities collaborated to reaffirm their rights after experiencing
sidelining and more powerful stakeholders speaking on their behalf. They made a statement that
clearly communicated their needs and priorities, strengthening their voice and elevating their
power through this (UNOC, 2022). Although blue grabbing remains commonplace, recognition
and power to local communities impacted are required to reduce detrimental environmental and
social impacts (Dawson et al., 2021).

Social capital can alter the dynamics between different stakeholders, and a strengthening of
social capital, for example through associations, can help less dominant stakeholders to elevate
their voice. In Bulacan, Philippines, small-scale aquaculture producers’ social capital built
through fish farmers’ associations, significantly enhanced their agency, enabling them to make
choices and take actions aligned with their values and goals. ‘Bonding’ and ‘bridging’ social
capital types, in particular, helped producers engage in mutual assistance and collective
problem-solving efforts to tackle livelihood challenges (Manlosa et al.,, 2023). When facilitating
MSPs effectively, NGOs and other external actors can play an important role in helping
communities to claim their agency by strengthening local voices, facilitating inter-community
collaboration and learning, and building trust between stakeholders over time (ELDidi et al.,
2021).

Messaging and dialogue play key roles in both reinforcing and shifting perceptions among
stakeholders, impacting on whether and how their needs are elevated into the conversation and
addressed. As an instance of shifting perceptions through dialogue, in a multi-stakeholder
meeting for a seaweed value chain in the Philippines, an admission of powerlessness by the head
of the provincial police, owing to government corruption, shifted the power balance among
stakeholders in the value chain (Brouwer et al., 2016). Here, less powerful stakeholders
recognised that others were also experiencing exclusion, which empowered them to collaborate
with those they had previously perceived as holding more power than them - ultimately to agree
better terms for their produce.

3.2. Trust and transparency

Processes for building trust and transparency can offer critical enablers for balancing
stakeholder needs and priorities in MSPs. Where trust is lacking, conflicts are prone to arise, and
navigating differential needs and priorities will become more challenging. Transparent
communications, inclusive decision-making processes and recognition of associated social and
cultural sensitivities can help to build trust, prevent conflicts and ensure the success and
sustainability of partnerships.
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Within an MSP, it is important to recognise what is needed to build the foundations for trust and
to invest in this, in order to be able to navigate stakeholder priorities. Notions of trust vary
across cultures; from foundations in informal relationships to evidence of fulfilled promises and
to expectations of formal contracts, different cultures build trust in different ways (Brouwer et
al., 2016). Importantly, evidence indicates that the timing of approaches for building trust is
critical. In some contexts, quickly moving to formalise collaboration (e.g. contracts, memoranda
of understanding) can give the perception of low trust between stakeholders. It can be valuable
to instead invest time in creating a joint vision or conducting joint activities before formalising
agreements.

Transparent communications and dialogues that facilitate mutual understanding can help build
trust and, in the process, elevate and clarify the needs and concerns of different stakeholders
(Brouwer et al,, 2016; MacDonald et al., 2018). In fisher communities, it has been found that
communication approaches can greatly impact how central or enabled fisheries actors are to
engage in governance processes (Bevitt et al.,, 2022). Co-designed communications can increase
transparency, and thereby validity, among small-scale fisheries actors. Similarly, in the context
of conservation initiatives, there is strong evidence that involving communities in dialogues for
decision making has been crucial for building trust and achieving positive outcomes (Dawson et
al., 2021). Where local communities have been excluded, trust is degraded and perceptions of
illegitimacy of proposed initiatives develop.

3.3. Accountability and commitment

Accountability and commitment within the MSP are essential for balancing stakeholder needs
and priorities. Where formal accountability mechanisms (see Section 4) do not exist, shared
commitment and motivation between partners become increasingly significant for ensuring
priorities are addressed (MacDonald et al., 2018).

Weak accountability to other stakeholders is a barrier to balancing needs and priorities. It risks
the needs of stakeholders being overlooked or disregarded, which can lead to corruption and
negative outcomes (Dawson et al., 2021). On the other hand, strong commitment, driven by
motivation and emotional engagement with the aims of the partnership, offers a critical enabler
for collaborative processes and, therefore, the success and sustainability of these partnerships
(Brouwer et al., 2016; MacDonald et al., 2018). The UNOC Rules of Conduct (UNOC, 2022) state:

“Nobody has more at stake than us in achieving our mutual aims. A good partnership is
built on a long-term relationship founded on mutual trust and transparency regarding
their different interests.”
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4. Governance and operational structures

Governance and operational structures offer regulatory processes, mechanisms and
organisations to guide decision-making processes and responsibilities, and as such play a key
role in enabling or hindering effective balancing of stakeholder needs in MSPs. MSPs can face
barriers in the form of insufficient technical, administrative, regulatory and financial capacity and
resourcing (Spalding et al., 2023). Legal arrangements and guiding frameworks associated with
MSPs can help to navigate such challenges through providing legally grounded or common
guiding principles. However, barriers remain in ensuring contextual equity and considering the
nuances at different levels of granularity at which the intervention operates. In this context,
positive outcomes have been closely associated with inclusive governance and decision-making
processes that recognise social and cultural norms (Dawson et al., 2021). There is a key
implication here as to how governance or other supportive structures are balanced between
internal or external, bottom-up or top-down processes.

A supportive underlying political framework for effective government regulation of CRM can
offer a critical enabler for ensuring a level playing field and legal protection for less dominant
stakeholders involved in MSPs. Fragmented governance and legal frameworks, particularly in
developing countries, have hindered development of sustainable blue economies through knock-
on effects such as poor enforcement and regulatory loopholes (Steven et al., 2020). Likewise, the
lack of this can undermine efforts to achieve equitable outcomes through MSPs. In a global
review of 217 successful marine conservation interventions by Rossbach et al. (2023),
governmental regulations were identified as a major significant enabler of stakeholder
stewardship and participation, being the primary factor of success in 50% of case studies with
effective outcomes. A key element of this government regulatory influence was the legal
protection of stakeholders and thus explicit recognition of different needs and priorities.

In Mozambique, the Fisheries Maritime Regulation (REPMAR) is a formal regulatory framework
for locally managed marine reserves in the Maputo no-take zone that provides legal recognition
to local communities. This legal underpinning has enabled the effective management of the area,
balancing effective protection of nature with sustainable production and livelihoods, and
compelling those involved to consider multi-stakeholder needs and priorities.?

In Vietnam, systems of co-evolutionary governance have enabled the development of MPAs. This
is a concept whereby governance is understood to co-evolve through integrated incentives and
feedback mechanisms associated with human impacts and ecological services (see Jones and
Long, 2021). However, devolution of enforcement to state/regional-level governments, where
national-level policies can be adopted flexibly, has acted as a barrier to an aligned country-level
implementation of MPAs (Khuu et al., 2023). This highlights the significance of the level of
granularity of the intervention: although local-level needs may be balanced through devolution,
the needs and priorities of national-level stakeholders may not be.

Regional fisheries management organisations (RFMQOs) are internationally recognised legal
entities that establish binding measures for conservation and sustainable management of fish
species, underpinned by legal international frameworks. RFMOs provide a set of high-level goals
for the management of transboundary resources. However, barriers arise associated with
conflicting interests between the high-level motivations of RFMOs and national-level or
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community-level interests (Campbell and Hanich, 2015). These barriers are addressed by
ensuring that all relevant stakeholders are brought to the table and that votes are taken on key
issues.

Access rights strengthen distributional equity among stakeholders and can be an important
enabling or limiting factor to balancing stakeholder needs and priorities. Proximity and access of
stakeholders to MPAs, and the associated benefits of resource availability, are correlated with
improved economic benefits for those stakeholders (Nowakowski et al., 2023). In many small-
scale fishing communities, Territorial Use Rights for Fisheries (TURF) and preferential access
areas (PAAs) are policy tools that give small-scale fishers preferential access to fisheries
resources (typically through enforcement of vessel size or fishing gear specifications) over
larger commercial-scale operators. These tools have proved an enabler for small-scale fishers
to operate, with legal protection, in areas where ‘spatial squeeze’ has become an issue (Basurto
et al,, 2024).

Equitable engagement can also be enabled through guiding frameworks, which are not
necessarily legal but which provide an overarching goal or vision that can unite and drive
stakeholders, promote the empowerment of local communities and ensure contextually relevant
operations. Existing frameworks that can be used to provide guidance to MSPs include, for
example, the High-Quality Blue Carbon Principles and Guidance (Conservation International,
2022), the Voluntary Guidelines for Securing Sustainable Small-Scale Fisheries in the Context of
Food Security and Poverty Eradication (FAQ, 2015) and the State of World Fisheries and
Aquaculture (FAQ, 2024). Although they are, arguably, less effective than legal frameworks,
typically owing to their voluntary adoption, these frameworks can provide guidance based on
best practice standards and bring together different stakeholders under a common guiding
principle.

Such a framework can be seen in, for example, countries’ National Adaptation Plans (NAP). NAPs
are intended to be developed through country-led MSPs that consider vulnerable groups,
communities and ecosystems (UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2012). Although
not legally binding, these plans offer an overarching goal or vision that can unite and drive
stakeholders, a key enabler for addressing variable priorities (see Section 2.3). For example,
Vietnam’s NAP set a framework and vision for developing integrated shrimp aquaculture within
mangrove habitats through an ecosystem-based approach. NAPs can be complemented with a
legal mandate that assigns responsibilities for delivering the NAP process (Abeysinghe et al,,
2017).

Community-based initiatives can offer important principles for empowering local communities.
In Mozambique, for example, traditional fishing techniques and sociocultural traditions in the
Quirimbas National Park* are guided by the principles of community-based fishery management
(CBFM) and locally empowered area protection (LEAP),® protecting the priorities of the
communities relying on local resources.

In addition to legal frameworks and guiding principles, finance has an important role to play.
Stakeholders within an MSP need to resource their time and efforts to participate, and they
cannot be expected to participate without this resource, solely for the benefit of the MSP’s aims.

4 See https://whc.unesco.org/en/tentativelists/5380/

5 See https://iucn.org/news/eastern-and-southern-africa/202008/helping-mozambique-fishing-communities-help-
themselves
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An important note here is that financing should be delinked from the primary stakeholders
within the MSP, to avoid distorting power relations (Brouwer et al., 2016). Ideally, financial
administration for an MSP should sit with an external, independent entity.
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5. Knowledge, learning and communication

Knowledge, learning and clear communication can offer a key opportunity through which
stakeholders can inform and better articulate their needs within MSPs, offering an enabler to
more equitably balancing stakeholder needs and priorities. Clear and transparent
communication between stakeholders provides a further channel for unifying stakeholders,
enhancing understanding between them and greatly influencing the power dynamics within the
MSP. Communication offers a collaborative process. Co-design of communication products can
increase their legitimacy among stakeholders and offer a channel to strengthen engagement
with less prominent stakeholders such as small-scale fishers (Bevitt et al., 2022). Appropriate
tools and mechanisms used consistently can also offer an enabler for ensuring that needs and
priorities are heard. Facilitators can support the process of communication, guiding stakeholders
in engaging across and beyond the MSP and in developing an effective communications plan
(Brouwer et al., 2016).

Although knowledge sharing offers a key enabler for effective MSPs, there are procedural and
contextual inequities in terms of access to certain types of information and knowledge. Access to
information can redress power imbalances between stakeholders, and barriers to information
can reinforce them, impacting upon how needs are identified, articulated, received and
addressed. Despite increasing democratisation of information enabling a greater widespread
understanding of challenges faced by marine and coastal ecosystems (Herbert-Read et al.,
2022), inequitable access to information remains common and is impacted by physical,
technological, financial and educational capacities that act as barriers to accessing certain types
of information. This can undermine the ability of certain stakeholders to meet their basic
information needs, for example relating to climate conditions or ecosystem solutions (Blasiak et
al., 2023; Ellison, 2020). For instance, evidence suggests a generally low awareness by local
communities of the ecosystem services provided by seagrass habitats and other blue carbon
ecosystems, which has acted as a barrier to sustainable management and integration of blue
carbon initiatives into local management plans in the Philippines (Nesperos et al., 2021; Quevedo
et al,, 2020, 2021a and 2021b). Similarly, a lack of understanding of the true economic value of
blue water MPAs (at least in comparison to the calculability and understanding of revenues from
pelagic fish exploitation) has been found to act as a barrier to effective partnership interventions
(Kittinger et al., 2024). A full understanding of the economic values of particular resources,
based on available information, could influence stakeholders’ priorities. Open data repositories
and automated data access offer routes to increasing data access (Leape et al., 2023), although
barriers would remain in terms of their accessibility to different stakeholders.

Concurrently, the focus of research and evidence generation activities is often determined by
those who fund or initiate the work, reducing opportunities for stakeholders to prioritise their
own needs. For example in the Philippines, studies on blue carbon were driven and funded
mainly by international agencies (as opposed to being government-led), revealing disparities
between private market operators and the government (Corcino et al., 2023). In navigating this,
consultative processes between stakeholders, including the less powerful stakeholders often at
the centre of development processes (e.g. small-scale fishers in blue carbon processes), can be
used to determine research priorities that respond to the needs of involved stakeholders (FAO,
2015).

Local, contextual and Indigenous knowledge can contribute to and enable effective stakeholder
partnerships. Overlooking this kind of data would be a barrier to the understanding of
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stakeholder needs and priorities, and its exclusion would impact the stakeholder sense of
belonging. A framework for operationalising social equity in ocean governance (based on several
dimensions of equity) highlighted the importance of diverse knowledge and consideration of
local history and context (Crosman et al., 2022) that would enable steps towards equitable ocean
governance.

Operationalising local historical knowledge has proven effective in CRM, enabling better
management of marine resources with limited science-based knowledge (McLean et al., 2023).
For example, data collected from fishers’ ‘catch recalls’ can provide a reliable source of
information for managing coastal resources (Castello et al., 2024). Harvest recalls can thus
prove to be an enabler for marine resource conservation efforts and allow for successful and
effective partnerships and project outcomes.

Traditional knowledge and capacity are typically used in data collection and monitoring in some
marine resource project interventions. Coupling of this local stakeholder monitoring with
management responsibilities (Thompson et al., 2020), which promotes actionable traditional
knowledge and empowerment, further enables improved engagement of stakeholders.
Knowledge sharing in Viethamese aquaculture-mangrove integration projects has contributed to
the success of these interventions by enabling a common understanding of the interdependence
of the sectors; this has resulted in the emergence and understanding of how mangrove habitats
can act as nature-based solutions to climate change impacts, such as storm surges, which
negatively impact aquaculture (Tinh et al., 2022).

Although effective monitoring could help to inform the impact of CRM initiatives and thereby
better exemplify the needs and priorities for strengthening these, monitoring capacities and
implementation are found to be limited. In Indonesia for example, there tends to be limited
monitoring of MPAs (Amkieltiela et al., 2022), OECMs (Estradivari et al., 2024) and unlawful
practices such as illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU) fishing (Leonardo and Deeb, 2022).
The barriers vary from a lack of capacity to deliver monitoring to an absence of formal
monitoring programmes altogether.

Beyond knowledge sharing, co-generation of knowledge, shared sense-making and participatory
learning processes are key to effective MSPs (Brouwer et al.,, 2016). This is what makes the
change the MSP has been established for possible. The creation of joint learning experiences can
help to unlock this enabler and provides the opportunity to develop a multidimensional
understanding of a problem and generate new ideas that respond to shared priorities.
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6. Conclusions

Elevating and appropriately balancing the interests and concerns of a wide range of
stakeholders in effective and equitable CRM is a complex and challenging process. Although
there is a set of prevailing barriers, each of these presents an opportunity which can be
harnessed by COAST's implementing partners, in their role as facilitators, to better enable
inclusive and participatory MSP processes that offer potential for equitable and effective CRM
outcomes.

Building effective foundations for an MSP is a critical starting place for ensuring that diverse
needs and priorities are identified and explored from the beginning of the partnership process,
informing the design of the MSP. The role of the facilitator is key in these early stages of
establishing partnerships, ensuring that the right stakeholders are included, helping them to
identify the value of their participation and supporting the development of a shared vision with
partners across the MSP. For COAST it is important that partnerships include representation for
the ultimate beneficiaries of the programme, and that their needs and priorities are central to
the MSP in order to support effective and equitable outcomes.

Relational dimensions underlie all aspects of an MSP during and throughout the partnership.
Power dynamics in particular are a key determiner of the ability to effectively elevate and
address stakeholder needs and priorities. Although highly complex and often invisible, with
careful facilitation these can be addressed to shift the status quo, build trust and ensure
accountability and commitment among stakeholders in the MSP, to ensure that the needs and
priorities of the less dominant voices can be heard. While COAST partners are working at
different levels, it will be important for implementing partners to understand the power
dynamics at play and whether and how these can be addressed in order to elevate and
understand the priorities of the programme beneficiaries, while also navigating their alignment
with other key stakeholders including government and private sector.

Governance, operational structures, knowledge and communications offer more tangible
channels through which to enable the balancing of stakeholder needs and priorities in MSPs.
Governance and operational structures, of different levels of formality, can provide guidance for
stakeholders that levels the playing field and protects the needs of stakeholders across the
partnership. Similarly, knowledge, learning and communication are critical channels through
which stakeholders can identify their own needs and sense-make with others in the MSP. In
COAST, these channels can offer structures and resources for navigating complexities between
stakeholders. Their valuable application will be determined by specificities in different COAST
countries and situations, requiring approaches tailored to context.
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