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The Impaired Coral Reefs of NPSA, Part 2.                                    By: Peter Craig
   --  How Do We Become More Than a “Paper Park?”            

In the previous newsletter, I presented evidence that coral reefs in American Samoa are severely overfished, 
including reefs in the National Park of American Samoa (NPSA). Recent analyses show that we have 
very few large fish left (ie, fish greater than 16 inches). Birkeland (1997) notes the tremendous loss of 
spawning potential this can represent - one large female red snapper (24 inches) has the spawning potential 
of 212 smaller females (16 inches). A recovery will require nothing short of a territory-wide reduction 
in the harvest of coral reef fish for at least 10 years, and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) must provide 
meaningful protection to stocks.

NPSA is the largest MPA in the main islands of the territory, so I went through a mental checklist to see 
what we are doing to reverse this “impaired” condition. Are we helping to increase fish numbers and fish 
sizes in our MPA by protecting them from poachers, are we reducing the number of fish that are harvested 
legally there, or are we improving some degraded habitat condition that might be limiting the number of 
fish that can live in the MPA? Well, hmmm, no. The unfortunate reality is that, at present, NPSA affords 
no protection to marine resources and is not likely to do so in the near future due to a variety of issues 
(eg, NPSA has limited resources to manage a remote park spread over 4 islands, our legislation allows 
subsistence fi shing in the park, it is difficult to quantify what a sustainable harvest of a multi-species coral 
reef fishery actually is, we have no enforcement capability, jurisdiction issues need to be clarified, etc.).

So the question then becomes: how can we turn this problem around? I think the answer is that we 
need to set our sights on where NPSA should be in 10 years from now, and determine what steps are 
needed to get us there. Otherwise, the marine portion of NPSA will simply be an unfulfilled footnote 
in NPS history.

My thinking here is at an early stage of development. I’ve corresponded with Gary Davis who has 
recognized for some time that most of the ocean parks in the National Park Service are “impaired” to one 
degree or another. Gary has charted a course for recovery in his report: “Maintaining unimpaired ocean 
resources and experiences: A National Park Service ocean stewardship strategy”. To implement the Ocean 
Strategy, NPS recently assembled an Ocean Park Task Force.  

At some point, it will be very helpful to draw upon the Task Force’s expertise to meet the challenges faced 
by our Pacific Island parks. I’m a bit surprised that our region does not seem to be represented on the TF, 
but perhaps the TF has its hands full dealing with the mainland parks. But before communicating with the 
TF, I wonder if any of this “ocean impairment problem” is also a concern at any of the other Pacific Island 
parks, or is this primarily a NPSA problem?

I realize that it may be premature for NPSA to worry excessively about these issues, but I’m bothered about 
how overfished our reefs are, and it’s embarrassing to admit to being a paper park, even if we are doing 
other useful marine work. We are, for example, conducting surveys that will set the stage for a recovery 
effort. We are beginning to: identify important issues, inventory resources and assess their status, quantify 
the subsistence fishery, examine ecological threats such as coral disease and bleaching mortality, and develop 
a monitoring program that will be needed to track recovery as the years pass. All well and good. But these 
are all sort of “Phase 1” activities; “Phase 2” is to actually do something about the problem.

http://www.botany.hawaii.edu/basch/uhnpscesu/picrp/home.htm
http://www.nps.gov/npsa/naturescience/coralreefinit.htm
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