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Introduction 
 
While most Elkhorn coral (A. palmata) throughout the Caribbean is facing destruction largely caused by 
human-related activities, healthy and well-developed Elkhorn coral can still be found off the coast of 
Rincón, Puerto Rico. The coral provides environmental and economic benefits to the small community:  the 
Tres Palmas reefs protect the adjacent shoreline from erosion and these, Elkhorn colonies provide essential 
fish habitat (Bruckner, 2002). Rincón has a long tradition as a fishing community and a small but important 
demographic continues to rely on fishing for income. The reefs also provide world-class recreational 
opportunities for snorkeling and surfing. With sixty percent of Rincón’s workforce and forty percent of its 
income generated by coastal tourism, the Tres Palmas reefs are among Rincón’s strongest natural and 
economic assets (Pendleton, 2002).   
 
To protect the health of these reefs from impacts due to intensive coastal development and fishing 
pressures, the Surfrider Foundation facilitated a community-driven campaign to establish a marine 
protected area (MPA) at Tres Palmas.  The campaign achieved an important milestone in early 2004 when 
the Puerto Rico Governor signed a bill creating Reserva Marina Tres Palmas (RMTP), the first marine 
reserve on the Puerto Rico mainland. Although the establishment of the RMTP is a good step towards 
protecting Rincón’s coastal and marine resources, the marine reserve cannot be considered in a vacuum. 
Without consideration of an effective MPA management plan, watershed and beach impacts from 
development, and the well-being of the local community, conservation goals will not be achieved. 
 
Establishing The Reserva Marina Tres Palmas 
 
This effective community-driven effort to protect Rincón’s coastal and marine resources began with the 
formation of the Rincon Chapter of the Surfrider Foundation, the formation of the “Coalicion Pro Calidad 
de Vida de Rincón,” and the development of the Salva Tres Palmas campaign.  Our goals have been 
accomplished primarily via a replicable five-step process: 
 
1. Extensive outreach & education that has resulted in increased awareness of the value of Rincón’s natural 
and human assets. This effort was primarily realized through outreach activities, monthly community 
meetings and opportunities for that fostered volunteer participation. Volunteer activities included:  beach 
clean-ups, reforestation projects, a petition drive, press conferences, and outreach to other groups, NGOs 
and local government. 
 
2. Establishment of “vertical linkages” between the local, state and federal government that engaged a 
diverse range of stakeholders, bridged the communication gap between the community and all levels of 
government, and facilitated broader civic involvement by reducing barriers and enhancing local capacity 
for public participation. 
 
3. Supplying technical support through GIS services, outside expertise, and science, economic, and legal 
assistance.  These resources helped to facilitate public participation, communication and collaboration by 
supplying science-based information and communication tools such as maps.  
 
4. Creation of “horizontal linkages” between groups that include the fishing collectives, universities, Sea 
Grant, neighborhoods, citizens and other NGOs.  Fostering communication between stakeholders helped to 
establish common ground and goals. 
 



5. Use of a consistent, open, and transparent process that created credibility, trust, and cooperation for all 
constituents. 
 
Through continuous grassroots outreach, education and activities that encourage public participation, a 
groundswell of support for resource protection and improved land use planning has been developed. These 
activities include: education and outreach through regular monthly meetings, guest lecture series, tabling of 
events with educational materials, creation of a locally-created underwater video, creation of a frequently 
updated website (http://www.surfrider.org/rincon), creation and distribution of “20 Caminos” - a citizens 
guide to reducing coastal impacts, implementation of Respect the Beach educational curriculum, outreach 
activities such as beach clean-ups and reforestations programs, and educating over 7,000 individuals about 
Rincón’s natural marine resources and the need for a strategy to protect them. 
 
From Paper To Protection: Steps Towards Effective Resource Management 
 
With the legislative designation of the RMTP, the campaign has entered a new phase. A common failure of 
marine reserves is that they become “paper parks” – areas with legislative protection but no plans for 
management or implementation. As a result they afford no actual resource protection, leaving the reefs still 
vulnerable to impacts from over-harvesting, recreational uses and tourism. Additionally, effective 
protection of the reefs, requires consideration of terrestrial impacts. The Tres Palmas reefs are still 
threatened by poor land-use decisions that could increase sedimentation and marine debris. These problems 
are exacerbated by a local and municipal economy that is perceived to be dependent upon construction-
related jobs for employment and municipal revenue. Therefore, a pressing need exists to continue to work 
with public and private stakeholders to protect and improve reef health by:  
 
A. Facilitating the development of a management plan for the newly designated RMTP in Rincón, Puerto 
Rico, by coordinating and facilitating a community-based local stakeholder process that will result in a 
cogent plan to guide the effective management of the RMTP. To facilitate the process of developing the 
management plan Dr. Manuel Valdés Pizzini,  a Puerto Rican fisheries management researcher, was 
contracted to guide the development the management plan. The development of the management plan will 
be implemented by promoting stakeholder participation.  Stakeholders will be actively engaged in the 
process by participating in the process of data collection, identification of key issues, problems and 
potential solutions regarding the reserve, and by collaborating in the outreach phase of the project.  
 
B. Expanding outreach activities to raise awareness and educate local citizens about the causes and 
consequences of sedimentation and marine debris on reef health, and the importance of sustainable land-use 
planning and responsible economic growth to the health of the reefs. These activities, which focus on 
linking everyday actions to reef health, continue to comprise the basis for our grassroots work capitalizing 
on the surge of excitement and momentum following the passage of the legislation that designated the 
RMTP.  
 
C. Participation in the development of a local land use planning process as a long-term approach to 
reducing land-based pollution and sedimentation to adjacent coral reefs.  The Puerto Rican Planning Board 
is currently encouraging municipalities to develop local land use plans called a “Plan de Ordenación 
Territorial “ (POT), which ultimately transfers planning authority to the municipal government. This 
process is guided by Law 81 (Ley 81) called the Autonomous Municipalities Act (“Ley de Municipios 
Autónomos or LMA”). The LMA requires that a POT comply with goals and objectives to promote 
economic health and well being for the people of Puerto Rico such that: 

• They are in harmony and compatible with public policies in Puerto Rico and with regional and 
other municipal plans. 

• There is widespread public participation and participation from state agencies 
• they promote public works and infrastructure that already exist and consider future infrastructure 

needs 
• they preserve the use and management of rural lands (Suelo rústico) and avoid subdivision and 

urbanization of this land. 
• Establish a process to transform “urbanizable” lands to urban lands 

 



This task is to be accomplished over phases through the construction of a local land use plan, with land use 
classifications, and the creation of capacity for planning in the municipality that includes technical 
resources and necessary tools. 
 
Community Development 
 
Effective management of the RMTP and a sustainable land use plan will only be effective if the 
community’s citizens and economy are healthy. Rapid growth and development is quickly changing Rincón 
and has created a sense of uneasiness for many citizens in the community regarding the future. These 
changes threaten not only the integrity of its valuable coastal natural resources, such as Elkhorn coral, but 
also the welfare and character of the community. 
 
To address these concerns, the Rincón Chapter of the Surfrider Foundation, has developed a partnership 
with the Municipality of Rincón and Puerto Rico Sea Grant and hosted a community development 
workshop.  The workshop was designed to encourage local citizens to work together with the Municipality 
to plan for the community’s growth. The workshop represented a first step towards creating a shared vision 
for Rincón. This vision will only become a reality through continued community support and involvement. 
 
The meeting emphasized that through widespread public participation, thoughtful planning, communication 
and collaboration, a plan for Rincón’s future can be developed where equitable economic growth, 
environmental conservation and preservation of community character can all be achieved.  
 
To help facilitate this vision, a group of community development experts presented real-world success 
stories and shared practical experiences on managing growth while supporting equitable economic 
development. Their expertise included: land use planning to improve the livability of communities, 
business development to strengthen the local economy, improving municipal fiscal health and services, and 
accessing workforce development programs to gain living wage jobs. 
 
The workshop is the first step in a long-term effort to integrate marine conservation and land use planning 
with economic growth for all sectors of the community in Rincón. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Salva Tres Palmas campaign began as a conservation effort to protect coastal and marine resources, but 
has become a broader campaign to not only protect the coastal and marine resources but also promote 
responsible economic development in an equitable manner that benefits all community members. A critical 
concept of the campaign is that conservation and protected areas are not isolated from Rincon’s economy. 
Rather, these enhance and consolidate Rincon’s economy within the limits imposed by the need to protect 
environmental conditions. It has become clear the coastal and marine protection in Rincón will not succeed 
without sustainable land use planning and watershed management. And this terrestrial management will be 
possible without active involvement in the socio-economic issues in the community. Therefore coastal and 
marine conservation in Rincón, requires a truly integrated process that balances conservation, economic 
growth, sustainable development, and equity. 
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