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W
e want to keep you abreast of 
the developments in the Park 
so that your understanding of 
Tubbataha may increase, and with 

it, your concern and support.  The complexity 
of managing the Park is moderated by the 
contributions — big and small — of the people 
and agencies who care about its future.  To care 
about Tubbataha is to care for our food security, 
and therefore for the millions of people who 
depend on the ocean for food, livelihood, and 
cultural expression.  That includes all of us — for 
our lives are inextricably linked with the ocean.

This edition was made possible through 
a grant from the Pilipinas Shell Foundation, 
Inc. (PSFI).  PSFI has supported Tubbataha 
for the past decade in planning, compliance 
management, information and education, 
research, tourism management, and in other 
forms that money cannot buy.  Indeed, it is 
instrumental in achieving the success that we see 
today in the management of Tubbataha.

Tubbataha is recognized as one of the three 
most effectively managed marine protected 
areas (MPAs) in the world.  If the reckoning 
were to end today, we can rest on our laurels 
and bask in this transitory glory.  Yet the work 
of protecting the Park continues into perpetuity.  
Staying vigilant is imperative.  Collaboration and 
partnerships are essential.  A new generation 
of leaders and conservationists need to be 
prepared to step into the gap that we, the old 
guards, will soon create.

As you learn more about the Park, 
understanding its purpose and the constraints 
that temper success, consider your role in 
ensuring a bright future for Tubbataha — because 
the ocean is inextricably linked with you.

Preface
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Opposite page: Silky 
sharks (Carcharhinus 
falciformis) are highly 
mobile and migratory.  
Fishing has decimated 
90% of this once 
common species.  It is 
now protected under 
the Convention on 
Migratory Species (CMS) 
and the Convention on 
the International Trade 
of Endangered Species 
(CITES).

Cover: A pair of green 
sea turtles (Chelonia 
mydas) at rest in the 
shallows of Tubbataha.

Inside front cover: Soft 
corals were recently 
found to be reef builders.  
They thrive in waters rich 
in nutrients and with 
ample sunlight.  These 
leather soft corals show 
their underside as they 
are swept by the powerful 
currents that are typical 
in Tubbataha.
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T
he Tubbataha Reefs Natural Park (TRNP) 
and World Heritage Site lies in the heart of 
the Sulu Sea.  It sits at the apex of the Coral 
Triangle, the area recognized as having the 

highest coral diversity in the world.  Located in the 
Province of Palawan, it is 150 kilometers southeast of 
Puerto Princesa City, the provincial capital.  The Park 
is part of the Municipality of Cagayancillo, a remote 
island group located 130 kilometers to the northeast.

Tubbataha is composed of the North Atoll, the 
smaller South Atoll, and the Jessie Beazley Reef.  It 
has a no-take area of 97,030 hectares surrounded 
by a buffer zone.  A lighthouse built in the 1970s sits 
on an islet in the South Atoll.  Bird Islet, on the North 
Atoll, is an internationally significant seabird roosting 
ground.  Jessie Beazley Reef is 20 kilometers from 
the North Atoll.  Its only landmark is a small islet 
made up of coral rubble.

The rough sea conditions during the onset of the 
northeast monsoon (amihan) and southwest monsoon 
(habagat) limit access to the Park.  A natural closure is 
therefore imposed by weather conditions so tourism 
is almost non-existent for nine months of the year.  
Park authorities are likewise hard pressed to conduct 
management activities in Tubbataha during this 
season.
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Opposite page: Blackfin 
barracudas (Sphyraena 
qenie) are sought-after 
subjects of photography.

Below: Grey reef 
sharks (Carcharhinus 
amblyrhynchos) are the 
second most common 
sharks in Tubbataha.
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Sulu Sea

Jessie Beazley Reef

Dumaran Island

Puerto Princesa

One of the few
remaining intact
seabird rookeries
in Southeast Asia

Lighthouse built 
in the 1970s

10 to 17 hours’ boat ride 
from Puerto Princesa City

Contributes to the
Philippine economy
through tourism

Tubbataha in a Nutshell

South Atoll



Total area: 970.3 km2 

no-take zone

Tubbataha Reefs

Cagayancillo

Located in the middle of the 
Sulu Sea in Cagayancillo, 
Palawan

Tubbataha lies at the apex 
of the Coral Triangle, 
the center of marine 
biodiversity

Contains 90% of all 
coral species in the

Philippines; 72% of all
coral genera in the world

The ranger station 
serves as center of field 

operations. 

Important pathway 
and refuge for

migratory species

Coral Triangle Boundary

Dumaran Island

Tubbataha in a Nutshell

Major source and sink of 
fish and coral larvae in 

the Sulu Sea

18.5 km-wide 
buffer zone 

Protected under Republic Act No. 10067

Particularly Sensitive 
Sea Area (PSSA)

North Atoll



The 
Jewel 
of the 

Sulu Sea

©
 A

nd
re

i V
oi

ni
ge

sc
u



T
he Park harbors extraordinary 
biodiversity and forms part of the 
very small proportion of the country’s 
coral reefs in good condition.  It is 

one of the most intact and diverse MPAs in the 
Philippines.

Marine Biodiversity

Tubbataha harbors corals belonging to 80 
of only 111 genera found on our planet.  It is 
home to 14 species of dolphins and whales, 23 
species of sharks, skates and rays, and about 
640 species of fishes with an abundance of 
the iconic and Endangered Napoleon wrasse 
(Cheilinus undulatus).  Pelagic species such as 
jacks, tuna, barracudas, manta rays, and sharks 
are common.  The Reefs support one of the 
highest population densities of white tip reef 
sharks (Triaenodon obesus) in the world.

Tubbataha 
harbors corals 
belonging to 
80 of only 111 
genera found 
on our planet.
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Opposite page: Vibrant 
corals dominate the reef 
crest and lagoons.  The 
ranger station is visible in 
the background.

Below: Blotched fantail 
rays (Taeniura meyeni) 
are bottom dwellers and 
usually hunt at night. 



Endangered Species

The Park is home to 181 species of threatened 
and near threatened marine life including the 
world’s largest fish, the whale shark (Rhincodon 
typus).  It is a nesting, resting, and juvenile 
developmental area for two species of marine 
turtles, the Endangered green sea turtle 
(Chelonia mydas) and the Critically Endangered 
hawksbill turtle (Eretmochelys imbricata).  About 
150 coral species under various degrees of threat 
worldwide are also found here.

Fisheries

This MPA plays a key role in the reproduction 
and dispersal of fish, coral, and invertebrate 
Iarvae to the whole Sulu Sea.  These are 
disseminated by ocean currents from Tubbataha 
to adjacent fishing grounds, thereby contributing 
to the food security of the country.

Seabirds

Tubbataha is one of the few remaining intact 
seabird habitats in Southeast Asia.  Bird Islet and 
South Islet are breeding grounds of six species 
of seabirds, most of which could no longer be 
found in the country.  The masked booby (Sula 
dactylatra) last reported in 1995, reappeared in 
2016, after decades of absence.  However, its 
future is yet unknown as it has no mate in sight.

Natural Laboratory

The Park serves as control site for the study 
of marine organisms and ocean processes.  It 
allows scientists to determine how reefs naturally 
respond to the impacts of climate change.
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Below: The masked booby 
(Sula dactylatra) returned 
to Bird Islet after 20 years 
of absence.

Bottom: This subspecies 
of black noddy (Anous 
minutus worcesteri) is 
internationally protected. 
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Top: Tubbataha is a developmental habitat for marine turtles.  Research results in 2017 showed 
that 52% of marine turtles in the Park are juveniles.  Adults make up only 11% of the population.

Above: Schooling bigeye jacks (Caranx sexfasciatus) are common in Tubbataha.



A Look 
Back
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T
he nomadic seafaring people of 
Southern Philippines, the Samal, 
gave the name Tubbataha, meaning 
a ‘long reef exposed at low tide’.  

However, the people more tightly bound to 
Tubbataha are the Cagayanons, inhabitants 
of the islands of Cagayancillo.  During the 
summer months when the sea was calm, 
they would sail in their native sailboats called 
pangko to visit the abundant fishing grounds 
of Gusong, their local name for reef. 

Destructive Fishing

 Tubbataha’s isolation and seasonal 
access were believed to be its best 
protection against over-exploitation.  
However, by 1975, increasing numbers of 
fishers began to exploit Tubbataha.  By this 
time, fish stocks in more accessible areas 
were rapidly declining due to overfishing 
while Tubbataha still had abundant marine 
life.  The Reefs soon became a destination 
for local and foreign fishers, many using 
destructive techniques, such as cyanide and 
dynamite fishing, to maximize catch. 

Tourism

The first tourist boat to visit Tubbataha 
arrived in 1978.  Because of Tubbataha’s 
isolation and exposure to monsoon winds, 
divers can only visit from March to June each 
year.  During these calm months, underwater 
visibility could reach 40 meters and water 
temperature range from 28 to 30°C.

Underwater landscapes of extensive reef 
flats are populated by hundreds of species 
of colorful reef fish. These end in dramatic 
drop-offs plunging into the depths of the 

Tubbataha’s 
isolation and 
seasonal access 
were believed 
to be its best 
protection 
against over-
exploitation.
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Opposite page: Sea fans 
are filter-feeders, hence, 
the ‘fan’ is always oriented 
against the current to catch 
food. 

Below: Although there were 
very few incidents of illegal 
fishing since 2010, vigilance 
must be maintained to 
guard against fishers 
willing to take the risk of 
arrest.



Sulu Sea.  Large marine animals such as sharks, tuna, and huge shoals 
of fish are frequently seen along reef walls.  However, the diverse and 
vibrant coral life is the true attraction of Tubbataha.  Thus, witnessing 
the deterioration of these reefs due to destructive fishing compelled 
various sectors to call the national government for help.

Marine Park Establishment

In response to the prompting of scuba divers, environmentalists, 
and the Provincial Government of Palawan, then-President Corazon 
Aquino established the Tubbataha Reef National Marine Park on 
11 August 1988 through Presidential Proclamation 306.  Despite its 
establishment, reef conditions continued to decline because of the 
absence of capacity to enforce the law.

The year-round presence of a composite law enforcement team 
was initiated only in 1995, when former President Fidel Ramos created 
the Presidential Task Force on Tubbataha.  The Task Force was the first 
formal multi-agency management team, which included the Armed 
Forces of the Philippines (AFP), established to manage the park.  Today, 
Tubbataha is one of very few parks in the Philippines with the AFP as a 
major player.
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The silky shark (Carcharhinus falciformis) was added 
to the global list of protected species in 2016.



©
 B

o 
M

an
ca

o

Wall dives in Tubbataha, at times in raging currents, require 
that tourists come with superior scuba diving skills.



Tubbataha Timeline

Millions of years ago 1911

1988

1998 1999

1949

19901989

2000

20102008

1991

2001

2012 2013

Based on Darwin’s theory, an atoll 
is formed when a volcanic island 
sinks while fringing reefs continue 
to grow along its edges.  Eventually, 
the island disappears entirely and a 

lagoon is left in its place.

Collection of first 
seabird data by 
naturalist Dean 

Worcester

Flying Cloud, a 
large cargo ship 

ran aground 
near South Islet

Establishment 
of Tubbataha as 
no-take marine 
protected area

Tubbataha 
Foundation, 

Inc. conducted 
education 

activities for the park

Coral cover declined 
by 52% due to fishing 

pressure

First documentation 
of the black noddy 
subspecies (Anous 
minutus worcesteri) 

Seaweed farm set up in 
North Atoll caused an 

uproar from Palaweños

Coral bleaching 
affected 21% of 

coral cover

Topshell population  
declined by 80% due 
to illegal harvesting

Crown-of-thorns  
outbreak ended

Republic Act 10067 
(TRNP Act of 2009) 

enacted

TRNP Act won silver in  
Future Policy Awards, 
which recognizes best 

ocean policies

17 January 
US Navy warship, 
the USS Guardian, 

ran aground on 
South Atoll

 8 April
Chinese fishing vessel, 

Min Ping Yu, ran 
aground on North Atoll

Tubbataha 
Protected Area
Management 

Board established 

Current ranger 
station completed

Tubbataha 
Management 

Office 
established

Inscription in the Ramsar List 
of International Importance
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Cagayancillo 
fishermen 

started 
fishing trips to 

Tubbataha

Lighthouse built 
on South Islet 

Conduct of 
first scientific 

survey in 
Tubbataha and 
Cagayancillo

Research showed 
dramatic decline in 

coral cover as a result of 
destructive fishing

Inscription in 
the UNESCO 

World Heritage List

Cargo ship Delsan 
ran aground on 

South Atoll

Last sighting of the 
masked booby 

(Sula dactylatra)
First ranger 
station built

Coral condition 
improved by 

24% from 1984

Declared an ASEAN 
Heritage Park

 July 
TRNP designated as 

PSSA by the IMO 

5 September  
Platinum Global
Ocean Refuge 

Award

Critically Endangered 
Christmas Island 

frigatebird (Fregata 
andrewsi) observed

4 Chinese fishing 
vessels with 95 
crew arrested 

Coral reef 
recovered from 
1998 bleaching

Chinese fishing vessel 
Hoi Wan, seized with 

hundreds of Napoleon 
wrasses on board

Park expansion  
to include 

Jessie Beazley Reef

Crown-of-thorns 
starfish outbreak

1970 1980 1982 1984

2014 2015 2017

20042002 2006 2007

19951993 1996 1997

2016

Masked booby 
returned after a 

20-year absence

Joined the 
EAAFP
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a Philippine
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The Management Team

Tubbataha Protected Area 
Management Board (TPAMB)

A
cting as Chairperson, former Governor 
Salvador P. Socrates convened the first 
formal TPAMB meeting in 1999.  This 
multi-sectoral management board is 

the sole policy-making body for Tubbataha.  The 
Board meets once every quarter.

The Chairperson of the Palawan Council 
for Sustainable Development (PCSD) and the 
Regional Director, Region IV-B of the Department 
of Environment and Natural Resources (DENR), 
serve as co-chairs of the Board.  There are 19 
other members from the national and local 
governments, non-government organizations, the 
academe, and the private sector.

Executive Committee (ExeCom)

Nine members of the TPAMB comprise the 
Executive Committee.  The ExeCom meets 
every month and decides on operational 
matters.

Tubbataha Management Off ice (TMO)

TMO acts as the executive arm of the TPAMB.  
It was established in 2001 by World Wildlife 
Fund (WWF) Philippines, with funds from the 
United Nations Development Program-Global 
Environment Facility.  WWF helped develop the 
management capacity of the TMO as it attended 
to the day-to-day  operations of the Park.

Marine Park Rangers

The theory that Tubbataha was protected 
from fishing exploitation by distance and 
seasonal access proved to be untrue.  
Therefore, a composite law enforcement team 

VISION: 
A World Heritage 
Site that is 
effectively 
conserved 
to maintain 
ecological integrity 
contributing to 
the equitable 
distribution 
of benefits 
and sustained 
socio-economic 
development of 
present and future 
generations.

Opposite page: Fifty six 
whale sharks (Rhincodon 
typus) were encountered 
in Tubbataha from 2014 
to 2015.

Succeeding spread: The 
ranger station sits right 
next to a sand bar that 
moves with the changing 
of the monsoons.

19
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was created and housed in the Park in 1995.  
Marine park rangers guard Tubbataha year-round.  
A ranger station perched on the southernmost tip 
of the North Atoll serves as the base for marine 
park rangers who come from the Philippine 
Navy, Philippine Coast Guard, Municipality of 
Cagayancillo, and the TMO.  A team of 8-10 
rangers are stationed in Tubbataha 24/7 on 
two-month rotations.  Their job is to protect the 
Park from illegal activities, collect data, and 
disseminate information to Park users.

Legal Instruments

Presidential Proclamation (PP) No. 306 was 
amended on 23 August 2006 through PP No. 
1126. The latter expanded the Park to almost 
thrice its original size with the addition of the 
Jessie Beazley Reef within its boundaries.  It also 
renamed the park Tubbataha Reefs Natural Park.

On 6 April 2010, after eight years of lobbying 
in the Philippine Congress, Republic Act (RA) 
10067, also known as the TRNP Act of 2009, was 
enacted.  This law established an 18.5 km-wide 
buffer zone around the Park and provided for 
more stringent penalties for violations of park 
rules.

Opposite page: Marine park 
rangers manage compliance, 
conduct coastal and 
underwater cleanups, and 
contribute to research.

Below: They also take 
accurate measurements of 
turtles to determine growth 
rate.

A team of 8-10 
rangers are 
stationed in 
Tubbataha 24/7 
on two-month 
rotations.
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Conservation 
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The Tubbataha Management Plan

P
ark authorities aim to achieve 
the vision for Tubbataha through 
responsible stewardship and 
genuine partnerships.  The 

Management Board employs inter-
institutional collaboration and networking as 
its fundamental approach in administering 
the Park.  The Tubbataha Management Plan, 
a blueprint for management formulated with 
the participation of various sectors, serves 
as guide.  The Plan consists of four major 
programs:

Conservat ion Management

Strategies under this program include, 
capacity development, enforcement, 
tourism management, and fund generation.  
Compliance management is critical in 
protecting resources within the Park.  

From 2006 to 2011, when illegal use 
escalated, a total of 97 cases were filed 
against over 400 fishers caught in Tubbataha.  
Over 75% of these cases resulted in 
convictions while about 25% are still on trial.  
Illegal fishing incidents have substantially 
decreased since then.  Since 2011, arrests 
involved a group of illegal fishers caught on 
November 2015 and another in July 2017.

The scuba diving community plays an 
important role in Tubbataha’s future through 
the payment of conservation fees, the 
main source of funds.  Tourists and dive 
operators contribute to research through 
citizen science, provide logistical support, 
and extend financial and in-kind donations to 
improve management.

Top: Marine park rangers 
pose with Tubbataha 
supporters from Mad 
Kahuna.

Above: A Tubbataha Youth 
Ambassador briefs tourists 
prior to their voyage to 
the Park.

Opposite page: The ranger 
station at night.
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Conservat ion Awareness

Information and education initiatives aim to inform the public about 
issues concerning the Park, generate support for conservation, and 
encourage compliance to regulations.  Public outreach activities are 
conducted among local communities, government agencies, educational 
institutions, scuba divers, and the private sector to keep them abreast of 
management activities.

The TMO Information, Education, and Communication (IEC) team 
visits schools and coastal villages throughout Palawan.  Visits to coastal 
communities aim to boost compliance by providing essential information 
about the TRNP Act and the underlying value of park rules. 

Research and Monitor ing

Annual monitoring surveys are conducted to determine the general 
health of the Park.  The condition of the corals, fish, seabirds, and 
other marine species is appraised regularly to determine whether 
their populations are increasing or decreasing, and why.  Research 
results inform decision-making and allow stakeholders to evaluate 
management effectiveness.

Sustainable Resource Management in Cagayancil lo

The Municipality of Cagayancillo receives 10% of the annual tourism 
revenues from Tubbataha.  Through these funds, the TPAMB supports 
coastal resource management and alternative livelihood activities in the 
municipality.

TMO staff, with the help of the Youth 
Ambassadors, visit elementary schools 
to inspire children to be responsible 
stewards of the ocean.

Left: Marine park rangers with their catch 
during a turtle research trip.  These will be 
tagged, investigated for gender and age class, 
and subsequently released.
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Making the 
Philippines 

Proud
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F
ive years after its declaration as a 
marine protected area, on 11 December 
1993, Tubbataha was inscribed as 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site.  It 

was listed for its outstanding universal value 
in terms of natural beauty, significant on-
going ecological processes, and importance 
as a natural habitat for in situ conservation of 
biological diversity.

The Park was inscribed in the Ramsar List 
of Wetlands of International Importance on 12 
November I999.  On 31 October 2014, Tubbataha 
was declared as an ASEAN Heritage Park, the 
first Philippine marine protected area with such 
a recognition.

Meanwhile, Tubbataha was named as one of 
four flagship sites of the Coral Triangle Marine 
Protected Area System (CTMPAS) on May 2014.  
Flagship Sites are defined as ‘large, already 
effectively managed sites that have regional 
ecological, governance, and socioeconomic 
importance.’  The Park is considered as a model 
for science, education, and protected area 
governance in the region.

Tubbataha became one of three Flyway 
Network Sites in the Philippines under the East 
Asian-Australasian Flyway Partnership (EAAFP) 
on May 2015.  Its inclusion in the Partnership 
provides the much-needed network for 
conserving the seabirds in the Park.

Tubbataha was the locus of the first maritime 
expedition to Southeast Asia by His Serene 
Highness Prince Albert II of Monaco.  Together 
with his close associates, the Prince installed 
satellite tags on turtles in the Park.  The visit 
was organized by Honorary Consul to Monaco, 
Patricia Zobel de Ayala.

On 27 June 2017, in response to an invitation 
from HSH Prince Albert II, a photo exhibit on 

Tubbataha was 
conferred the 
Platinum Global 
Ocean Refuge award 
on 5 September 
2017 for being 
one of three most 
effectively managed 
marine protected 
areas in the world. 

Opposite page: Seasoned 
divers say that the steep walls 
festooned with a vast array of 
vivid sea fans set Tubbataha 
apart from other diving 
destinations. 

29



Tubbataha was installed in the Oceanographic 
Museum of Monaco, through the efforts of 
Honorary Consul Patricia Zobel de Ayala.  Images 
contributed by National Geographic photographers, 
David Doubilet and Jennifer Hayes, and the prolific 
talent, Maria Teresa Lara, were featured in the 
exhibit.  It is the first-ever Tubbataha exhibit of this 
magnitude on foreign soil.

The Park, extending to its buffer zone, was 
declared a Particularly Sensitive Sea Area (PSSA) 
by the International Maritime Organization in 
July 2017.  This designation will help mitigate 
the potential impacts of increasing international 
maritime activities in the Sulu Sea.  It is the first 
PSSA in Southeast Asia.

A Platinum Global Ocean Refuge award was 
conferred to Tubbataha on 5 September 2017 by 
the Marine Conservation Institute for being one 
of three most effective marine protected areas 
(MPAs) in the world according to science-based 
standards.  Papahanaumokuakea Marine National 
Monument (United States), Malpelo Fauna and 
Flora Sanctuary (Columbia), and the Tubbataha 
Reefs Natural Park are the first-ever Global Ocean 
Refuge System awardees, chosen by a Scientific 
Council, and to be audited every five years to 
determine adherence to GLORES standards.

Marine park rangers pose with 
Protected Area Superintendent, 
Angelique Songco, (fifth from 
left) otherwise known as ‘Mama 
Ranger’.

Opposite page: The reef manta 
ray (Mobula alfredi) is one of 
the largest rays in the world.  
With it is a many-spotted 
sweetlips (Plectorhinchus 
chaetodonoides).
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Threats 
and

Challenges
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I l legal Fishing 

T
he sheer size of the Park makes law 
enforcement challenging.  Rangers 
conduct regular patrols to increase 
detection of fishers entering and 

harvesting marine life.  Although illegal 
fishing incidents have declined significantly, 
the threat persists.  This is due to the low 
productivity of fishing grounds elsewhere, 
causing a shift of fishing pressure to richer 
fishing grounds like Tubbataha.

Marine Debris

Marine debris is a growing international 
concern.  Floating plastic is often mistaken 
for food by marine animals, causing injury or 
death.  The nests of seabirds are observed 
to be increasingly composed of plastic, an 
indicator of its proliferation over the last few 
years.  A recent study revealed that maritime 
traffic has a significant impact on the increasing 
volume of marine debris in the Park.

Park rangers conduct regular surface water 
and coastal cleanups to prevent debris from 
accumulating.  Non-biodegradable garbage 
is transported to Puerto Princesa City for 
proper disposal.

Internat ional Marit ime Activ it ies

In our increasingly globalized world, 
shipping is the most economical way of 
transporting goods.  The world’s merchant 
vessel fleet is expected to continue to 
expand.  The risk of boat groundings, marine 
debris, oil and chemical spills, and alien 
invasive species, among others, are also 
expected to increase.  The grounding of 
the American vessel, USS Guardian, and 
the Chinese fishing boat, Min Ping Yu, in 

Opposite page: The bigeye 
trevally  (Caranx sexfasciatus) 
is a pelagic species generally 
occurring in depths of one 
to 96 meters.  They form 
schools during the day and 
disperse to hunt at night, 
mainly feeding on smaller fish 
and squid.  Bigeye trevallies 
are commercially important 
species and are therefore 
first to disappear from fished 
areas.

Below: Discarded fishing nets 
have been found entangled in 
corals, smothering them and 
trapping marine life.
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Tubbataha in 2013 underscore the negative impact 
of shipping to the Park. 

The IMO formally designated Tubbataha 
as a PSSA in July 2017.  As a result, Tubbataha, 
including its buffer zone, is considered as an 
Area to Be Avoided by ships 150 gross tons and 
above to help mitigate the threats posed by the 
international maritime industry. 

Overabundant Species

The red-footed booby (Sula sula), which was 
previously not reported in Tubbataha, colonized 
the islets beginning in 2004.  The tree-breeder has 
progressively devastated the native vegetation by 
over-fertilizing the trees with it droppings so that 
today, hardly any trees are left on the islets.  This 
has affected the reproduction of other species 
that need trees to breed.

Crown-of-thorns starfish (Acanthaster planci) 
are native to reefs across the Indo-Pacific 
region.  However, in large numbers they cause 
devastating damage to coral reefs.  An outbreak 
of crown-of-thorns starfish was observed in 
Tubbataha in 2007 and lasted until 2010.  Studies 
show that although the outbreak has dissipated, 
the possibility of recurrence is high, thereby 
regular monitoring is required. 

Beach Erosion

Both islets in Tubbataha have been affected 
by wave and tidal action.  Many sections of 
the seawall of the South Islet have collapsed, 
endangering not only the integrity of the 
lighthouse but also the vegetation that serves 
as seabird habitat.  From 60,000 sqm in 1911, the 
Bird Islet, habitat of over 80% of the seabirds in 
Tubbataha, is now only 10,000 sqm in size.  As a 
major seabird roosting area in the Philippines, its 
continued erosion would affect the viability of the 
seabird population in the country.

A ranger collects crown-of-
thorns starfish (Acanthaster 
planci). They prey on hard 
coral polyps. From 2007 
to 2010, an infestation 
affected vast swathes of 
corals in the Park.
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Climate change

Climate change, which result in warmer sea 
temperatures and ocean acidification, among 
other things, is the single biggest threat to 
Tubbataha.  These create stressful conditions 
that may cause coral bleaching and the 
decimation of the reefs.  Building resilience 
by ensuring that minimal anthropogenic 
pressures impinge on the Park is the primary 
means employed to mitigate its impacts.

In comparison with other Philippine reefs, 
the corals of Tubbataha recovered well from 
past bleaching events.  Scientists believe that 
this is due to the reefs’ protected status, which 
has built its resilience, allowing for speedy 
recovery from stressors.

Top: Coral diseases affect a 
small percentage of the reefs.

Above: Increased water 
temperature has caused 
coral bleaching.

Left: The South Islet is 
eroding, threatening the 
integrity of the lighthouse, 
and the vegetation that serve 
as home to seabirds.
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Donate

Your financial or in-kind donations, no matter 
how big or small, go to the protection of the reefs.  
If you wish to give for a specific project or activity, 
send us an email at tmo@tubbatahareefs.org.

Partner with us

You may be a company, organization, or 
a group of enthusiasts who want to make 
a difference in our marine environment.  
Investing in Tubbataha’s future through this 
partnership program is the best way to start.  
Make Tubbataha Reefs a beneficiary of your 
fundraising event, or feature us in your company 
products — the options are unlimited.  Visit 
tubbatahareefs.org/wp/partner_with_us for 
more information. 

Volunteer

Volunteering your time, skills, and professional 
ability is a valuable way of getting involved in the 
conservation of Tubbataha.  As a volunteer, you 
can devote as much time as you are willing and 
able.  You could just be the person we are looking 
for!

Practice these simple things to protect the 
environment:

• Minimize consumption
• Dispose of garbage properly
• Limit the use of plastics
• Participate in conservation activities
• Learn more about the environment
• Do not buy endangered species, either for 

food or souvenirs
• Encourage your family and friends to support 

conservation
• Report any illegal activities to authorities

Act now!

How You Can Help

Inside back cover: One of 
very few uninhabited islets 
left in the Sulu Sea, the Bird 
Islet in the North Atoll is 
refuge to over 30,000 birds.
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