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This section demystifies core legal terms and structures 
used in global conservation, bridging the gap between 
international policy and local action.

 Key Focus Areas

The Legal Hierarchy: Frameworks, Conventions, & Protocols

Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs)

Distinguishing "Hard Law" vs. "Soft Law"

Key vocabulary for negotiators and MPA managers

 Why It Matters for Caribbean MPAs

Understanding these frameworks ensures site management 
aligns with international obligations, supporting funding 
proposals and compliance reporting. Healthy Caribbean reef ecosystems depend on effective legal frameworks for 

protection.
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By the end of this section, you will be able to navigate the complex 
world of international conservation law with confidence.

1 Define and differentiate between a Convention, a Treaty, and a 
Protocol within the legal hierarchy. 

2 Explain the role of a Framework in providing the structural 
"blueprint" for subsequent legal agreements. 

3 Identify primary MEAs (Multilateral Environmental Agreements) 
relevant to biodiversity and marine protected areas. 

4 Describe the relationship between international aspirational goals 
(soft law) and legally binding requirements (hard law). 
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Se c t i on  Over v iew

The Legal 
Hierarchy

From global intent to national obligation
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Understanding Legal Structure

Just as a house needs a plan, a foundation, and rooms, 
international law is built in layers.

The Blueprint (Framework)

Sets the broad vision, principles, and direction. "We must protect the 
climate."

The Foundation (Convention/Treaty)
A legally binding agreement between states that creates obligations.

The Rooms (Protocols)
Specific, detailed additions addressing sub-topics with actionable rules.

Caribbean Relevance: This structure helps translate broad global rules into specific 
national MPA policies and action plans.
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The House Analogy: An Overview
Section 1



Frameworks set the broad vision, like a blueprint for ocean 
governance.

 What is a Framework? 

A high-level architectural agreement that establishes core 
principles and goals, leaving specific details to be developed later.

Key Characteristics

Acts as an "umbrella" for future action. It creates the governance structure 
(COP, Secretariat) but may start with few binding obligations.

 Examples & Context 

Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF): Sets the agenda (e.g., 30x30) but relies 
on national implementation.

UNFCCC: The framework convention for climate change, later detailed by the 
Kyoto Protocol and Paris Agreement.

Why it matters for MPAs: Frameworks guide funding priorities (like the GEF) 
and align donor strategies. Aligning your MPA with framework goals (e.g., 
30x30) attracts support. 
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Legally Binding Agreements

Conventions form the solid foundation upon which 
international environmental law is built.

 Definition

Formal, legally binding agreements between sovereign states that create 
mandatory obligations. They require implementation in domestic law 
(ratification).

 Primary Example

Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD): The global treaty dedicated 
to conserving biodiversity, sustainable use, and fair benefit sharing.

 Implications for Caribbean MPAs 

Treaties drive national planning, reporting requirements, and mandate 
specific protections for species and areas within your jurisdiction.

A strong foundation: Healthy coral structure supports the entire 
ecosystem.
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Protocols add specific "rooms" to the house, detailing how we live in 
it.

 What is a Protocol? 

A legally binding instrument linked to a parent treaty that adds 
specific, actionable obligations for specialized topics.

Key Function

Protocols "plug into" the main convention to address complex sub-issues 
without renegotiating the entire treaty. They act as the detailed "rooms" in 
our legal house.

 Key Examples 

Nagoya Protocol: Rules on Access and Benefit-sharing (ABS) for genetic 
resources.

Cartagena Protocol: Rules on Biosafety regarding living modified organisms.

SPAW Protocol: Specific to Caribbean biodiversity (under the Cartagena 
Convention).

Relevance to Practice: Protocols provide clear enforcement pathways. For 
MPAs, the SPAW Protocol directly lists species requiring strict protection. 
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Making Global Rules National Law

 Ratification

The formal process where a national government (usually Parliament) accepts a 
treaty as domestic law.

 Party

A country (State) that has ratified an agreement and is now legally bound by its 
provisions.

Why Ratification Matters:

Triggers legal obligations and reporting cycles

Unlocks eligibility for international funding support

Enables participation in decision-making at COPs

Caribbean Context

Ministries of Environment coordinate with Parliaments to domesticate obligations into 
MPA rules and national legislation.
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Ratification & Becoming a Party
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Se c t i on  Over v iew

Multilateral 
Environmental 
Agreements (MEAs)

Working together across borders
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Multilateral Environmental Agreement

"An international legal instrument between three or more states 
that relates to the environment."

A Living Organization

MEAs are not static documents; they evolve through regular meetings, 
decisions, and new scientific data.

Shared Responsibility

Countries agree to coordinate actions on transboundary issues like 
migratory species, pollution, and climate change.

Why MEAs Matter for Caribbean MPAs

They provide the legal basis for regional cooperation, access to technical 
expertise, and critical funding for conservation projects.
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While each agreement is unique, most modern Multilateral Environmental Agreements 
share a common institutional structure consisting of four pillars.

0
1

02

03 04

12

The COP (Conference of the Parties)

The supreme governing body where member states 
vote on rules, targets, and budgets. It is the ultimate 
decision-making authority.

The Secretariat

The administrative office (often hosted by UNEP) 
that coordinates meetings, manages documents, 
and facilitates communication between Parties.

Subsidiary Bodies

Committees of technical experts (scientists and 
lawyers) who provide data and advice to inform COP 
decisions (e.g., SBSTTA for CBD).

The Financial Mechanism

The "Bank" that helps developing nations fund 
conservation projects to meet treaty obligations 
(e.g., the Global Environment Facility - GEF).

The Four Components of an MEA Section 1



Three primary global conventions shape marine conservation efforts, each with a distinct focus that 
complements the others.
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Convention on 
Biological Diversity 
(CBD)

The primary global treaty for the conservation 
of biodiversity, sustainable use of its 
components, and fair sharing of benefits.

 MPA Relevance

Sets global area-based conservation 
targets (like 30x30) and drives National 
Biodiversity Strategies (NBSAPs).

CITES (Trade in 
Endangered Species)

Regulates international trade in wild animals 
and plants to ensure it does not threaten their 
survival.

 MPA Relevance

Strictly controls trade of marine species 
like corals, queen conch, sharks, and sea 
turtles found within MPAs.

Ramsar Convention on 
Wetlands

The intergovernmental treaty that provides the 
framework for the conservation and wise use 
of wetlands and their resources.

 MPA Relevance

Crucial for coastal MPAs protecting 
mangroves, seagrass beds, and coral reefs 
designated as "Wetlands of International 
Importance."

MEA Examples Relevant to MPAs Section 1



Se c t i on  Over v iew

Hard Law vs Soft 
Law

From political promises to legal obligations
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Understanding the distinction between binding obligations and aspirational goals is crucial for interpreting 
international mandates.

Hard Law
Treaties & Protocols

Legal Status Legally binding. Countries must comply once they 
ratify.

Implementation Requires changes to domestic legislation (acts of 
parliament).

Enforcement Stronger mechanisms: compliance committees, 
potential trade sanctions (e.g., CITES), or loss of voting 
rights.

Examples Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), Nagoya 
Protocol, CITES

Failure to comply has tangible legal and reputational consequences.

Soft Law
Frameworks, Targets & Declarations

Legal Status Non-binding. Represents political commitment and 
aspirational intent.

Implementation Guides policy direction, funding priorities, and national 
strategies (NBSAPs).

Enforcement Relies on "peer pressure," transparency, and moral 
obligation. No formal penalties.

Examples Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 
Framework (GBF) & its "30x30" Target

Sets the global agenda and unlocks funding, despite lacking legal 
force.
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The Ambition Loop Section 1

How Soft Law Drives Hard Action

Non-binding targets create a cycle of ambition that leads to binding national laws and stronger 
future treaties.

MPA Manager Insight: "Soft" targets like 30x30 are powerful tools. They can be leveraged to accelerate the 
legal designation of new marine areas and secure international funding before binding laws are even passed.

Continuous 
Improvement 

Cycle

01. Global Targets (Soft Law)

Set High Ambition

International frameworks set 
aspirational goals (e.g., GBF "30x30") 
that signal direction to markets and 
donors.

02. National Laws (Hard Law)

Domesticate Obligations

Countries translate targets into 
binding national legislation, NBSAPs, 
and MPA decrees.

03. Implementation

Action on the Ground

MPA managers enforce rules, monitor 
species, and engage communities 
using new legal powers.

04. Reporting & Review

Inform Future Treaties

Successes and gaps are reported back 
to the COP, building confidence for 
stronger future agreements.
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 Group Discussion 

 The Scenario 

Your country has signed onto the Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF). Target 3 calls 
for the conservation of 30% of land and sea areas 
by 2030.

30%
Global Protection Target by 2030

Caribbean Context

For Caribbean SIDS, meeting "30x30" often requires expanding 
MPAs into the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). How does this 
international target become national reality?

Discussion Tasks

1 Is the 30x30 Target "Hard Law" or "Soft Law"?

Consider: Is there a legal penalty for failure? Did your parliament ratify this 
specific number?

2 Identify 3 National Actions Required

List concrete steps your government must take to make this target binding (e.g., 
new legislation, gazetting areas, updating the NBSAP).

3 Select One Metric for Success

Beyond just "area covered," what else should be measured? (e.g., management 
effectiveness, connectivity, equity).

Reflection: Even if a target is "soft law," it can have "hard" consequences for 
funding eligibility if ignored. How does this affect your MPA's strategy? 

Activity: The 30x30 Challenge
Section 1
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 Conceptual Mapping 

 The Scenario 

We've used the "House Analogy" to describe 
international law: Frameworks are blueprints, 
Treaties are foundations, Protocols are rooms. Now, 
consider your country's National Biodiversity 
Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP).

Treaties (Hard Law)

National Implementation?

?

Where does the NBSAP go?

Discussion Tasks

1 Placement & Justification

Where does the NBSAP fit in the "House"? Is it part of the foundation, a room, or 
perhaps the furniture inside? Justify your choice based on its legal status.

2 Global to National Translation

Identify which specific global elements (e.g., GBF targets, CBD Articles) directly 
inform your country's most recent NBSAP update.

3 Enabling Laws & Challenges

Note one enabling law that gives your NBSAP "teeth" for MPAs (e.g., Fisheries Act) 
and share one major implementation challenge.

Insight: NBSAPs are often the "interior design" plan—they determine how the 
house is actually used and lived in. Without them, the international structure is 
just an empty shell. 

Activity: Where Do NBSAPs Fit in the House? Section 1
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SPAW 
Protocol

Glover's Reef Marine Reserve (Belize)
 SPAW Implementation 

A flagship MPA listed under the SPAW Protocol, 
demonstrating effective zoning for fisheries 
management and biodiversity protection as a World 
Heritage Site.

Bilateral 
Cooperation

Cuba-US MPA Sister Sanctuaries
 Science Diplomacy 

Landmark 2015 accord linking Guanahacabibes 
(Cuba) and Florida Keys (USA) MPAs to share science 
despite political differences, fulfilling Cartagena 
obligations.

Regional 
Policy

Eastern Caribbean Regional Ocean Policy
 ECROP Implementation 

The OECS Commission's pioneering framework 
(ECROP) harmonizing ocean governance across 9 
member states, translating global goals into sub-
regional law.

Sea Turtle Recovery via 
CITES

Hard Law 
Success

Strict enforcement of CITES Appendix I (banning trade) 
combined with SPAW protection has led to rebounding 
Hawksbill and Green Turtle populations across the 
Caribbean, proving "Hard Law" effectiveness.

 Population Rebound Verified 

Mangrove "Wise Use" 
Projects

Ramsar Wise 
Use

Implementation of Ramsar "Wise Use" principles in 
places like Caroni Swamp (Trinidad) and Black River 
(Jamaica) balances ecotourism livelihoods with strict 
wetland protection measures.

 Ecosystem Services Secured 

Section 1: Concepts and Terminologies

Caribbean Success Stories: Frameworks in 
Action

Module 1.3 - Introduction to Conservation Frameworks Page 14



Section 1: Concepts and Terminologies

Key Takeaways: Caribbean 
Implementation

1 Legal Hierarchy in Action

 The global hierarchy translates directly to Caribbean governance: 
The Cartagena Convention serves as the regional Treaty, while the 
SPAW Protocol provides the specific, actionable room for protected 
areas and wildlife management. 

2 MEA Cooperation & Diplomacy

 MEAs facilitate critical transboundary cooperation. The Cuba-US 
Accord (2015) on Marine Protected Areas demonstrates how 
environmental diplomacy transcends political barriers to protect 
shared marine resources. 

3 Hard Law Effectiveness

 Legally binding mechanisms yield tangible results. CITES trade 
restrictions on hawksbill turtle products have directly contributed 
to population recovery across the Caribbean by eliminating legal 
international markets. 

4 Soft Law Driving Policy

 Non-binding targets catalyze regional action. The OECS Eastern 
Caribbean Regional Ocean Policy (ECROP) exemplifies how soft 
law frameworks drive national commitments toward the global 30x30 
goal. 

Module 1.3 - Introduction to Conservation Frameworks Page 15



A quick reference guide to the essential legal language of international conservation used in this module.

Framework

High-level architecture setting principles and broad goals 
(the "Blueprint"). Details are developed later.

Convention/Treaty

Legally binding agreement between sovereign states (the 
"Foundation"). Requires implementation in national law.

Protocol

Binding instrument linked to a parent treaty adding 
specific, actionable obligations (the "Rooms").

MEA

Multilateral Environmental Agreement: A binding 
agreement among three or more states concerning the 
environment.

COP

Conference of the Parties: The supreme governing body 
of an MEA that votes on decisions and rules.

Secretariat

The administrative office that coordinates meetings, 
manages budgets, and supports the Parties.

Subsidiary Body

Committees of technical experts (scientists/lawyers) 
providing data and advice to the COP.

Ratification

The formal domestic process where a government 
accepts a treaty as national law.

Party

A state (country) that has ratified an agreement and is 
legally bound by its provisions.

Hard Law

Legally binding instruments (Treaties/Protocols). 
Mandatory obligations with compliance consequences.

Soft Law

Non-binding instruments (Targets/Declarations). 
Aspirational political commitments (e.g., 30x30).

Ambition Loop

Process where soft targets drive national laws, which then 
enable stronger future international treaties.

Key Terminology Summary Section 1
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Online Platforms

InforMEA E-Learning Platform

informea.org

NBSAP Forum

nbsapforum.net

CBD Official Website

cbd.int

Protected Planet (MPA Data)

protectedplanet.net

Key Publications

UNEP Negotiator’s Handbook

"Multilateral Environmental Agreements: A Handbook"

Kunming-Montreal GBF

Full text of the Framework and Targets

UNEP-WCMC Resources

Technical reports on MPA connectivity

Caribbean Focus

Cartagena Convention (CEP)

unep.org/cep

SPAW Protocol Annexes

Lists of protected Caribbean species

CARICOM / CCCCC

Regional climate and biodiversity strategies

MPA Manager's Practical Tip

Always cross-check your country’s specific "Party" status and reporting cycles on the InforMEA dashboard before writing funding proposals. Citing 
specific treaty obligations strengthens your case for international support.

Further Reading and Resources Section 1

20


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7
	Slide 8
	Slide 9
	Slide 10
	Slide 11
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 16
	Slide 17
	Slide 18
	Slide 19
	Slide 20
	Slide 21
	Slide 22

