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Here’s the thing: Tenerife has over nine hundred square kilometers of protected area. That’s 48% of the 
island’s surface- a better ratio than all but five nations. On paper, it’s an environmental pundit’s dream. No 
policymaker would ever suggest placing more than half of lands in reserves- most of the world’s still arguing 
over 30% targets. But the island’s conservation is a shambles. So how come the ‘a-star’ student topping 
the golden standard for ecological attainment is failing the grade? 

Because protected areas are backgammon pieces on a chessboard: a move that changes but can never 
win the game. Let’s start with the opposition. Tenerife has just under one million residents yet receives 
five million tourists annually. This sixfold swell contributes fully 80% of the island’s GDP despite only 
20% of tourist dollars being retained. So we cannot cut that human onslaught without eviscerating 
the island’s economy. Yet we must also recognize that even a generation before Darwin, economists 
like Thomas Malthus had shown natural resource draws increasing proportionately with population to 
unsustainable levels. More people, more money, more pieces to play against.
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Those pieces, in no particular order, are overdevelopment; rampant law-breaking; plastic, noise, water and light 
pollution; the proliferation of invasive species; habitat fragmentation and encroachment; a lack of political 
foresight or accountability; and a wholesale public ignorance regarding local ecosystem value. 

I’ll come back to these component threats in my final written piece- discussing solutions thereto- but for now 
it should suffice simply to know the breadth and dynamism of the opposition. As the root cause of tourism 
underlying these arrayed evils cannot be curbed, very few of its progeny of terrors can be effectively and 
holistically remedied. In other words, we’ve got a whole bunch of shit to fight that ain’t gonna stand still long 
enough for us to lance it. 

Protected areas are pretty much the oldest tool in the conservation toolbox, originating with the private hunting 
grounds of the rich and royal. They’re tried, tested and proven. Which makes them panaceas to ecologically 
illiterate politicians- namely, Tenerife’s island council, lone environmental regulator and law enforcer. But at best, 
protected areas conserve- literally keep things as they are. The state of Tenerife’s coastal PAs is not one to 
conserve. 

So a more proactive, interventionary front-foot ‘conservation’ stratagem is called for. We need community 
buy-in to fêting and fostering the island’s natural heritage for future generations- not the pole in the garbage 
crusher approach of fighting mismanaged development with environmental land grabs and the running retreat of 
maintaining the sanctity of these poor patchy pseudohabitats.  

All of which is a lot of wordy complaining. But this second piece was meant to be about current conservation 
actions being undertaken. And as Jaime has made clear, it’s a case of protected area or broke, himself and a 
band of fellow environmental agents all tied up advocating merely for the current patchwork of PAs to remain. So 
with this dire assessment of the island’s ecological status quo, I will leave it for my final piece to bridge from this 
losing strategy to a winning one. Because the game very much is not over for Tenerife’s 13,000 species.
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