
South East Asia Factsheet

Communicating the Economic and Social Importance 
of Coral Reefs for South East Asian countries 

This fact sheet will provide you with information extracted from economic studies 



BASICS
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Coral reefs are among the most productive ecosystems on the planet. They cover less than 1% 
of the ocean floor but support 25% of ocean life.

Coral reefs provide beautiful seascapes which allow for a range of recreational 
activities and improve the attractiveness of the country for international 
tourism markets.

Many fisheries exist only due to the presence of coral reefs, whether as 
nurseries or adult habitats. This sector provides food and incomes for fishers 
and associated industries.

Coral reefs absorb a huge amount of swell energy from waves, protecting 
lives, coastal properties and beaches from flooding events and hurricanes.

More than 65% of reefs in the region are at risk from local threats, with 
one-third rated at high or very high risk.

Primary threats are man made - unsustainable fishing, land based sources 
of marine pollution (including sedimentation) and more recently Global 
Climate Change.

Local solutions exist !! 
Developing networks of Marine Protected Areas, implementing sustainable fishing practices (especially protecting 
herbivores) and improving water quality are local actions that could increase the resilience of coral reefs to global threats. 

54     REEFS  AT  R ISK  REV IS ITED

erable importance for reef health by stabilizing tempera-

tures, diluting pollutants, and removing sediments. 

Biodiversity. The reefs from the Philippines and east 

coast of Borneo across to Papua make up the western half of 

the Coral Triangle, the region with the highest diversity of 

corals, fish, and other reef species anywhere in the world. 
177, 178 Diversity decreases in the shallow and sediment-rich 

coastlines of the Java Sea, and decreases further still in 

higher latitudes as waters become cooler. Even so, reefs 

thrive into southern Japan (the most northerly reefs after 

Bermuda) thanks to the warming influence of the Kuroshio 

Current. 179 This region is also host to some of the most 

extensive and diverse areas of mangroves and seagrasses any-

where in the world. 180, 181 The ecological connections 

between these ecosystems and coral reefs are important—

both mangroves and seagrasses are known to support very 

high densities of a number of juvenile reef fish and likely 

offer enhanced survival for these individuals compared to 

those living in other habitats.182 

People and reefs. Human populations are dense across 

much of the west of this region, including the Philippines 

and western Indonesia. More than 138 million people in 

Southeast Asia live on the coast within 30 km of a coral 

reef,183 which is more than in all of the other coral reef 

regions combined. Fish, including reef fish, form a major 

part of the diet even in urban populations; across the region, 

MAP 5.3. REEFS AT RISK IN SOUTHEAST ASIA   Major Coral Reef Regions of the World as Defined for the Reefs at Risk Revisited Analysis



REGIONAL DATA

Estimates show the 70,000 km2 of reefs in the region provide tangible benefits of 
US$10.6b annually to the economies of the countries. 
Tourism benefits represent almost 55% of this value with Fisheries representing 
the remainer.

Almost 8,000 businesses depend directly or indirectly on coral reef health. 

At least 3 million persons rely on fisheries for their livelihood.

Annually, more than 35M visitors enjoy the beauty of coral reefs (and pay for 
it).

For some countries, these benefits can represent up to 0,5% of their GDP.

The economic benefits from coastal protection are not visible in the GDP but 
obvious during storms and other extreme climate events.
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COUNTRY DATA  

Below is South East Asia economic and social data for the three main ecosystems services 
provided by coral reefs: Coastal Protection, Fishing, and Tourism. 
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Example for  Malaysia: 

Estimates show the 3,600 km2 of reefs provide annually, a tangible 
contribution of US$1200M to the GDP of Malaysia (0.4% of the GDP).

77,000 jobs and households and almost 600 businesses depend directly or 
indirectly on coral reef health.

At least 2M visitors directly observed the coral reef ecosystems of Malaysia.

Coral reefs contribute annually to more than US$2300M in avoided damages 
on coastal infrastructures. 

91% of the reefs are impacted by high or very high threat levels from human 
activities.

How to read the table?



•	 The values are obtained from peer-reviewed, gray literature, and online sources.
•	 All references are available on www.icriforum.org
•	 Values have been harmonized and dollar values are presented in $U.S. 2017.

COUNTRY DATA
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Brunei Darussalam 210 171 51 0,45 17 34 1 010 7 450 30 3,82% 100%

Cambodia <50 851 68 0,34 11 57 15 444 83 000 360 0,87% 100%

Indonesia  39 538 42 550 4 126 0,44 1 858 2 268 15 654 1 663 757 19 000 000 2 000 7,80% 82%

Japan 2 900 4 1 054 0,02 707 347 33 876 1 824 000 1 100 0,49% 91%

Malaysia 3 600 6 424 1 200 0,40 689 511 2 360 76 860 2 185 000 620 3,36% 91%

Myanmar 1 870 3 786 313 0,46 7 306 139 124 436 1 720 230 0,97% 77%

Philippines 22 484 1 607 1 451 0,48 831 620 326 914 184 10 458 000 810 8,83% 97%

Taiwan 940 339 266 0,05 194 72 26 750 522 000 250 1,22% 88%

Thailand 2 130 2 641 1 792 0,44 1 446 346 620 105 687 958 000 1 960 5,65% 96%

Vietnam 1 270 2 525 300 0,15 82 218 206 046 60 874 500 1,52% 86%

SE Asia 69 637 60 420 10 619 5 842 4 777 19 099 3 168 050 35 100 044 7 860 88%
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•	 In all scenarios, benefits of Marine Protected Area implementation outweigh the 
costs ranging between 3:1 and 20:1.

•	 Healthy reefs in the region could support a maximum sustained yield of 4 tons 
of fish per km2 per year. Yields from degraded reefs were estimated as low as 
0.7 per km2 per year.

•	 In Indonesia alone, the cost of ‘inaction’ on blast fishing has been estimated 
at US$ 3.8 billion over the last 25 years. These figures would have justified 
enforcement expenditures of around US$ 400 million annually.

•	 People involved in nature-based tourism near an MPA had an annual per capita 
income that was 45% greater than those working in other sectors.

•	 Nearly 600 protected areas cover 17% of the regions reefs, however 70% were 
classified as not effective.

•	 Regions where an MPA have been established have seen an increase in catch per 
unit effort of 50%.

•	 The establishment of MPAs can increase annual visitations up to 5,000% over a 
period of seven years.

•	 2004 post-tsunami assessments suggest that large mangrove forests can 
significantly mitigate the impact of tsunamis.

POINTS TO NOTE

Funded with the support of the Government of Sweden and the Fondation pour la Recherche et la Biodiversité (FRB)


