
Community Engagement and Education in Underwater 
Sculpture Parks 
Artificial reef sculpture parks are most successful when they have the support and involvement 
of local communities. These projects can empower communities by providing educational 
opportunities, involving local stakeholders in conservation, and strengthening cultural ties to 
the ocean. This section discusses how underwater sculpture parks engage community 
members – from students and fishermen to artists and educators – and how they serve as 
powerful platforms for environmental education and stewardship. 

Involving Local Communities and Stakeholders 

A core principle of sustainable marine projects is community engagement. Underwater 
sculpture parks often involve local people right from the planning stages. In many cases, the 
sculptures themselves reflect local culture and participants: 

• In Cancún, Mexico, the famous installation “The Silent Evolution” consists of nearly 500 
statues cast from real people – many of them local residents from the nearby fishing 
village of Puerto Morelos. This not only gave the community a personal connection to 
the site (literally seeing themselves represented underwater) but also generated local 
pride and buy-in for the project. 

• In underSXM (Sint Maarten), the underwater sculpture park features figures exclusively 
modeled from members of the community, honoring the island’s history, culture and 
future aspirations in marine conservation. This deepens the cultural relevance of the 
park and engages youths and families in the story being told beneath the waves. 

• Local artists and craftsmen are sometimes commissioned to create or help install the 
sculptures, further rooting the project in the community. Training and capacity-building 
often accompany these eQorts, as international artists collaborate with local teams (for 
example, teaching mold-making or marine-safe materials handling). 

Moreover, fishermen and dive operators – groups with intimate knowledge of the sea – are 
frequently consulted or directly involved. They may assist in identifying suitable sites (e.g., areas 
of barren sand that would benefit from a reef) and provide boats and logistics during 
deployment. In return, these stakeholders see direct benefits once the park opens: fishermen 
might transition into tour guides or boat captains for reef tours, and dive shops get a unique 
selling point to attract more clients. Such initiatives can transform former resource users into 
resource guardians, aligning economic incentives with conservation. 

Education and Environmental Awareness 

One of the most profound values of underwater sculpture parks is their role in education and 
raising awareness about marine conservation. They eQectively serve as open-air (or rather, 
open-water) classrooms where people can learn about ocean ecosystems in an immersive way. 
Several aspects highlight this educational impact: 

• Interpretive Messaging: Many sculptures carry messages about environmental issues. 
For instance, figures showing children planting coral or men observing ocean changes 
provoke discussion on topics like climate change, reef restoration, and humanity’s 
relationship with nature. Visitors often come away with a better understanding of the 



fragility of marine life and the need to protect it. The art sparks curiosity – guides can 
then explain the significance of, say, coral polyps settling on the sculptures or how 
overfishing is depicted, turning a recreational dive into a learning experience. 

• Visitor Education Programs: Some sites incorporate guided tours with a strong 
educational component. Park rangers or trained guides brief visitors on reef etiquette 
(no touching corals, etc.) and point out species during dives or snorkels. For those who 
do not dive, visitor centers or museums on land often accompany famous underwater 
parks, oQering exhibits about the marine environment and the creation of the 
sculptures. 

• School and Youth Involvement: Underwater parks provide a unique opportunity for 
local schools and universities. Students might participate in marine biology field trips 
to the site or even help with monitoring the reef’s growth. In the Maldives and 
Seychelles, for example, school groups have helped transplant corals onto art 
structures as part of learning about reef restoration. Closer to Deep Blue See’s mission, 
engaging youth fosters the next generation of ocean champions. As seen, involving 
students in the creation of art (as models or helpers) also instills pride and awareness. 
Educational programs and materials are often developed alongside these projects – 
some NGOs and art reef initiatives establish curricula or citizen science projects where 
volunteers log marine life sightings at the sculpture park. 

• Public Outreach and Events: Community workshops and outreach campaigns often 
accompany the launch of a sculpture park. Artists and marine biologists might host 
talks to explain how the artificial reef works and how locals can help keep it healthy. 
Beach clean-ups, reef festivals, and art competitions with conservation themes can be 
spin-oQ activities that further galvanize community support. 

By connecting people’s experiences (like seeing a reef reborn on a sunken sculpture) with larger 
environmental narratives, communities develop a stronger conservation ethic. 

Empowerment and Community Benefits 

The mission of Deep Blue See – empowering communities to unlock the value of their ocean 
resources – resonates strongly in the context of artificial reef parks. These projects demonstrate 
that when communities are actively involved, the benefits multiply: 

• Alternative Livelihoods: By creating jobs in eco-tourism and conservation (as noted in 
the economic section), communities gain alternatives to unsustainable practices. This 
reduces reliance on activities like overfishing or sand mining, as people find pride and 
profit in protecting the reef park. The Ocean Rescue Alliance, an NGO leading art-reef 
projects, emphasizes that their initiatives support the blue economy and people’s 
livelihoods while restoring marine life. Each reef park can thus become a model of how 
environmental stewardship directly feeds into economic well-being for locals. 

• Cultural Connection: Underwater parks often celebrate local heritage – be it Sint 
Maarten’s indigenous history or their carnival culture. Such cultural storytelling fosters a 
sense of ownership. The ocean is no longer an unseen realm; it becomes an extension of 
the community’s backyard and heritage. This cultural pride ensures the community 
remains invested in the park’s upkeep and protection. 



• Community-Led Conservation: In the best cases, communities themselves take on the 
role of reef guardians. For example, some marine parks establish local committees that 
include fishermen, tourism operators and youth representatives to help manage the 
site. Trained local rangers or volunteer “reef wardens” conduct patrols and 
maintenance. In regions like Southeast Asia, community-led artificial reef programs 
have led to reduced destructive fishing because locals enforce the rules once they see 
the benefits of a thriving reef for tourism and fisheries. Empowerment comes from 
knowledge and economic incentive – and these parks deliver both. 

To illustrate, a 2015 study on artificial reefs noted that involving local communities in reef 
deployment and management enhanced the success of the projects, as locals were more likely 
to safeguard a resource they helped create. When a community witnesses improved fish 
catches around a reef they built or sees international tourists flock to an attraction they feel 
ownership of, it validates their eQorts and encourages further positive action. 

In summary, underwater sculpture parks catalyze community engagement by blending art, 
environment, and local culture. They function as educational platforms that raise awareness 
and as community projects that provide jobs and pride. This aligns perfectly with Deep Blue 
See’s philosophy – communities empowered to derive sustainable value from the ocean will 
also be motivated to protect and cherish it. Whether through school programs, local 
stakeholder involvement, or the simple awe of seeing a once-barren seabed “come to life” with 
coral and fish, these parks leave a lasting impact on the people closest to them, inspiring a 
collective commitment to marine conservation. 

 

 


