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東沙環礁的外觀呈圓形狀，直徑約20公里，位於南中國海（古稱「漲海」，以下簡稱南海）的最北方。東沙環礁由東沙島及南、北衛灘組成。東沙島為東沙環礁中最大的島嶼，東西長約2,800公尺、南北長為868公尺，東沙環礁早期歷史的演變，與人類航海活動的發展，及大航海時代來臨後，海權思想的興起有關。
海洋蘊藏各種資源，充實了人類生活的內容。東沙島附近海域，數百年以來，皆為漁民作業的漁場。然而，海洋資源並非無限；今天，海洋資源已經進入一個須要維護和滋養的階段，海洋環境保育的觀念，正受到國際上的重視。我國成立第一座海洋國家公園，以環礁外圍12浬為國家公園範圍，呼應了全球重視海洋環境保育的趨勢。此外，設立海洋國家公園管理處，以海洋資源保育與文化資產發揚為核心，彰顯了臺灣推動海洋環境保育的決心，對臺灣發展海洋環境保育工作，具有指標性的意義。
一樣的海洋，一樣的東沙環礁，在不同的時期，東沙島有不同的訪客，各自賦予島嶼不同的意義與功能。東沙環礁的過去，受海洋的影響甚深；東沙環礁的未來，與海洋的關係更加密切。本方志調查之目的，除了完整的呈現東沙島及其附近之環礁資料外，並協助社會大眾瞭解東沙島的歷史演變、從古石塘成為今日臺灣的海洋國家公園的歷程，和充滿海洋氣息之文化資產。
ABSTRACT:

Dongsha Atoll appears in a circular shape with a diameter of 20 km, located at the northernmost area of the South China Sea (labeled the “Swelling Sea” by historical Chinese Sources).  The atoll’s main land mass consists of the Dongsha Island on the west side of the ring connected to the surrounding narrow circle, which forms the north and south banks.  The Dongsha Island is the largest island in the atoll, with a maximum width of 2,800 m, and a maximum length of 860 m.  The human development of the Dongsha Island began due to and is correlated with the growth of maritime activity in the surrounding area, and the sovereignty and trading conflicts following the Age of Exploration.

         The ocean is filled with resources useful to human livelihood.  For hundreds of years, the waters surrounding Dongsha Atoll served mainly fishermen with its abundant fish stocks.  However, fishing stocks are starting to show strain today.  Over-fishing has reduced the area to such a state that it requires protection and support if it is to be useful in the future.  This idea of protecting fishing stocks as well as other natural marine life has received significant international backing.  Taiwan has created its first Marine Protected Area (MPA), which consists of the area within 12 nautical miles around the Dongsha Atoll, following the international trend of protecting threatened marine life.  Moreover, the administration created to oversee the MPA has the two main goals of protecting the wildlife in that area, as well as raising awareness of the atoll’s natural resources and historical legacy.  This is indicative of Taiwan’s dedication and support of environmental and resource protection, as well as its acknowledgement of the importance of this idea.
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