
Delivering Marine Conservation  and 

Zones and European Marine 

Sites 

A draft strategy for marine protected areas  
 

 

 

April 2009 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  www.defra.gov.uk 

 

 

 

 

 



Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

Nobel House 

17 Smith Square 

London SW1P 3JR 

Telephone 020 7238 6000 

Website: www.defra.gov.uk 

 

© Crown copyright 2009 

Copyright in the typographical arrangement and design rests with the Crown. 

 

This publication (excluding the royal arms and departmental logos) may be re-used free of charge 

in any format or medium provided that it is re-used accurately and not used in a misleading 

context. The material must be acknowledged as crown copyright and the title of the publication 

specified. 

 

 

Information about this publication and further copies are available from: 

 

Defra, 

Marine Biodiversity Team,  

Defra Marine Programme,  

Room 1/05, Temple Quay House,  

Temple Quay,  

Bristol, BS1 6EB. 

 

Telephone: 0117 372 8320  

 

Email: marinebiodiversity@defra.gsi.gov.uk  

 

This document is available on the Defra website: 

www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/mpa-strategy/index.htm  

 

 

 

Published by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

 

mailto:marinebiodiversity@defra.gsi.gov.uk
http://www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/mpa-strategy/index.htm


 

2 

 

 

Executive Summary 

 

Our seas are home to a huge variety of animals and plants, ranging from whales and dolphins to 

sponges, corals, kelp forest and sea grass beds.  Over 8,000 species have been recorded in the 

seas around the UK and the list continues to grow.  We have a wide variety of habitats including 

sandbanks and reefs offshore, as well as sheltered lagoons, muddy estuaries and rocky reefs 

around our extensive coastline. We are committed to protecting this valuable marine environment 

both for the present and for future generations.  

 

We know that human activities can adversely affect our marine environment.  Marine Protected 

Areas (MPAs) are one of the key tools to ensure such activities do not have an unacceptable 

environmental impact on marine biodiversity.  The identification and designation of a well 

managed network of MPAs will help ensure we raise the level of protection afforded to marine 

habitats and species to that which we currently have on land.  

 

With the Marine and Coastal Access Bill now a reality we are developing a suite of legislative tools 

to deliver a network of MPAs that will form a key part of achieving our vision for the marine 

environment.  One of the key tools will be the framework for the establishment of Marine 

Conservation Zones (MCZs) which will form an important element of our MPA network together 

with existing national and international protected areas (such as European marine sites).  We are 

committed to delivering a strong network that has been built with the engagement of all 

stakeholders to ensure the network delivers protection for our valuable marine biodiversity whilst 

ensuring we continue to accommodate the wide range of activities that take place in our oceans 

and seas. Such a network will help deliver the UKôs wider global and European commitments to 

marine conservation and demonstrate our leadership in the delivery of sustainable development. 

 

This strategy sets out our vision and framework for marine protected areas in territorial waters 

adjacent to England and UK offshore waters (adjacent to England Wales) over the next ten years.  

It will allow anyone with an interest in marine conservation to understand why we are creating an 

MPA network and how we will work together to deliver it. Whilst 2012 has been identified as our 

target date for the establishment of an ecologically coherent network, the development of the 

network, its ongoing management and review of the progress we are making will need to continue 

beyond 2012.  
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Introduction 

 

Our vision 

This draft strategy sets out what we need to do over the next 10 years to deliver the Governmentôs 

commitment to build an ecologically coherent network of marine protected areas (MPAs) in the 

waters covered by this strategy. These areas will play a key part in delivering the Governmentôs 

vision for the marine environment of, 

 

óClean, safe, healthy, productive and biologically diverse oceans and seasô
1 

 

The MPA network will primarily consist of Marine Conservation Zones (MCZs) designated under 

the Marine and Coastal Access Bill and European marine sites designated under the EC Wild 

Birds and Habitats Directives (Natura 2000 sites)2. 

 

Our aim  

We are aiming:  

 

óto recover and protect the richness of our marine environment and wildlife through 

the development of a strong, ecologically coherent and well managed network of 

marine protected areas, that is well understood and supported by all sea users, by 

2012ô 

 

This network will be one of the most important tools to recover and protect the richness of our 

marine environment and ensure the loss of our marine biodiversity is halted.3   

 

The process 

 

This draft strategy forms the first part of what will be a three stage process as outlined below: 

 

¶ Public consultation on this draft MPA strategy  ï April 2009 to July 2009  

 

¶ Publication of four revised Defra draft MCZ guidance documents ï  May 2009: 

 

                                            
1
 óSafeguarding Our Seasô, Defra 2002 ï p.5 at www.defra.gov.uk/marine/environment/stewardship.htm 

2
 The network is likely to include other national designations including for example Sites of Special Scientific Interest 

that include marine components. 
3
 A objective set out in óOur Seas ï a shared resourceô, Defra 2008 p5 - p5 at   

www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/highlevel-marine/index.htm 
 

http://www.defra.gov.uk/marine
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o Draft Marine Conservation Zone site selection principles (Note 1)  

o Duties on public authorities in relation to Marine Conservation Zones (Note 2)  

o Draft guidance on protecting Marine Conservation Zones from the impacts of 

unregulated activities and deliberate damage (Note 3)  

o Draft guidance on Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and National Nature 

Reserves in the subtidal area (Note 4)  

 

¶ Development of new technical and governance guidance ï May to September 2009: 

 

o MPA network design principles and guidance on selecting individual MCZs (to be 

drafted by Natural England and JNCC (Joint Nature Conservation Committee))  

o MCZ national and regional project process and governance guidance4  (to be drafted 

by Natural England JNCC) 

 

This draft strategy therefore identifies the broad steps we need to take and the roles and 

responsibilities of the organisations involved to identify and select MPAs. It sets out the proposed 

framework and timetable for identifying and selecting the sites, as well as indicating the steps 

which need to be taken to ensure the process is clear, transparent and underpinned by the best 

available science.   

 

It explains how stakeholders will be involved in selecting sites.  It summarises the process of site 

selection for our European Marine Sites and describes the work of the four regional projects that 

are being established to identify and select MCZs. Detailed network scenarios for the MPAs we 

may need to deliver our vision are not presented here as this information is not yet available.   

 

This draft strategy does not specify a size for the MPA network because we first want 

stakeholdersô views on the framework, criteria and principles for selecting and designating a 

network of MPAs. During public consultation on this draft strategy we will be running a series of 

workshops for stakeholders to help us decide how best to build the MPA network we need. More 

details of these workshops will be published shortly. 

We invite comments on the four Defra draft MCZ guidance documents once they are available on 

our website.  These will be published in their final form soon after the Bill has received royal 

assent. NE and JNCC intend to consult on the MPA network design principles and guidance on 

selecting individual MCZs in September 2009. 

    

                                            
4
 This will include guidance on Impact Assessments and activities that are compatible with different habitats and 

features 
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Scope 

This draft strategy covers the marine area where the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and 

Rural Affairs currently has jurisdiction (see Figure 1 below). This includes the territorial waters 

adjacent to England, the offshore waters adjacent to England and Wales, and at the time of 

publication, for implementation of the EC Wild Birds and Habitats Directives, all UK offshore 

waters.  The UK Government plans to devolve responsibilities for implementation of the EC Wild 

Birds and Habitats Directives to the Scottish Executive for offshore waters adjacent to Scotland as 

part of the recent devolution agreement. The Scottish Executive plans to produce separate 

guidance for MPAs in Scottish territorial waters and offshore waters adjacent to Scotland. This 

Strategy does not therefore cover marine areas where nature conservation responsibilities have 

been devolved, such as territorial waters adjacent to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The 

UK Government and the Devolved Administrations are committed to working together to deliver, 

within the context of devolution, an ecologically coherent network of MPAs. We will continue to 

work with the Scottish Executive, the Welsh Assembly Government and the Northern Ireland 

Assembly, as well as international stakeholders, to deliver an effective MPA network.  

A óprotected areaô is defined by the IUCN5 as: 

 

'A clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, through legal 

or other effective means, to achieve the long-term conservation of nature with associated 

ecosystem services and cultural values.' 

The term ómarine protected areaô (MPA) has been used to describe a wide range of marine areas 

which have some level of restriction to protect living, non-living, cultural, and/or historic resources. 

This draft strategy focuses solely on areas that have been, or may be, notified, classified or 

designated on a statutory basis to conserve biodiversity.   

 

In relation to MCZs the Marine and Coastal Access Bill makes provision for sites to be designated 

for features of geological or geomorphological interest.  Guidance for delivery of these sites will be 

the subject of separate guidance and is not considered here.  

                                            
5 International Union for Conservation of Nature - Dudley, N. (Editor) (2008). Guidelines for Applying Protected Area Management 

Categories. Gland, Switzerland, p8.  
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Figure 1: Area covered by the draft strategy for MPAs 
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Importance of marine biodiversity 

Over 70% of our planet is covered by water, and our marine environment is home to a rich 

diversity of plants and animals. Marine biodiversity is the term used to describe the variety of life 

found in the marine environment including plants, animals and microorganisms.  When we talk of 

marine biodiversity we are considering individual species right up to ecosystems. There is a wealth 

of biodiversity in the marine environment, from the largest animal on the planet, the blue whale, to 

the smallest microscopic bacteria involved in the cycling of nutrients.  

 

Marine biodiversity plays a fundamental role in supporting a wide range of goods and services that 

are essential for the maintenance of the social and economic wellbeing of our society.   Marine 

biodiversity also has an intrinsic value which society recognises.  Marine biodiversity is important 

because it:  

 

o provides us with a range of food, from fish and shellfish to seaweed; 

o provides the framework of habitats which are essential breeding and nursery spaces for 

plants and animals; 

o provides raw materials used in a range of products including pharmaceuticals, cosmetics 

and fertilisers;   

o gives  opportunities for leisure and recreational activities, such as sea angling, sailing, rock 

pooling, recreational diving, watching birds and other wildlife;  

o creates  opportunities for employment and contributes to the UKôs economy;   

o can help protect coastal communities through reefs and other habitats, by acting as a 

barrier to dampen the effect of sea swell caused by storms;  

o is involved in the cycling, maintenance and availability of nutrients such as nitrogen and 

phosphorus. Nutrient cycling encourages productivity in the marine environment and 

animals living on  the seabed are known to be important contributors to this process; 

o helps to balance and maintain the earthôs climate, and cope with climate change. A 

considerable proportion of human produced carbon dioxide is taken up by the sea with 

some of this consumed by plankton. Without such processes, it would be harder for us to 

cope with increasing carbon emissions; 

o helps to breakdown waste products such as sewage which enter the marine environment; 

o helps to ensure a resilient and resistant ecosystem - that is, an ecosystem which can 

absorb disturbances from some natural and human activities and recover from damage 

(and continues to provide ecosystem services as described above); 

o gives opportunities for human development, including education and research;  

o has potential uses for future generations as our understanding of our marine environment 

grows.  

  

Studies to óvalueô marine biodiversity in monetary terms for the Marine and Coastal Access Bill 

have revealed that marine biodiversity has a significant value to society through  the goods and 

services it provides. It has been estimated that the direct and indirect óuse benefitsô from 
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establishing a network of Marine Conservation Zones could be between £8.6bn and £19.5bn 

over 20 years.6  

 

Beyond the monetary value of marine biodiversity there is broad agreement that we must act to 

protect our marine environment because of its considerable intrinsic value.   

 

                                            
6
 A report by Scottish Agriculture College for Defra (2007) Marine nature conservation proposals ï valuing the 

benefits: http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Document.aspx?Document=WC0603_7653_FRP.pdf 

http://randd.defra.gov.uk/Document.aspx?Document=WC0603_7653_FRP.pdf
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The legislative and policy framework for MPAs 

International commitments 

The UK has three international commitments to establish MPA networks: 

 

Å under the OSPAR Convention we should develop an ecologically coherent network 
of well managed MPAs by 2010; 

 

Å our commitment at the World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD) to 
establish a representative network of MPAs by 2012 ; and 

 

Å the Convention on Biological Diversity agreed a target to establish a network of well 
managed network of MPAs by 2012 to enable delivery of WSSD targets;  

 

 

Legal obligations under European Law 

The EC Wild Birds and Habitats Directives (European marine sites) 

The EC Wild Birds and Habitats Directives place legal obligations on the UK to protect the most 

important European species and habitats both on land and in the marine environment. 

Under the Habitats Directive the UK Government is required to identify and protect a series of 

Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) for habitats and species of European importance.  Sites 

identified and accepted by the European Commission will contribute to a Europe-wide network of 

nature conservation protected areas known as Natura 2000.  The UK network of SACs is largely 

complete on land and work is progressing to identify and designate SACs in the marine area. 

There are currently 76 coastal and inshore SACs in the UK, plus five offshore SACs (sites beyond 

12nm). The five offshore sites were submitted to the European Commission in August 2008 and 

further work is planned to complete this process.  Natural England is identifying further SACs in 

the inshore area (the marine area out to 12nm) and, following public consultation, these will be 

considered for submission to the European Commission later in 2010.    

The other element of the Natura 2000 network is Special Protection Areas (SPAs) identified and 

classified under the Wild Birds Directive.  We have an obligation to select sites for those bird 

species included in Annex I of the Directive and also for regularly occurring migratory species. For 

the marine environment, these include marine bird species, such as divers, grebes and, seaduck.    

Further work is underway to identify marine extensions to coastal SPAs and SPAs for inshore and 

offshore waters. Natural England expects to consult on new marine SPAs in autumn 2009. 

Currently there are 73 coastal SPAs in UK. Taken together with inshore SACs, over 9% of 
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Englandôs territorial waters are currently protected by Natura 2000 sites, and 2% of the UKôs total 

continental shelf is protected in this way. 

 

The Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) 

The Marine Strategy Framework Directive came into force in July 2008 and requires European 

Member States to put measures in place to achieve or maintain Good Environmental Status (GES) 

in their waters by 2020.  Maintaining the biological diversity of our marine ecosystem will form a 

key element of achieving GES.  The Directive leaves it to Member States to decide which 

measures to use to achieve GES but explicitly refers to MPAs as an important contribution to 

achievement of GES. Under the Directive we should create a coherent and representative network 

of MPAs by 2016. 

National site designation tools 

The Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has powers to designate Marine 

Nature Reserves. It is also possible for Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) to extend into the 

marine environment. In England there are over 60,000 hectares of SSSI below mean low water, 

consisting mainly of estuaries (the Humber, and Severn), Morecambe Bay and the Wash. 

The Marine and Coastal Access Bill, which was introduced into Parliament in December 2008, 

proposes new site designation and protection measures, based on the designation of Marine 

Conservation Zones (MCZs). MCZs together with European marine sites will form the main 

components of an ecologically coherent MPA network.  MCZs will help to improve the 

management and protection of our marine environment, and the health of our marine ecosystems, 

and the Bill imposes a series of duties on public authorities to further the conservation objectives 

for MCZs.  

The Marine and Coastal Access Bill also provides for a UK Marine Policy Statement. The Marine 

Policy Statement will set out the UKôs priorities for the marine area, including all activities that 

impact on the marine environment.  The Statement will also identify how Government and marine 

delivery agencies, such as the proposed Marine Management Organisation and Marine Scotland 

should approach the difficult choices that will need to be made to achieve sustainable marine 

development. A series of marine plans will be developed and will translate the policies in the 

Marine Policy Statement, in more detail, to the local level.  Both the UK Marine Policy Statement 

and marine plans will guide and direct decisions in the marine environment, ensuring a strong link 

between national policy and individual developments.
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Our vision - working towards 2012 and beyond 

Where we are now 

 

In the past, our approach to marine biodiversity protection has been fragmented. Whilst we have 

taken many steps to protect our marine environment, such as the reduction of pollution from point 

sources such as sewage and industrial effluents and through the licensing of activities such as oil 

extraction and aggregate dredging, more needs to be done to deliver our vision. The marine 

environment is becoming increasingly crowded and is changing. Figure 2 demonstrates the 

number of uses found in our seas and oceans.  New pressures are emerging, such as the 

development of renewable energy and the sub-sea storage of natural gas and carbon dioxide.  

MPAs have a key role in delivering the conservation of our rich marine environment, which will in 

turn deliver our wider vision for the marine environment. 
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Figure 2 - Key uses of our marine area 

 

 

Existing European marine sites (Natura 2000)  

Under the EC Wild Birds Habitats Directives Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and Special 

Protection Areas (SPAs) must be designated for a number of marine features of European 

importance. For SACs this includes for example, reefs, sandbanks, sea caves, submarine 


