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25 year environment plan

At sea: 

• Reversing the loss of marine biodiversity and, where practicable, 
restoring it.

• Increasing the proportion of protected and well-managed seas, and 
better managing existing protected sites.

• Making sure populations of key species are sustainable with 
appropriate age structures. 

• Ensuring seafloor habitats are productive and sufficiently extensive 
to support healthy, sustainable ecosystems.



no detail as yet.....
Sites of greatest ‘biodiversity’?

….we would also argue: sites should better enable ‘ecosystem processes’.

E.g. Essential fish habitat.

What does this mean?

• Places where fish recruit to, breed, lay eggs, are resident as sub-adults or 
juveniles

Where is this?

• Often inshore (e.g. estuaries; muds; sands; seagrass; diverse kelp beds; 
hydroids and bryozoans for scallops)

• Policy, legislation, and management measures should protect to enhance 
these habitats.



What is the ‘whole-site approach’ to us?

Managing out the activities that prevents 
recovery of ecosystems to a more natural state

MSFD criteria effectively point to managing out 
bottom trawling to:

1. Improve seafloor integrity;

2. Prevent biodiversity loss (and recover it);

3. Lead to more natural food webs, and 
trophic structure.

https://map.mpa-reality-check.org/

https://map.mpa-reality-check.org/


Inconsistencies in Government policy vs delivery

• whole site approach

BUT…..

• iVMS consultation –

‘This could assist in maximising fishing opportunities, such as 
zoned management within Marine Protected Areas. This 
means access may be allowed to certain types of fishing in 
areas where it was previously prohibited.’

because of the ‘feature based approach’ to management



Why are we neglecting essential fish habitat?

After Elliott et al. (2016) Disentangling habitat concepts for 
demersal fish  management. Oceanog. and Mar. Biol. 54



Don't be specific about 'restoration'. 

'attributes must show a clear trend towards 
their pre-perturbation conditions, and the trend 
is expected to continue (if pressures continue to 
be managed) until the attributes lie within their 
range of historical natural variation. '

Could be:

1. Fish size

2. Fish numbers

3. Number of fish species

4. Residency time of predators in sites

5. More physically complex and diverse seabed

6. Greater functional and biological redundancy



Northumberland

Is essential fish habitat threatened because 
of local politics rather than benefits to all?

“I am familiar with 
the study you quote 
but wonder how 
relevant research 
from a warmer sea 
with a different 
species mix will be.”



In practice, we have partial protection of sites

http://www.eastern-ifca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Shrimp-Pre-Assessment-FINAL-30.11.11.pdf - PAGE 34

Quote from MSC report on shrimp bycatch (2011): 

‘It was estimated that during 2006 the UK brown shrimp fishery discarded
approximately 4.5 (± 0.5) million plaice, 1.2 (± 0.2) million dab, 1.6 (± 0.2) million
whiting and approximately 0.1 million cod during 2006 even with the use sieve
nets (Catchpole et al., 2008). However, landings between 2000 and 2010 were
lowest during 2006 (Figure 3.1.2.1), thus, average annual numbers of discarded
fish are likely to be higher than those suggested by Catchpole et al. (2008).’

Site metrics and features:

Feature (% of site) Vulnerable sub-features Associated species 

feature at threat 

from shrimp trawls

H1110 – sandbanks which 

are slightly covered by 

seawaters 

(41% of site)

Fish (dab, sole, plaice, sandeels, 

cod, dab, whiting), benthic 

inverts (sand-mason worms, 

ross corals, dead men’s fingers). 

Sabellaria crusts, echinoderms, 

brittlestars, crabs.

Grey seal, harbour 

seal, seabirds (SPA 

feature) that feeds 

on fish and molluscs

H1160 – Large shallow 

inlets and bays 

(39% of site)

All the above, juvenile fish, adult 

fish.

Grey seal, harbour 

seal, seabirds (SPA 

feature) that feed on 

fish and molluscs

H1140 – Mudflats and 

sandflats not covered by 

seawater at low tide 

(17% of site)

Mussel beds, juvenile fish, and 

other features, brittlestars, 

echinoderms.

Seabirds that feed on 

mussels

http://www.eastern-ifca.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Shrimp-Pre-Assessment-FINAL-30.11.11.pdf


Opportunities via ‘revised approach’ to modify the 
fishery to achieve ‘whole site’ approach



Essex Estuaries: limited management of data gaps 

Figure 1. Blue areas: closed to bottom towed fishing. Red area where most 
fishing occurs.



Evidence for sand 
and mud recovery?

• Too few, but some in deep water muds and sand 
habitats.

• Trawling around oil and gas infrastructure 
project (SNH) 2015.

• Sound of Canna 3.9km2 fan mussel aggregation.

• Loch Torridon Nephrops size and density & 
seapen populations.

• Clare Bradshaw work Isle of Man (2001) on 
horse mussel, bryozoan and hydroid.

• ...the studies are there to show the trend if 
trawling is prevented...

Harrald et al (2018) SNH report 9(13): 25pp

www.nature.scot



The bigger picture…

wider seas management: 

protection of entire swathes of 
habitats that provide for important 
ecosystem services

i.e. inshore trawling bans?



….Costly inability to deal with the BIG picture





Isle of Man has always led the way….

The new designations take the 
number of MNRs to 10 (details 
here), which cover 10.8% of the 

entire territorial sea and 51.8% of 
the inshore (0-3 nautical mile area).

…closed to all demersal towed 
fishing gears



Whole site approach is needed for effective MPAs
Most UK MPAs don’t meet IUCN ranking criteria1.

Reefs are protected whilst sedimentary sites receive partial protection.

Feature-based approach discounts ecosystem-scale effects of fuller protection.

Upper image: Essex estuaries SAC - bottom trawling 
closures (in blue). 

Lower image: Start point SAC - protection of sands 
and cobbles between reef features.

Substratum rugosity and heterogeneity relative to the size of fish. A species' 

habitat during a particular stage in its ontogeny may encompass rugose or 

heterogeneous substrata. Over the course of its life cycle, an individual may 

occupy different parts of the submarine 'landscape'. 

After Elliott et al. (2016) Disentangling habitat concepts for demersal fish  
management. Oceanog. and Mar. Biol. 54
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Flamborough Head – limited protection of reefs

Camera surveys by NE 2013 

Large areas remain open to BTG.

Resistance from IFCA members & NFFO
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