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European seas have experienced 
extraordinary change over the centuries
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1830s – 1 ton/boat/day
2000s – 2 tonnes per 
year for whole fishing 
fleet

Source: Plumeridge and Roberts (2017) Marine Poll. Bull. 





The Dogger Bank is now a Special Area of Conservation, but…



Dogger Bank conservation objective:
‘Maintain’ habitat as it is today.

We are protecting sand, not the 
species that live in, on and around it.

Photo: Defra



Only 0.001% of the waters around the British Isles are 
protected from all fishing for nature conservation



Protecting patches of worms or outcrops of 
chalk – aside from their impossibility to 
implement – does not constitute adequate 
marine protection

Sources: Solandt (2018) A stocktake of England’s MPA network…Biodiversity
Dureuil et al. (2018) Elevated trawling inside protected areas undermines conservation 
outcomes. Science

Just 1% of UK seas are protected
from trawling and dredging

MPAs in the UK and Europe have more trawling 
and fewer rays and sharks than fishing grounds



90% of UK Marine Conservation Zone goals are to ‘maintain’ 
habitats or species as they are, just 10% to ‘recover’

Not only is this insufficient to recover past losses, it mandates 
that our seas remain in their degraded state!

How did it come to this?



Before industrial fishing
After 150 years of
industrial fishing

Marine habitat 
description

Conservation 
objectives set for 
altered habitat

‘Successful’ 
management keeps 
habitat like this

Photos: Alex Mustard & Defra



Almost all marine habitats currently defined in Europe with high 
abundance of sessile epifauna are in places that are very difficult to fish 
with mobile gears: the bottom is rocky or experiences high currents

Photo: Alex Mustard



Before industrial fishing
After 150 years of
industrial fishing

Marine habitat 
description

Conservation 
objectives set to 
recover: extractive 
and damaging uses 
removed

Marine life becomes more 
prolific, diverse and three-
dimensionally complex. 
Ecosystem functions alter 
as recovery takes place

Photos: Alex Mustard & Defra



These two areas 
would be 
classified as 
different 
habitats under 
the EU scheme: 
protection 
shows how 
habitats are 
defined by 
activities, not by 
environment 
alone.

Real protection 
brings real recovery 
to South Arran

Photos: Howard Wood



Shifting environmental baselines are embedded in the 
descriptions of marine habitats around Europe, in 
assessments of good environmental status, in 
conservation and management objectives, and in 
decisions on compatible activities



Shifting environmental baselines have led to a tragic lack of 
ambition in conservation objectives

We should focus on removing threats (i.e. giving sites a high level 
of protection from extractive and damaging uses) and let nature 
dictate the outcome rather than flawed conservation objectives

Photo: Howard Wood
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Marine reserves protected from fishing  foster the 
recovery of species, habitats and ecological 
processes that can slow and offset the impacts of 
climate change



Bigger populations with extended age structures 
produce more offspring, are more resilient, and 
better ecologically connected

More complex, intact habitats, support more 
species and a greater variety and intensity of 
ecological processes 

Greater genetic variability promotes adaptability

Photo: Alex Mustard

Managing for change:



A restore objective is advised for characteristic communities of the 
feature within the site based on expert judgment; specifically, our 
understanding of the feature’s sensitivity to pressures which can 
be exerted by ongoing activities i.e. demersal fishing, cabling and 
oil and gas industry activities. 

From: Supplementary Advice on Conservation Objectives for 
Dogger Bank Special Area of Conservation, January 2018
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