	
[image: image2.jpg]N

&

South East England
Biodiversity Forum




  Working for People and Nature
   Chairman: Steve Gilbert
	ON THIS TOPIC PLEASE REPLY to:

SEEBF Marine Sub Group
Jolyon Chesworth

Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust

Beechcroft House

Curdridge

Hants SO32 2DP 

Tel: 01489 774445
e-mail: jolyonc@hwt.org.uk



Dr Jen Ashworth
Senior Specialist Marine Evidence Team
Marine and Coastal, Evidence Team
Natural England
Northminster House
Peterborough PE1 1UA
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Dear Dr Ashworth,
Response to the informal consultation on the Marine Conservation Zone Project Ecological Network Guidance to the Regional Stakeholder Groups on Identifying Marine Conservation Zones.

SOUTH EAST ENGLAND BIODIVERSITY FORUM 
The South East England Biodiversity Forum (SEEBF) is a partnership of governmental and non-governmental organisations providing a focus for furthering biodiversity in South East England.  Our comments on this Marine Conservation Zone Project Ecological Network Guidance , in line with our remit, concern only issues relating to the conservation and management of biodiversity resources. Views presented in this response are founded on a general consensus on behalf of SEEBF; however individual organisations may also take their own corporate view. Our aims are:
1. To develop and review biodiversity objectives and targets for the region. 

2. To champion the delivery of biodiversity objectives and targets within the South East of England. 

3. To enable, co-ordinate and service regional biodiversity monitoring, interpretation and reporting for regional bodies. 

SEEBF includes a marine remit and has a dedicated Marine Sub-Group to further the above aims within this environment, which it views as an integral and vital component of the wider South East England natural environment. A number of the organisations represented on SEEBF will also be represented on the Balanced Seas Regional Stakeholder Group and the Local Advisory Forums.
Our comments on the MCZ Ecological Network Guidance (ENG) presented in this response are founded on a general consensus on behalf of SEEBF; however individual organisations may also take their own corporate view. 

Introduction

SEEBF warmly welcomes the publication of the draft MCZ ENG and as several of the organisations represented on SEEBF will also be represented on the Balanced Seas Regional Stakeholder Group and Local Advisory Forums we are pleased to have the opportunity to comment upon the Guidance and help ensure it is clear and workable. Unambiguous clarity in the ENG is vital if the decision making groups are to be equipped with the necessary tools to recommend effective MCZs. It is also vital the the ENG is clear enough to be interpreted consistently across all of the MCZ project regions to ensure the subsequent designation of a nationally functioning network of Marine Protected Areas. 
Comments of the Ecological Network Guidance
SEEBF is concerned that the draft ENG states that, where European sites are required to be designated for European features (habitats and species), MCZs should only be sought for those features "in exceptional circumstances" [pg 31]. We believe these exceptional circumstances need to be more clearly defined in order avoid confusion in the MCZ decision making groups. 
It would appear that an assumption is made in the ENG that habitats and species listed under the Habitats and Birds Directives are adequately protected. However, in certain cases we do not believe this to be accurate. Furthermore the Marine and Coastal Access Act is designed to afford increased protection for nationally and regionally important features, not only those of European importance. As a result, some habitats and species for which Natura 2000 sites can be designated are not protected under these Directives as they have not previously been considered of European importance, even if they are of regional or national importance.

Grey and harbour seals are clear examples of the above failings. Grey seals, despite being an Annex II species of the EC Habitats Directive are not listed in the ENG as a Species of Conservation Importance in Table 13, Page 78. Furthermore, we believe that South East England hosts regionally and nationally important populations of both grey and harbour seals. No European Marine Sites are designated for these species in the South East and as such they do not benefit from protection under the Habitats Directive. If this is not considered to constitute an ‘exceptional circumstance’ then these species will not benefit from any protection.
Seabirds are another example, where protection under the Birds Directive is lacking and they are in danger of not benefiting from improved protection through MCZ designation. There has only been very slow progress to date with designation of the marine SPA network, and furthermore, SPAs are only intended to protect internationally important areas for Annex I and regularly occurring migratory seabird species. Unless it is Government's intention that the SPA network should meet the protection requirements for all nationally and internationally important seabird populations, there is a clear role for MCZs to protect the nationally important seabird populations that will not be covered by the marine SPA network, even when this is completed.

In fact, the Guidance itself recognises that the marine SPA network alone will not meet all the protection requirements for all UK seabirds - as it acknowledges, "There may be a protection shortfall for some bird species" (footnote 64, pg 67). Therefore, the precautionary approach would be to include seabird species as features for which MCZs should be designated, where there is enough information to do so, and where such designation would not duplicate the protection offered by the marine SPA network.
With regard to habitats eligible for designation as Marine Conservation Zones, we do not believe the ENG is explicit enough as to what may or may not be considered, especially for habitats that may also be designated under Annex I of the Habitats Directive. For instance, intertidal mudflats are an Annex I Habitat and some are designated as Special Areas of Conservation, and as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, in South East England. However, this designation does not afford full protection and damage continues to occur. The ENG does not make it clear if these designated mudflats can also be designated as MCZs and can benefit from improved protection as a result.
Although the lists of features of conservation importance in the Guidance are not meant as finite lists of features for which MCZs can be designated, it seems clear that the regional projects will not go far beyond the minimum required by the Network Guidance in the selection of sites, and therefore it will be very difficult, if not impossible, to get MCZs selected for features that are not listed by the Guidance. With the Guidance as currently drafted, it seems likely that the resulting MCZ network may offer little in the way of protection for species, especially mobile species, and for some habitats.
With regard to indicative percentage ranges for the protection of broad scale habitats we do not fully understand why five of the habitats have not been given indicative percentages for protection. We believe that intertidal and subtidal seagrass (intertidal sediments dominated by aquatic angiosperms and subtidal macrophyte dominated sediments) should have an indicative proportion for protection assigned to them. In this example, eelgrass is a nationally scarce plant and we believe it should be stated that in these instances a high proportion should be protected. Without such clear statements some of our most vulnerable habitats are in danger of being underrepresented. In areas such as the Solent, where intertidal and subtidal seagrass beds represent an important national resource but are widespread across a large area, it is likely that it will be very difficult to ensure that a very high percentage of the seagrass resource is within a Marine Conservation Zone unless clear recommendations are given in the ENG that a high percentage should be protected. 
Table 6 would benefit from improved clarity, the title suggests that the figures given are for minimum viable MCZ diameters, however the column headers suggest that the figures are for the minimum size of the feature patch that should be considered for designation, the two figures would not necessarily be the same due to the importance for buffer zones around some features to offer protection. Either way, we believe seagrass should be treated as broad scale habitat and given an indicative percentage of protection.
We hope you will find our comments helpful and we look forward to your feedback on how these comments have been considered.
Yours faithfully
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Steve Gilbert
Chairman  
On behalf of the South East England Biodiversity Forum
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