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For immediate use.
New report concludes urgent science needed to know whether seabed use is sustainable or not
A new report by researchers from the University of Glasgow suggests that Scotland’s emerging network of marine protected areas (MPAs) must be used to help determine the impact of fishing on the seabed and whether further conservation measures are needed in order to recover the health of Scotland’s seafloor and meet international legal commitments. 

The report was commissioned by Scottish Environment LINK’s Marine Group to understand whether current conservation measures will be sufficient to recover Scotland’s depleted seabed and meet targets set under EU and domestic law. It is widely accepted that bottom-towed fishing gears can destroy or seriously degrade fragile habitats such as corals, maerl and living reefs such as the flameshells in Loch Carron, but their impact on less vulnerable sedimentary habitats is less clear and the subject of ongoing debate. 

The report concludes that in order to assess progress toward international commitments to improve the health of the seafloor, Scotland’s MPAs must be well-managed and adequately monitored, but at present there is not enough information about current and pre-modified seafloor conditions to properly do so. It is vital therefore that Scotland’s MPA and marine monitoring strategy is adequately resourced and that there is a plan in place to answer these questions on sustainability.

Dr Charlotte Hopkins, marine scientist at the University of Glasgow, said: “What must be demonstrated is that the seafloor, including the species and habitats that exist there, must have the ability to rapidly recover to a natural state in the absence of pressures such as certain types of fishing gear. If recovery cannot be demonstrated within MPAs, this will be evidence of unsustainable use of the seas on a broader scale. This will depend on comprehensive scientific monitoring of the MPA network to make sure that change can be measured.”

Calum Duncan, Head of Conservation Scotland for Marine Conservation Society and Convenor of LINK’s Marine Group said: “The proof will be in the pudding. If Scotland’s MPAs are effectively monitored, we can find out whether protection measures are adequate and whether wider seabed use outside of MPAs is sustainable. This report highlights that we simply don’t know enough about whether existing and proposed MPAs, and other spatial measures, are sufficient to enable the seafloor to be healthy and used in a truly sustainable way. We warmly welcomed the extra resources committed to enable the consultation on the next four nature conservation MPAs to be brought forward, and this report underlines the need for further investment to better understand the health of our seabed and our impacts upon it in order to meet our national and international commitments.”
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Editors’ Notes

(1)  Scottish Environment LINK is the forum for Scotland's voluntary environment community, with over 35 member bodies representing a broad spectrum of environmental interests with the common goal of contributing to a more environmentally sustainable society.
LINK is a Scottish Charity (SC000296) and a Scottish Company Limited by guarantee (SC250899). LINK is core funded by Membership Subscriptions and by grants from Scottish Natural Heritage, Scottish Government and Charitable Trusts.

Scottish Environment LINK’s Marine Group comprises Hebridean Whale and Dolphin Trust, Marine Conservation Society, National Trust for Scotland, Royal Zoological Society of Scotland, RSPB Scotland, Scottish Wildlife Trust, Whale and Dolphin Conservation and WWF.
www.scotlink.org
www.savescottishseas.org
(2) The full report can be found here: http://www.scotlink.org/wp/files/documents/SEL_SeafloorIntegrity_Report_A4_October.pdf 

(3) The report formed the basis of a keynote speech by Dr David Bailey at the MASTS Annual Science Meeting 2018: https://www.masts.ac.uk/media/36584/gss1-abstracts.pdf 
(4) The Scottish Government’s Marine Atlas highlights fishing activities and climate change as the most widespread pressures on the marine environment: https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/science/atlas 

(5) The UK is committed to EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (2008/56/EC), which requires members states to achieve Good Environmental Status (GES) by 2020. Descriptor 6 (Seafloor Integrity) is one of 11, which defines what the environment should look like when GES is achieved: http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/good-environmental-status/index_en.htm. The Scottish Government worked collaboratively with the other UK Government’s to develop the first UK Programme of Measures to meet MSFD requirements https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/seamanagement/msfd 

(6) More information about Scotland’s MPA network can be found here: https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/marine/marine-environment/mpanetwork 
(7) The Scottish Government committed to additional funding in the 2018 budget and a public consultation on 4 further nature conservation MPAs: https://www.gov.scot/publications/draft-budget-2018-2019-derek-mackays-response-to-patrick-harvie/; https://blogs.gov.scot/rural-environment/2018/10/03/programme-for-government-2018-19-environmental-commitments/ 
LINK is a Scottish Charity (SC000296) and a Scottish Company Limited by guarantee (SC250899). LINK is core funded by Membership Subscriptions and by grants from Scottish Natural Heritage, Scottish Government and Charitable Trusts. 

Registered office: 13 Marshall Place, Perth PH2 8AH, T. 01738 630804 email information@scotlink.org
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