
 

 

 

 
 

 

Evaluation of the Implementation of the Dogger Bank SAC Fisheries 

Management Scheme 
 

Important lessons can be learnt from the process through which relevant 

member states and stakeholders have sought to define management measures 
for the Dogger Bank Special Area of Conservation (SAC). 

 

The following presents the views of MPAC members NFFO and VisNed as 
participants in the process. 

 

Scientific Rationale 

 
The present basis for management measures on the Dogger Bank SAC lacks a 

“best available evidence” scientific rationale.  In particular, this applies to the 

process through which zones within the SAC have been selected as closures to 
particular fishing activities.  Ultimately arbitrary percentages emerged from this 

imperfect approach. 

 
Given the absence of comprehensive  information on the ecological status of the 

features within the SAC, we consider that a risk based approach would provide 

an appropriate basis for management measures: 

 
Such an approach should: 

 seek to estimate the intensity and distribution of activity and associated 

pressures; 
  relate this knowledge to knowledge of the recovery rates of known 

features and habitats; 

  taking into account prevailing patterns of natural disturbance in those 
areas.  

 

In fact, no such analysis was undertaken in relation to the Dogger Bank SAC 

despite relevant fisheries data being assembled via ICES and no retrospective 
consideration was given trends in fisheries occurring at the site.  Analysis of 

what happens in other sites is not a reliable substitute for a scientific approach 

focused on the specific features and specificities of the site concerned. 
 

Outside of the DBSG process some, albeit limited, work has been undertaken to 

implement this type of approach.  In 2012/13 NFFO undertook a project towards 

this end (MMO Challenge Fund project FES252), but was unable to access 
sufficient coverage of VMS data in order to complete this task.  This reflects the 

currently inadequate arrangements and working protocols for the sharing of 

spatial fisheries data between member states and other users, which in turn is 
an essential precondition for fully rational decision on SAC management 

measures.  In the context of marine environmental management and obligations 

to address a range environmental legislative drivers this is now an imperative. 
 



 

 

Stakeholder Engagement 

 
In our view the stakeholder engagement process for the Dogger Bank SAC 

within the NSRAC spatial planning group failed on account of the following: 

 

 A lack of clear and specifically defined set of planning criteria based on a 
sound scientific rationale (see above) for the design of management 

zones.  These criteria also changed during the course of the planning 

process, becoming ever more precautionary in the absence of a defined 
scientific risk based framework.  

 This lack of clarity led to differing interpretations in the design of the 

zones between industry and NGOs, which in turn led to protracted levels 
of more or less fruitless engagement for both regulators and stakeholders 

and the failure to agree a consensus proposal within the NSRAC. 

 The complication of the simultaneous planning process for the Forewind 

wind farm complex on the UK part of the SAC.  Here, a similar lack of 
clarity over proposals and the degree to which they would constitute a 

cumulative impact upon the fishing industry, and therefore the extent to 

which they should be treated as defacto or actual management zones, 
hampered agreement. 

 

A further complication was the ability of member states themselves to agree 
upon relevant ecological and management criteria. This reflects differences in 

implementing the Habitats Directive, national processes and in the interpretation 

of evidence.  There also exist significant differences among the scientific 

community over the application of risk management and precaution which was 
brought to the fore in this particular case.  However, the design of measures for 

non-transnational sites should be at less risk of such issues emerging. 

 
On the part of industry, a restricted negotiating mandate from all constituent 

fishermen’s groups and errors in assessing the size of proposed closures caused 

problems.  Influences beyond the immediate NGO and industry participants in 
the process also influenced the negotiating mandate on both sides. 

 

Lessons  

 
Although the Dogger Bank SAC has unique jurisdictional and marine planning 

complications, it is possible to draw a number of general conclusions and identify 

important lessons from the process: 
 

Scientific process:  Defining a framework for handling evidence and risk is the 

key to good scientific process.  As indicated earlier, we strongly advocate the 

application of a risk management framework to the design of measures which 
also follows in line with government policy1.  The elements of such an approach 

would be: 

 
 Where sufficient fisheries data is available, this would allow for an analysis 

of the distribution of fishing activity data and associated pressures which 

may related to the recovery rates of conservation features/ feature 

                                       
1 BIS (2013) Regulators Code: http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/brdo/docs/publications-
2013/13-1016-regulators-code.pdf  

http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/brdo/docs/publications-2013/13-1016-regulators-code.pdf
http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/brdo/docs/publications-2013/13-1016-regulators-code.pdf


 

 

complexes.  From such an analysis, robust bench marks and thresholds 

may be established in order to inform the definition of management 
measures and monitor implementation.  The appropriateness of 

benchmarks and thresholds may be evaluated and adjusted as more 

scientific knowledge is made available, which may, in turn, feed into 

adaptive management arrangements.2 
 Independent scientific evaluation should be introduced to evaluate design 

criteria before management zones are planned, although there may also 

be value in evaluating the proposed management scheme once designed 
as well.3   

 

Clear criteria from the outset:   
 

 The definition of clear criteria at the start of the design of any 

management scheme should be drawn from a rigorous analysis of 

available evidence and based on expected outcomes (results based 
management) related to conservation objectives.   

 This might include, for example, a quantitative objective to reduce overall 

fishing pressure upon a particular marine features/ features complex. 
 In less data/knowledge rich circumstances, direction of travel indicators 

might be adopted dependent upon the vulnerability and available 

knowledge on the existence of the conservation feature in question.   
 Once criteria are set they should remain constant in order to inform the 

choice and design of measures that involve stakeholders, otherwise 

democratic legitimacy of process is undermined. 

 
Stakeholder Engagement:   

 

 It is essential that fisheries stakeholders are engaged at the earliest stage 
in the design process. 

 Engaging with fisheries stakeholders most directly affected by the 

management regime is equally important. Such stakeholder involvement 
can bring to the table both fine detailed local knowledge and buy-in to the 

measures proposed.  

 Whilst we see a rationale for environmental NGO input in determining 

ecological values that should be reflected in a management scheme, we 
see less value in NGO involvement in determining fine detailed locations of 

management boundaries (other than to evaluate whether or not they 

meet defined ecological criteria). 
 

                                       
2 We note that the direction of such an approach had begun to materialise in the MCZ 
process, but the revised approach to European Marine Sites has so far led to a change of 
approach at least as far as the implementation of red risk features are concerned. 
3 It is notable that the management scheme advice concluded at the end of the FIMPAS 
process was to implement experimental closures in order to inform the ecological impact 
of fishing gears.  An empirical scientific approach to better inform fisheries-ecological 

interactions has been lost during the DBSG process, yet it is integral to informing an 
adaptive management approach likely of interest to stakeholders as well as regulators.  
The Danish Fishermen’s Association have arranged a voluntary closure in order to 
undertake this kind of work: http://www.nffo.org.uk/news/dogger_bank2013.html . 
 

http://www.nffo.org.uk/news/dogger_bank2013.html


 

 

Transition, Mitigation and Incentivisation:  

 
Given that the DBSG process focused almost exclusively upon driving a process 

based upon % coverage of no bottom towed fishing zones, a lack of attention 

was therefore given to: 

 
 fisheries mitigation options;  

 transitional considerations for the fishing industry;   

 how to deliver measures aimed at meeting conservation objectives at 
least cost.   

 

The key to delivering effective management measures within SACs (and indeed 
fisheries management generally) lies in aligning economic incentives with 

management objectives.  This may be achieved through management which 

provides the fishing businesses with the flexibility to define their own operational 

arrangements in order to meet outcomes based management objectives (results 
based management).  It is foreseeable that such schemes could be devised to 

further incentivise the development and adoption of lower impacting gears, for 

example, implemented over a period of time that would enable a coherent 
mitigation strategy and minimise transitional costs for the industry.  

 

Voluntary Approaches:  
 

In line with incentivisation, consideration should be given to how to 

operationalise voluntary approaches where these can enable site management to 

achieve conservation objectives.  Such approaches obviate the need for overly 
burdensome regulation, and can minimise the costs to business through the 

introduction of choice and in transitioning to a new management regime.   

 
Dependent upon the particular circumstances of the site, examples might include 

the following elements: 

 Identifying the outcomes of management (e.g. net reduction of physical 

pressure) and allowing marine users to develop a management plan to 

meet those outcomes (results-based management). 

 Providing choices in the selection of mitigation approaches to reducing a 

particular pressure. 

 Adopting a voluntary code of conduct with respect to gear use / spatial 

management measures. 

 Voluntary validation/verification of operations within a site. 

Marine Planning:   

 
MPA planning, both at the domestic and European level, has so far been 

insufficiently embedded within a wider framework of marine planning and 

management.  The idea that MPA site selection should be above consideration of 
how best to make use of the marine environment in a sustainable and 

environmentally synergistic way is increasingly being shown to be short-sighted. 

 

Whilst there is an obligation on government to operate within the limitations of 
legal frameworks in which decisions are taken, more must be undertaken to 

understand and plan for synergistic use. 



 

 

 

In circumstances such as that on the Dogger Bank, the adoption of scenarios 
with and without wind-farm proposals would allow alternative schemes to be 

designed that may subsequently be adopted in the event that plans receive 

official sanction and developments go ahead.  
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