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ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT: WITH RESPECT TO FISHERIES WITHIN MARINE 

PROTECTED AREAS 

 

Paper endorsed by the Fisheries in MPA Project Board meeting in July 2015 and 

circulated to IG members.   

 

This paper outlines the views of the MPA Project Board on the “adaptive management” 
approach.  This is one tool that regulators may wish to consider in delivering their obligations 
to manage fisheries to meet the requirements of Article 6(2 ) of the Habitats directive. 

 

The IG is reminded that implementation of management measures is a matter for the 

relevant regulator, noting that for offshore sites, measures will need to be agreed in 

accordance with Article 11 of the CFP.  The approached outlined in this paper is considered 

consistent with similar approaches under development, or developed in other Member 

States, in particular draft proposals for the management of the Dogger Bank SCI.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DEFRA 

3 JULY 2015 

 

  



Revision post Project Board  3/7/15 

ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT: WITH RESPECT TO FISHERIES WITHIN MARINE 

PROTECTED AREAS 

Draft paper from the Chair of the Fisheries in MPA Project Board 

 

1. Summary 

1.1 Defra is committed to ensuring that all fisheries in European Marine Sites where it 
has management responsibility are managed in accordance with article 6 of the 
Habitats Directive by the end of 2016. Natural England and JNCC have a statutory 
responsibility to provide advice on activities that have the potential to damage the 
interest features of sites in English inshore and UK offshore waters.  They are 
working closely with Defra, the MMO, the EA and the IFCAs to assist them in 
assessing impacts and identifying appropriate management.  Management of sites 
outside 12nm is a matter that falls under the auspices of the CFP. 

1.2 For many feature-fishing gear interactions, the relationship between fishing pressure 
and feature condition is uncertain.  This is particularly true for habitats that are 
subject to high levels of natural disturbance (e.g., sediments in shallow water) and for 
fishing gears that have low unit impact but may have a significant effect at very high 
effort levels. Additionally, knowledge of baseline conditions for some habitats may be 
poor leading to low certainty over the definition of favourable condition and 
consequently, the setting of specific conservation objectives.   

1.3 Where such uncertainty exists, the most precautionary response would be a blanket 
prohibition on fishing; however, this may be considered disproportionate and 
unnecessary to meet the requirements under Article 6(2) of the Habitats Directive to 
take appropriate measures to prevent deterioration to the site.  An alternative 
approach that is under consideration for many sites is the application of “adaptive 
management”.  

 

  

1.4 The above schematic is from the United States Department for the Interior1, who has 
described adaptive management as “exploring alternative ways to meet management 
objectives, predicting the outcomes of alternatives based on the current state of 
knowledge, implementing one or more of these alternatives, monitoring to learn 
about the impacts of management actions, and then using the results to update 

                                                
1
 Adaptive Management Applications Guide - April 2012 (US Department of the Interior) 

http://www.doi.gov/ppa/upload/DOI-Adaptive-Management-Applications-Guide-WebOptimized.pdf
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knowledge and adjust management actions. Adaptive management focuses on 
learning and adapting, through partnerships of managers, scientists, and other stake-
holders who learn together how to create and maintain sustainable resource 
systems”.   

1.5 Natural England and JNCC consider that, in certain circumstances, adaptive 
management has the potential to deliver more appropriate and proportionate 
evidence-based management for protected features in the long term, provided the 
following conditions are met: 

- For European Marine Sites (EMS), management measures must be consistent 
with Article 6(2); i.e., must aim to ensure no further deterioration in feature 
condition.  For all MPAs it should facilitate conditions in which a progress towards 
favourable condition can be expected. 

- Longer term management must be genuinely adaptive; i.e., it would be expected 
to be accompanied by an appropriately designed monitoring programme that 
would be capable of detecting anthropogenic change, and with management 
measures regularly reviewed, and if necessary amended, in the light of results 
from monitoring.  Management change is not unidirectional i.e. it is not necessarily 
more restrictive.   

- That relevant stakeholders are involved in the development of management 
measures. 

 

1.6  Where appropriate, regulators should, when developing management proposals, 
consider adaptive management as an option.  Decisions on whether a site should be 
considered for adaptive management will be for the regulator.    

 

2. Uncertainty in the objective setting and management cycle 

2.1 For many of the features protected in marine Natura sites, the relationships between 

fishing pressure, natural disturbance and feature condition are poorly known. This is 

particularly the case for sedimentary features in areas of high energy, where natural 

disturbance may be significant relative to anthropogenic impacts. It may also apply 

where fishing gears have low individual impact (eg static gears on reefs) but where  

impact could be significant at high levels of activity.  

2.2 Conservation objectives: given the above, and our limited current understanding of 

recoverability of these features and associated sub-features, there is often 

uncertainty around what the conservation objective for the feature should be (e.g., 

maintain or recover) and how defining favourable condition can be defined in 

quantifiable ecological terms (although recent work on feature frameworks has 

provided some progress); 

2.3 Condition Assessment: frequently there is uncertainty about whether the reported 

“baseline” condition reflects a condition affected only by natural processes or whether 

it includes a component of anthropogenic disturbance. Furthermore, if it is a 

combination of the two, which form of disturbance plays the most significant role in 

determining condition AND ecological structure and function?   

2.4 Fisheries/features interactions: there have been relatively few direct studies of the 

long-term effects of fishing on habitats, particularly for towed gears on sedimentary 

habitats and static gears on reefs.  In both cases, knowledge of the features’ 

sensitivity suggests that high levels of effort would result in the feature not achieving 
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favourable condition. However, we do not currently have sufficient information to 

determine the threshold beyond which impacts would become unacceptable.  Such 

impacts would also have to be assessed at different scales.  They may well be 

situations where there is no reasonable scientific case to support a relationship 

between fishing activity and deterioration of site condition.  

2.5 Management advice: given the above, there is frequent uncertainty about the level 

of fishing activity that could occur on listed features that would not adversely affect 

the achievement of their conservation objectives.   

3. Adaptive risk management as a response to uncertainty  

3.1 Adaptive management is an iterative and systematic approach for managing risk 

within the context of scientific uncertainty.  Evidence from the monitoring of 

management outcomes, is fed into a structured process that reviews this information 

and responds, where appropriate, by adjusting the site management measures. 

These can also be informed by related research that improves our understanding of 

ecological functioning and/or impacts.  

3.2 The aim of this adaptive management is to: 

- manage risk to an acceptable level (for EMS, remaining compliant with Article 

6[2]) whilst not restricting ongoing activities disproportionately; 

- establish an iterative, evidence-based process that will inform the development of 

conservation objectives, condition assessments and advice on management.  

3.3 For example, this approach could include the reduction of human pressure in parts of 

the site and the use of subsequent monitoring to inform and, where necessary, adapt 

the conservation objective and the management approach.  The area within the site 

subject to restrictions must be of a sufficient size to ensure that overall the site 

moves towards its conservation objective. 

3.4 Reduction/limitation of fishing pressure can be achieved in a number of ways:  

a) a general reduction of fishing effort across the entire feature area;  

b) a modification of fishing gears across the entire feature area; or  

c) a reduction of feature area within the site subject to fishing activity, i.e., total 

removal of potentially damaging activities from a proportion of the feature area (“a 

zoned approach”).  

 

3.5 Options a) and b) should be considered as possible management options where 

these are practical and will deliver the appropriate level of protection for the site.  It is 

recognised that these could potentially be difficult to achieve, especially in relation to 

“offshore sites”, sites with historic access, and, in cases where the initial fishing 

activity is likely to have the greatest detrimental effect.   

3.6 Option c) could be an appropriate management strategy most suited for sedimentary 

feature types due to the more resilient nature of their associated communities, where 

natural disturbance is significant and where any damage is not usually irreversible. It 

also presents opportunities for comparative studies that could improve our 
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understanding of the effects of fishing on the features, with the potential for transfer 

of knowledge attained to other sites. 

 

3.7 Proposals to remove all potentially damaging activities may be considered (not least 

by other Member States) to be unnecessarily precautionary and unreasonable/ 

disproportionate to the risk presented.  In delivering this approach it is accepted that, 

despite being designed to prevent deterioration to the site (in that some areas closed 

to activity would be expected to show some improvement), there may be an 

increased risk that the site may take longer to achieve favourable condition than if 

there were a complete removal of anthropogenic disturbance. There is also no 

certainty that the closed areas will clearly demonstrate an improvement in condition 

within a reasonable timeframe.   

3.8 The management must be truly adaptive to ensure that conservation objectives and 

measures are reviewed periodically to evaluate and ensure iterative progress to 

favourable condition (which can evolve over time as the evidence develops). 

3.9 However, to ensure that this approach is legally and ecologically sound the 

conditions in the following section should be considered. 

 

4. Conditions for effective application of adaptive management 

4.1 Management measures must be appropriate with respect to the scale of risk posed to 

the feature’s conservation objective.  Decisions about the nature, scale, timing, 

duration and location of measures to be introduced should aim to prevent 

deterioration or significant disturbance, where it is thought that these are occurring. 

4.2 Management zones should be identified to ensure that they contribute to the delivery 

of the conservation objectives.  In the absence of detailed information on the 

biotopes present the management zones should cover, as far as practicable:- (i) the 

range of habitat types of the designated features that occur within the site; (ii) cover 

the geographic spread of the habitat within the site; (iii) where possible, include large 

areas of continuous feature rather than smaller, fragmented areas; and (iv) ensure 

that closures cover a range of differing fishing intensity of those gear types 

considered to be likely to cause deterioration within the site.    

4.3 The ability to monitor and detect change must be considered when proposing 

adaptive measures. Any monitoring programme should be capable of delivering 

evidence of sufficient scientific quality to underpin decisions on the setting of 

conservation objectives or advice on management measures – if it is not, or if funding 

is unavailable, a more precautionary management approach should be considered.  

It may be possible to transfer experiences from monitoring one site to other sites with 

similar habitats, conservation objectives and management measures.  Regulators 

should work collaboratively to ensure that evidence is shared and accessible to other 
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partner organisations.  It is unlikely that the current condition monitoring to be 

undertaken by JNCC and Natural England will meet the monitoring requirements for 

adaptive management. EU funding streams could be considered to assist with the 

implementation of the adaptive management approach.     

4.4 As far as possible, measures should be designed in a transparent and inclusive 

manner and allow engagement in the design process from a range of organisations.   

4.5 It is recommended that there should be an ongoing programme of research to 

determine fisheries feature impacts, combining the monitoring evidence with 

experiments such that decisions about changing measures through adaptation are 

not only made on a site by site basis. 


