
Introduction 
The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) 
has recently completed a consultation on the proposed designation 
of 31 Marine Conservation Zones (MCZ). The consultation marks 
the end of several years of work to identify habitats, species or other 
features that are considered worthy of protection. i

However, the MCZ process has received significant criticism, 
for example, inappropriate timing in advance of the marine spatial 
planning process, inadequate provision of resources and incomplete 
or inaccurate representation of the likely effects on important 
socio-economic activities. The desired outcome of environmental 
protection is in danger of being missed due to the perceived 
inadequacies of the designation process. In this article, we at Royal 
HaskoningDHV present our perspective on the MCZ process 
based on our experiences of the stakeholder projects, feedback from 
our industry clients and, as Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
practitioners, our need to take due account of proposed MCZs 
as part of the assessment of the impacts of new development and 
ongoing activities. 

Background to marine conservation zones
The UK has committed to a number of international agreements 
with respect to Marine Protected Areas (MPA) including an 
ecologically coherent network of MPAs in the North East Atlantic. 
This UK network will contribute to a wider network delivered 
through the OSPAR convention, World Summit on Sustainable 
Development and Convention on Biological Diversity. The Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive also requires member states to 
establish coherent networks of MPAs. 

The MCZs project was set up in 2008 by the government and 
led by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and 
Natural England to identify and recommend MCZs in English 
inshore and English and Welsh offshore waters. The designation 
of MCZs, as part of the wider Marine Bill, is seen by many as a 
once in a lifetime opportunity following nearly 30 years of pressure 
from those involved in coastal protection (as recorded in the 1992 
House of Commons Select Committee report on coastal zone 
management and planning). 

The project activity
The MCZs project divided the coastline into four regional zones, 
and in 2010 stakeholder projects were established to work with sea 
users and interest groups to identify potential areas for MCZs. The 
four regional projects were: Net Gain – North Sea; Balanced Seas – 
South-east England; Finding Sanctuary – South-west England and 
Wales; and Irish Sea Conservation Zones – Irish Sea.

In each region, sea users and interest groups applied to represent 
their sector on a stakeholder group, which was at the centre of the 
site selection process. All group members had equal opportunity to 
voice their views during the process, and recommendations for the 
location and proposed conservation objectives were developed. 

In September 2011, the four regional projects submitted 

their recommended 127 MCZ sites to JNCC and Natural 
England. A science advisory panel was established to discuss the 
recommendations made by the four regional projects, and the 
official advice was sent to Defra in October 2011. A number 
of deficiencies were identified in the regional project proposals, 
including doubts on the robustness of data, questions about 
the required minimum proportion of certain habitat types, 
uncertainties regarding conservation objectives, over-simplicity of 
management objectives and gaps in information about the presence 
or extent of marine features. However, the panel also stated that 
they were content that if the recommended network of MCZs was 
implemented in full, “ecological coherence can be achieved”. ii

Additional research
Further research on the recommended MCZs was commissioned 
to provide an adequate or adequately robust evidence base for the 
sites. JNCC and Natural England then reviewed the sites, taking 
into account the findings of the science advisory panel and the 
further evidence, and submitted their final recommendations to 
Defra in July 2012. They recommended that all 127 MCZs should 
be designated, based on the presence of 1,205 features of interest. 

Between July and December 2012, Defra prepared a proposal for 
public consultation and in December 2012 a 12 week consultation 
on the first tranche of MCZs commenced. This consultation 
consisted of 31 possible MCZs, indicated in green on Figure 1. 
These 31 sites were selected based on an assessment of the level of 
certainty in the scientific evidence and the balance between each 
site’s conservation advantages and the socio-economic costs. It is 
anticipated that additional MCZs will be designated in future years. 
In some cases it is not clear from the available literature why sites 
were not included in the first tranche of proposed MCZs.

There were 65 reference areas also put forward as part of the 127 
sites but these have all been excluded from the designation in the first 
tranche, with the view that they may be designated at a later stage. 

Socio-economic evidence
Concerns have been raised regarding the way in which the 
consultation process has been undertaken and the lack of 
consideration which has been given to the socio-economic 
evidence of the proposed sites. 

Concerns raised by ports sector
The ports sector has raised a number of uncertainties from the 
consultation process, which give cause for alarm in the industry, 
such as reference sites that were formally proposed by regional 
groups without consultation (partly due to the fact that no 
agreement could be reached). Other concerns include the option 
for further features to be added to a site’s designation in the future 
without further consultation, and that conservation objectives 
can be changed from ‘maintaining’ a feature to ‘recovery’ without 
consultation. To ‘maintain’ a site would mean that the stated levels 
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of activity currently occurring on the feature were considered 
acceptable, but features will be monitored and restrictions may 
have to be introduced if the condition declines. This is an obvious 
concern for ports and harbours who fear that their activities may 
be restricted. 

In some cases, it was agreed to exclude port boundaries from 
the MCZ areas, but in the consultation on the final site areas, port 
areas appear to have been reincorporated. There is also considerable 
uncertainty over the status of the remaining 96 sites that have not 
yet been put forward for designation and the consequential impact 
on investment opportunities and potential planning blight.

The effect on ports and harbours
Almost half of the 31 proposed sites are located within or would 
have an impact upon port areas and the lack of clarity creates 
uncertainty, particularly as consultation on management measures 
for recommended MCZs was not included in the regional projects 
process. However, it has been confirmed by both Defra and the 
Marine Management Organisation that a full consultation is 

planned later on the in the process. Professor Ian Boyd, Defra’s 
Chief Scientific Advisor argued that it was first necessary to 
identify the sites before management could be discussed and that 
it was absolutely right that the questions of what to protect and 
how to protect it were separated. ii This is the approach taken by 
other countries around the world, whereby the operational plan 
is prepared soon after the declaration of a marine protection area, 
but not before. Once the question of what is going to be protected 
is finalised, another process will be put in place to fully engage the 
local stakeholders that might be affected by the MCZ designations, 
particularly those who have commercial or economic interests. 
Given this, it remains unclear what degree of importance was 
attached to the socio-economic aspects during the designation of 
site boundaries. 

Whilst some concerns were raised that the socio-economics of 
the areas had not been given enough weight in determining the 
sites to be put forward for MCZ designation, the science advisory 
panel reported that the identification of locations had relied greatly 
on socio-economics. Some ecologically important areas were 
reduced or changed as a result of socio-economic considerations 

Figure 1: MCZs including the first tranche sites (green), site on hold (amber) and refused sites (red) iii
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and biodiversity was often a secondary consideration. The science 
advisory panel also felt that the decisions on site selection had 
become more of a political decision about how much weight to 
attach to socio-economic and environmental concerns. ii 

The ports and harbours sector has made clear to government 
the serious consequences that regulatory uncertainty has for their 
investors and investments, particularly in respect of on-going 
marine activities (such as dredging) and new development, and 
has called for a clear explanation about what MCZs will mean 
for them. It is clear that those involved in the MCZ process have 
many different views on the integrity of the process and how 
conservation and socio-economic aspects have been considered in 
the decision-making process. In its response to Defra’s consultation, 
the British Ports Association (BPA) has called for all sites located 
within and adjacent to Port and Harbour Authority jurisdictions 
to be withdrawn from the list. Over recent decades the ports 
industry has worked very closely with government to integrate 
environmental protection into its activities and, within this context, 
the BPA’s current position on MCZs should give government 
cause for significant concern. 

Benefits of MCZs
It is unlikely that any strategic process that directly involves such 
a wide variety and high number of stakeholders and interest 
groups will run smoothly without raising significant areas of 
disagreement. Similar uncertainties and conflicts arose during 
the implementation of the EU Habitats Directive in 1992 and 
the Water Framework Directive in 2000. However, we must not 
lose sight of why the sites are being proposed for designation. 
The marine environment is under increasing pressure from 
human activity. MCZs will provide areas around the English 
and Welsh coastline where threatened species and habitats 
are protected to ensure that the precious marine biodiversity 
around our coastline is not lost. Areas of representative habitats 
and species will be protected to ensure they do not become 
threatened as a result of human activity. The designated areas 
will provide protection to some relatively unaffected areas  
of high biodiversity value to support the structure and functioning 
of the wider marine ecosystem.i Worldwide, there are numerous 
marine protected areas that demonstrate economic and social 
benefits which far outweigh the costs of designation and 
management. iii 

Approach to future planning
As consultants, it is our job to provide advice on environmental 
impacts by using evidence to clarify differing interests and 
to highlight government policy objectives. We help create 
sustainable development by building environmental protection 
and conservation into its core processes while working with 
regulators to enable them to understand the importance of the 
sector and safeguarding the health of the UK PLC. We believe 
that this can be achieved with MCZs in place – assuming 
agreement can be reached that the designation process was fair, 
transparent and objective. 

The designation of MCZs does not need to preclude the future 
development and expansion of ports and marine industry, but 
should align socio-economic objectives with current conservation 
targets. In the UK, marine development is strictly regulated by 
environmental legislation, however, the ports industry continues 
to expand. This has been possible with the designations of Special 
Protection Areas (SPAs) and Specials Areas of Conservation 
(SACs), and whilst there are differences in terms of jurisdictional 
responsibilities, there is no reason why biodiversity cannot be 
integrated into development in the same way for MCZs. Impacts 

would need to be mitigated, just as they are now, in order to allow 
for sustainability. In turn, government must recognise that costs 
associated with requirements to mitigate new MCZs may affect 
the potential viability and deliverability of development projects, 
particularly in the current financial climate. It would not be in the 
interests of the UK economy to prevent or significantly constrain 
further development. 

Looking at examples
In Australia, the world’s largest network of marine reserves was 
created in 2012 with over 2.3 million square kilometres in six 
marine regions. Some limits will be placed on where energy 
companies can work, but some areas of the Western Australia 
coastline will remain open to oil and gas exploration indicating 
“an economically and environmentally sustainable decision”. iv In 
Queensland, home of the Great Barrier Reef, the Government has 
produced the ‘Great Barrier Reef Ports Strategy’, which looks at 
innovative Green Port solutions to improve efficiency and minimise 
impacts of noise, waste, pollution and dredging. This occurs within 
a World Heritage Area under extensive public scrutiny. The aim of 
the strategy is to ensure strategic use of ports to facilitate economic 
growth; ensure the right balance between economic development 
and environmental protection; maximise efficiency throughout the 
Port system; ensure a whole network approach; and ensure clarity 
and transparency in Port planning. v 

The management measures put in place for the UK MCZs 
will need to ensure that similar practices are adopted, to 
allow for the development of our industries, but likewise, the 
industries need to be mindful of the pressures on the marine 
environment. This is the purpose of marine spatial planning 
(MSP) - critics of the MCZ process have suggested that sites 
should not be designated until the MSPs are prepared and 
the full consequences and context of the designation can  
be considered. 

As EIA practitioners, we will use the recent guidance issued 
by the MMO when undertaking our assessments. This guidance 
states that the 31 proposed MCZ sites should be incorporated 
into assessments for marine licence applications, but the 
remaining 96 sites do not need to be considered at this stage. 
The guidance is available at: www.marinemanagement.org.
uk/licensing/supporting/mcz.htm. While the management 
measures of these 31 areas have not been confirmed, the impact 
assessment process has been outlined to provide interim guidance 
until the management measures are available. We believe that 
by taking these steps to incorporating the MCZs into EIAs and 
development planning from the outset, we can work with the 
regulators and the industry to promote sustainable development 
and support the designation of MCZs. 

In conclusion
In summary, we believe that stakeholder confidence in the MCZ 
designation process is essential to successful management of the 
sites and delivery of objectives for both environmental protection 
and economic growth. The decision-making aspects of the process 
must be transparent so that it is clear what data has been used to 
designate the sites and how effects on socio-economic activities 
have been considered when setting MCZ boundaries. Once 
the MCZs have been designated, precedent suggests that it will 
be possible to manage the sites as with any existing designation, 
and they will be able to protect nationally important features that 
have previously been without protection. Following agreement 
and implementation of any necessary management objectives, 
uncertainty will be removed and operators will understand the 
requirements placed upon them. However, in recognition of the 
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financial climate, postponing the designation of the remaining 
MCZ sites for stated period could be beneficial to allow for 
economic recovery and lessons to be learnt from the first tranche of 
designation, enabling a more streamlined and agreeable consultation 
and designation process in the future. 
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