Precidency conclusions of the meeting "Towards a strategy to protect and conserve the marine environment" in December in Køge

Protection of the marine environment and in particular conservation of its biodiversity is a cross-cutting global issue, which also was confirmed at the World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in September 2002; the WSSD Plan of Implementation includes important decisions and actions regarding the protections of marine ecosystems. In the European Union, the Member States have committed themselves in the 6th Environmental Action Programme (6th EAP) to halt the loss of biodiversity before 2010 and to develop a thematic strategy for the protection and the conservation of the marine environment. The Regional Seas Conventions as well as ministerial conferences have agreed on objectives, targets and action plans regarding the protection of the European marine environment. 

Ecosystem threats to the marine environment include degradation of the functions of the ecosystem by loss of biodiversity and changes in its structure, loss of habitats, contamination and effects created by hazardous substances and nutrients and possible future effects of climate change. The related pressures include: commercial fishing and fish and shellfish farming, oil and gas exploration, shipping, water borne and atmospheric deposition of dangerous substances and nutrients, waste dumping, physical degradation of habitats due to human activities e.g. reclamation, dredging and extraction, building of new harbours and facilities for tourism. 

The Communication of the European Commission “Towards a strategy to protect and conserve the marine environment” is highly welcomed as a first step to the development of a thematic strategy to protect and conserve the marine environment. 

The Danish EU-Presidency together with the Commission, arranged a Stakeholder Conference in Køge, Denmark, December 4-6 2002, to
- promote and establish a wide stakeholder involvement in the process of developing a European strategy to protect and conserve the marine environment
- promote and invite Accession Countries and Partners in the European Seas´ areas to discuss with the aim to strive for a multilateral co-operation to achieve the objectives set out in the proposed strategy
- promote and facilitate a more effective co-ordination between the various organisations currently working on the protection and sustainable use of the marine resources
- provide roadmaps to develop an ecosystem approach to marine assessment and management, and to
- provide guidelines and suggestions on how to streamline marine monitoring and assessment among the many actors. 

The Stakeholder Conference supported in general the proposed objectives, actions and time-schedule emphasising among others 

- the political objective of halting the decline of biodiversity before 2010 and other important objectives as well as promoting sustainable use of the seas and protecting and conserving marine ecosystems call for the implementation of coherent, co-ordinated and cost-effective measures to protect and conserve natural habitats, wild fauna and flora in the European seas 

- stakeholder involvement, public participation and dialogue are essential in the fulfilment of the objectives on biodiversity and sustainable use of marine resources including the further development of the marine strategy 

- the need for much closer integration of environmental protection and biodiversity concerns in the policy making and management of all sectors 

- subsidies which are counter-productive to the achievement of biodiversity protection and sustainability should be removed in particular with regard to fisheries and agriculture 

- objectives regarding maritime transport and safety should be ambitious and strengthened; the conclusions of the EU Transport Council and the EU Environment Council on the Prestige accident will provide the building blocks for a more stringent approach 

- principles from spatial planning should be considered to establish a good basis for a more integrated approach of the marine area 

- environmental impact assessment and strategic environmental assessment are recommended as tools to improve the quality and coherence of the development process of activities, plans, programmes and policies 

- with regard to a mechanism to improve co-ordination, there was support for the setting up of a consultative body with representatives from the secretariats and at least one Contracting Party of all the regional seas and other relevant conventions and representatives of EC, EEA, JRC, ICES . The participation of fisheries organisations would be desirable. Other interested stakeholders should also be associated to this process. The mandate of such a body would be comprehensive and cover all issues pertinent to the protection of the marine environment including policy, the development of an ecosystem approach and in particular, monitoring and assessment 

- the development of the marine strategy should be based on the concept of an integrated ecosystem approach to management 

- the term ‘ecosystem approach’ was adopted and can be technically defined as "the comprehensive integrated management of human activities based on best available scientific knowledge about the ecosystem and its dynamics, in order to identify and take action on influences which are critical to the health of the marine ecosystems, thereby achieving sustainable use of ecosystem goods and services and maintenance of ecosystem integrity" 

- the concept of the ecosystem approach should be kept simple. This was considered imperative in order to both explain and gain the necessary levels of political and public support 

- the ecosystem approach should build from existing appropriate initiatives such as the EU-Directives, the Bergen Declaration, mandates under OSPAR, HELCOM and ICES on ecological quality objectives and work in the Baltic framework under Agenda 21 

- existing research and monitoring results should be assessed for relevant information and where appropriate new research should be directed in order to provide needed information; in this the 6th EAP shall offer an opportunity for the scientific community especially the international scientific organisations to support the development of a marine strategy 

- a roadmap should be prepared to guide the development and implementation of an ecosystem approach within the marine strategy, following the lines set out by the Conference working session on the Ecosystem Approach 

- existing monitoring and assessment programmes and the knowledge they have generated reveal a significant number of information gaps on the state of the marine environment, on the processes taking place in the marine environment and on the effectiveness of the existing environmental protection measures 

- common approaches to assessment and monitoring activities would allow countries and international organisations in the field to bring out the big picture, to operate more cost-effectively and to enhance the Pan-European understanding of the state of the marine environment in general and the further policy challenges that it poses 

- the design of assessment and monitoring programmes should respond to policy needs and objectives. The complexity of the marine environmental processes has to be taken into account when drawing up suitable monitoring and assessment programmes – and it becomes even more important if policy developments will increasingly be directed through an ecosystem approach 

- this may imply that international monitoring programmes should be steered more from a perspective of large-scale ecosystem units rather than solely on the basis of existing monitoring needs for national waters 

The Danish Presidency will present these conclusions at the Environment Council on 9th December 2002 and the Greek Presidency is invited to follow up on the further development of the marine strategy in co-operation with stakeholders.

