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Member States of the European Union are increasingly designating marine protected areas (MPAs) to
meet globally agreed marine protection targets and regional commitments. A number of studies have
examined the impact of the associated European policy on the representation of species and habitats
but there is no comprehensive review of their combined impact on marine conservation in Europe. Here
a systematic conservation planning framework is used to conduct such a review and compare the
existing legislation to three elements of best practice, which are designed to identify MPA networks
that achieve conservation goals whilst increasing the likelihood of implementation. In particular, this
review investigates the extent to which legislation: (i) translates broad policy goals into explicit
targets; (ii) incorporates socio-economic data into the planning process; and (iii) requires a social
assessment. Whilst this legislation has widespread political support and has underpinned the rapid
expansion of MPA networks, this review shows it largely fails to incorporate these key components
from systematic conservation planning. Therefore, if European approaches to marine conservation are
to fulfil their goal of halting marine biodiversity loss, it is essential they link existing policy frameworks
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with transparent strategies that account for local conditions and support implementation.
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1. Introduction

There is international agreement on the need for increased
protection of the world’s oceans because of rapid declines in the
health of many marine ecosystems [1]. However, protected area
(PA) coverage in the marine realm is relatively low, with only
1.17% of the ocean’s surface designated as marine protected areas
(MPAs), in contrast to 12.7% of terrestrial areas [2,3]. In response,
many governments have agreed to establish or expand existing
MPA networks within their marine jurisdictions to meet globally
agreed marine protection targets [4,5], such as the Convention on
Biological Diversity’s (CBD) ‘Aichi Target’, which recommends that
by 2020, 10% of marine and coastal areas should be covered by
MPAs [6,7]. This interest in establishing MPAs is also reflected in
the European Union (EU), where MPAs are increasingly seen as
important spatial management tools to address a broad array of
management goals, such as biodiversity conservation and sus-
tainable fisheries [8].

However, implementing a network of MPAs in Europe is likely
to be challenging because approaches that govern marine con-
servation are often developed at both the European and national
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level [9]. Consequently, recent work has called for research to
address knowledge gaps about the factors influencing the success
of European MPAs [10]. Thus, whilst many commentators have
examined the impact of European law and policy on the repre-
sentation of species and habitats [11-14], and there is a growing
body of evidence on the effectiveness of MPAs in Europe [10],
there is no comprehensive review of the combined impacts of
marine conservation policy in Europe. This paper addresses this
gap by: (i) reviewing the extensive body of marine conservation
planning legislation in Northern Europe, defined as the North East
Atlantic (Fig. 1); and, (ii) identifying problems with the existing
approaches used to guide the selection and designation of MPAs.
This involves highlighting several key components of best prac-
tice from conservation planning science and proposing how
existing measures should be adapted to include such elements.

2. The current consensus on best practice in conservation
planning

It is generally agreed in the scientific literature that the best
approach for designing PA networks is systematic conservation
planning [15]. This approach is designed to identify priority areas
for conservation that ensure the representation and persistence of
biodiversity, whilst minimising impacts on stakeholders and
increasing the likelihood of implementation [16,17]. Systematic
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Fig. 1. North East Atlantic as defined by the OSPAR Commission. Regions are
defined as follows: (I) Arctic Waters; (II) Greater North Sea; (IIlI) Celtic Seas;
(IV) Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast; and (V) Wider Atlantic.

conservation planning is a process that combines a short-term
conservation assessment, which identifies priority areas for con-
servation management, together with a long-term implementa-
tion framework that is used to achieve conservation action [16].
This approach has been widely used in both the terrestrial and
marine realms and this is partly because it avoids being overly
prescriptive. However, there are three key aspects that underpin
the success and flexibility of this approach and these are described
in the following sub-sections.

2.1. Compile a list of broad-goals and set quantitative targets

Systematic conservation planning involves translating the
broad-goals of the planning process into explicit and measurable
objectives. This generally involves: (i) compiling a list of con-
servation features, such as important species, habitats and ecolo-
gical processes, based on legislation or expert opinion, and
(ii) setting quantitative targets for the minimum amount of each
feature intended for protection [18,19]. There has been substan-
tial debate about target-based conservation planning but there
are two broad reasons why it is generally seen as best practice
[19]. First, it allows policy makers to measure how well existing
PA networks meet these targets and makes it less likely that
conservation features with high economic value are under-
represented [18]. Second, it provides a clear purpose for con-
servation decisions, lending them accountability and scientific
defensibility and so makes them less open to direct or uncon-
scious political interference [18,20]. This transparency helps build
stakeholder support and also provides a platform for discussing
trade-offs between different groups.

2.2. Incorporate socio-economic data

Another advantage of setting targets is that it allows the
incorporation of socio-economic data into the planning process
without compromising conservation goals, as the process is based
on meeting targets for every feature, even when there is no
alternative but to select costly areas. In contrast, priority setting
without targets creates an incentive to avoid areas that are
deemed too costly to protect, regardless of their conservation
value [15]. Including socio-economic data facilitates the develop-
ment of conservation plans that: (i) minimise impacts on stake-
holders, and so reduce conflict between conservationists and
resource users [21,22]; (ii) are more cost effective to implement

and manage [23,24]; (iii) can influence policy by highlighting
trade-offs between achieving higher levels of a feature target and
the increase in cost to obtain it [23], and; (iv) account for
conservation opportunity and constraint data and so increase
the likelihood of implementation [25]. There are a number of
types of conservation costs that can be included in the planning
process, such as: acquisition, management, opportunity, transac-
tion and damage [23], although opportunity costs (the foregone
revenues to stakeholders) are commonly used to influence the
location of MPAs [26].

2.3. Conduct a social assessment

Much of the early literature on systematic conservation plan-
ning focused on analysing biological data, but it is now widely
accepted that it is vital to also conduct a social assessment [16],
which involves incorporating socio-economic, social and policy-
based information in the planning process [27]. Thus, in order to
facilitate the translation of priority areas and goals into conserva-
tion action it is essential to undertake a well-resourced social
assessment that gathers the relevant non-biological data [28].
This must involve identifying and working with the relevant
stakeholders and implementing agencies to develop a better
understanding of impacts, such as the opportunities and con-
straints associated with each type of conservation intervention
[17,28]. This information can then be used to inform the con-
servation assessment, by setting targets that reflect both biologi-
cal, social, and economic requirements and adjusting costs to
preferentially select areas where stakeholder support is most
likely [17,28,29]. However, it should be recognised that the
designation of some priority areas will never have full stakeholder
support. Thus, this information should also be used to minimise
conflict and inform the implementation strategy by identifying
how priority areas should be managed in ways that foster support
and fit within existing policy frameworks [17,29].

3. International and European marine conservation law and
policy

There are a number of ‘peripheral’ legal obligations and non-
binding provisions that influence biodiversity conservation in
Europe [30,31], which include the following: Convention on
Wetlands of International Importance (Ramsar); Convention on
the Conservation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats
(Bern); Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of
Wild Animals (Bonn); World Summit on Sustainable Develop-
ment (WSSD); the Protected Areas Programme of the World
Conservation Union [32]; and the Marine Strategy Framework
Directive [31]. However, the main policy instruments that govern
the conservation of marine biodiversity and the selection and
designation of MPAs in Northern Europe are: (i) the Convention
on Biological Diversity; (ii) the European Birds and Habitats
Directives; and (iii) the Convention for the Protection of the
Marine Environment of the North East Atlantic, which are
summarised and compared to best practice in the following
sub-sections.

3.1. Convention on Biological Diversity

3.1.1. Marine policy relevance

The EU’s Member States are Contacting Parties to the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity (CBD), which states in Article
8(a) that: “each contracting party shall as far as possible and as
appropriate establish a system of protected areas or areas where
special measures need to be taken to conserve biological
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diversity” [33]. Such PAs are defined in Article 2 as: “a geogra-
phically defined area which is designated or regulated and
managed to achieve specific conservation objectives” [33]. The
establishment of a representative global network of MPAs was
initially proposed at the 7th Conference of the Parties (COP) to the
CBD [5] where it was agreed that the goal of the Programme of
Work on Protected Areas, and on Marine and Coastal Biological
Diversity should be: “the establishment and maintenance of
marine and coastal protected areas that are effectively managed,
ecologically based and contribute to a global network of marine
and coastal protected areas, building upon national and regional
systems, including a range of levels of protection, where human
activities are managed, particularly through national legislation,
regional programmes and policies, traditional and cultural prac-
tices and international agreements, to maintain the structure and
functioning of the full range of marine and coastal ecosystems”
[34,35], echoing commitments made at the WSSD and 5th World
Parks Congress [36,37].

This goal was further reinforced with the formulation of the 20
time-bound Aichi targets that were negotiated within the CBD’s
new Strategic Plan for Biodiversity at the 10th COP [38]. In the
context of MPAs, Aichi Target 11 urges that: “by 2020, at least
10 per cent of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of
particular importance for biodiversity and ecosystem services,
are conserved through effectively and equitably managed, ecolo-
gically representative and well connected systems of protected
areas and other effective area-based conservation measures, and
integrated into the wider landscapes and seascapes” [38].

3.1.2. Critique

In terms of developing a list of broad-goals and translating
these into targets, the Programme of Work on Protected Areas
states Contracting Parties should aim to achieve 10% protection of
their coastal and marine areas by 2020, and this should involve
developing feature-specific targets that reflect their national and
regional priorities [34]. These targets act as an important founda-
tion [39] but this programme has neither prescribed any sub-
sidiary legal requirements to the generality of Article 8(a), nor
established any explicit goals or targets defining what these
systems should aim to achieve [40]. Moreover, whilst the Aichi
Targets address marine protection in substantially more detail,
they have been criticised because these targets: (i) do not resolve
how Contracting Parties and regions such as the EU will work
together to achieve these goals; and (ii) are not legally binding
since the CBD merely ‘urges’ Contracting Parties to fulfil them
[7.41].

With regards to incorporating socio-economic data, the Pro-
gramme of Work on Protected Areas states that Contracting
Parties should: “use relevant socio-economic data required to
develop effective planning processes” to substantially improve
site-based protected area planning and management [35]. How-
ever, this is only a ‘suggested’ activity as Contracting Parties are
only: “encouraged to pay due regard to the social, economic and
environmental costs and benefits of various options” [35]. Thus,
there are no clear requirements to incorporate these data into the
planning process. In fact a greater emphasis is placed on collect-
ing data on: (i) the socio-economic value of marine ecosystems,
and the cost of their continuing decline; and (ii) the establish-
ment and maintenance cost of managing protected areas [34,35].

In contrast, the Programme of Work on Protected Areas does
clearly state that to improve site-based PA planning and manage-
ment that “all protected areas” should be developed using:
“participatory and science-based site planning processes that
incorporate clear biodiversity objectives, targets, management
strategies and monitoring programmes, drawing upon existing

methodologies and a long-term management plan with active
stakeholder involvement” [35]. Whilst this implies some aspects
of best practice from conservation planning science, and clearly
highlights that PA design and management should involve colla-
boration with relevant stakeholders, once again there is no
requirement to incorporate this into national policies that govern
PA selection and designation [35].

Nonetheless, despite its voluntary nature the EU has declared
its commitment to integrate the CBD’s Strategic Plan for Biodi-
versity and its time-bound Aichi targets into: “all relevant EU
sectors and policies and to implement them, including through
the future EU Biodiversity Strategy” [42]. However, the EU
Biodiversity Strategy, a policy document developed to support
these objectives, only refers to MPAs as a tool for supporting
sustainable fisheries, and makes no explicit reference to achieving
Aichi Target 11 [43].

3.2. European Birds and Habitats Directives

3.2.1. Marine policy relevance

The European Birds and Habitats Directives are two of the EU’s
principal and most comprehensive instruments of conservation
strategy that are legally binding on Member States. The Birds
Directive (Council Directive 79/409/EEC), though primarily con-
cerned with avian conservation, requires the designation of
Special Protection Areas (SPAs) to: “maintain endangered, vulner-
able, and migratory species of conservation concern across their
natural range” [44]. The principal goal of the Habitats Directive
(Council Directive 92/43/EEC) is the conservation of natural
habitats and of wild fauna and flora [45], and requires the
designation of Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) defined as
the most appropriate areas to: “maintain or restore, natural
habitats, plant and animal species of conservation concern to a
favourable conservation status across their natural range” [45].

The selection of SACs is described in Annex III of the Habitats
Directive and is based exclusively on scientific criteria, such as:
(i) the degree of representativity, ecological quality and area for
habitat types; and (ii) the size, density of populations, and the
degree of their isolation for species [45-47]. In contrast, there are
no agreed EU criteria for the selection and designation of SPAs.
Although many countries use the criteria based on the Ramsar 1%
flyway population [48]. In combination these sites form the
Natura 2000 network, which is described as an ecologically
coherent community wide-network of PAs covering terrestrial
and marine ecosystems [45,46], and each EU state must con-
tribute to Natura 2000 “in proportion to the representation
within its territory of the natural habitat types and the habitats
of the species detailed in the Directive’s Annexes” [45].

3.2.2. Critique

Although the EU Birds and Habitats Directives contain a list of
conservation features that are considered appropriate subjects for
conservation interventions', and were established with extensive
national and political input, they have not been re-evaluated since
2007 [48]. This has resulted in several problems, as it fails to take
into account: (i) how species and habitat conservation status has
changed with the expansion of the EU [49]; (ii) new data on the

! The EC Birds Directive requires the designation of SPAs for rare and/or
threatened species (192 species or sub-species as listed in Annex I of the
Directive), together with sites which that are important for regularly occurring
migratory species. The EC Habitats Directive includes measures for the strict
protection of species listed in Annex IV, and requires the designation of SACs that
will make a contribution to conserving the 189 habitat types and 788 species
identified in Annexes I and II of the Directive (as amended in the consolidated
version 1.1 of the Habitats Directive in 2007).
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importance of marine species and habitats [47,50,51]; and
(iii) changing risks from climate change and other factors [52,53].
In addition, there is no formal agreement or coordinated attempt to
establish which other biodiversity features should be represented
[8,11], particularly areas that are important for marine ecosystem
functioning such as spawning and aggregation sites. This may
neglect areas that support key ecological processes that are difficult
to define spatially such as migratory routes [54], arguably failing to
implement Bonn Convention obligations. In addition, the Habitats
Directives has been criticised as ill-suited for marine conservation
because it was originally designed for terrestrial use and then
initially only applied to inshore areas [48,54].

Moreover, compared to the detail that prescribes what should
be protected, there has been little consideration of targets
specifying how much of each feature should be conserved. Thus,
existing approaches for designating SPAs and SACs are at the
discretion of Member States, and have varied substantially as a
result [40,46,47]. Selection has almost always focused on the
properties of individual sites, such as the presence of target
species and habitats [55]. The only mention of targets in the
Habitats Directive relates only to whether a nominated site
should be proposed as a SAC, so that sites containing 60% of a
feature should automatically be proposed, whereas sites contain-
ing 20% of a feature need further assessment before being
considered for proposal [56]. However, these figures have often
been misunderstood to mean that between 20% and 60% of a
species population or habitat area should be protected [47,48].
Thus, although the Directives oblige Member States to ensure
each site achieves ‘favourable conservation status’, they provide
no guidance on how much of each feature should be conserved in
a PA network. This makes it difficult to determine: (i) how close
the marine component of Natura 2000 is to being complete; (ii)
what protection shortfalls need to be resolved through conserva-
tion planning; and (iii) how well this network will perform in the
future [11,13,40].

Article 2 of the Habitats Directive does, however, state that
conservation measures shall take account of: “economic, social
and cultural requirements and regional and local characteris-
tics”[45], although their inclusion is often limited because Eur-
opean guidelines require that Member States should ‘only’
employ scientific and ecological criteria in the selection and
designation of sites [47,51]. The guidelines do require Member
States to identify how different stakeholders interact with the
species and habitats targeted for protection. However, this is
primarily concerned with environmental impact assessments and
identifying the negative impacts of activities, rather than
documenting where stakeholders may support conservation
[47]. Furthermore, the level of stakeholder participation is often
restricted to what has been described as ‘consultative’ [57], so
whilst stakeholders are encouraged to be involved in implemen-
tation and management, they lack powers to influence where a
site is designated or how specific features are protected [29,58].
This is in line with other approaches to conservation planning in
Europe which specifies that socio-economic data and stakeholder
involvement should not guide the selection of PAs [46].

This has given rise to problems in some Member States, such
as: (i) disagreements about the scope of stakeholders influence
over designated areas; (ii) increased conflict at various stages of
the planning and implementation process, particularly the desig-
nation of site boundaries; and (iii) a lack of local acceptance, and
confusion surrounding the protection statuses (i.e., overlap
among national, EU and IUCN statuses) of existing and new PAs
[11,50,55,59,60]. Therefore, given limited conservation resources,
the present approach to identifying PAs has often generated
unwanted economic impacts and increased social tensions rather
than foster support for conservation [50,60].

3.3. Convention for the protection of the marine environment
of the North East Atlantic

3.3.1. Marine policy relevance

The Convention for the protection of the marine environment
of the North East Atlantic (OSPAR) is designed to regulate marine
activities across a number of EU Member States marine jurisdic-
tions (Fig. 1). This includes territorial waters, exclusive economic
zones (EEZs) and areas beyond national jurisdiction [61], and can
be interpreted as legally binding for the Governments of the 15
contracting parties and EU Member States through the effect of
the EU being a direct signatory [54].

The convention’s primary emphasis was on anti-dumping and
pollution measures [61], but it now includes explicit references to
marine conservation planning, which include obligations in Arti-
cle 2(1)(a) to: “conserve marine ecosystems and, when practic-
able, restore marine areas” [61]. In addition, OSPAR has issued
several relevant binding and non-binding provisions with regard
to MPAs through its Biological Diversity and Ecosystems Strategy,
which are directed at: (i) “conserving species, habitats and
ecological processes which have been adversely affected by
human activities”; and (ii) “protection of areas that best represent
the range of species habitats and ecological processes” in the
OSPAR maritime area [62]. Furthermore, to complement existing
European measures OSPAR has developed a number of strategies
for Contracting Parties to implement a joint network of “well-
managed” MPAs, that together with the Natura 2000 network is
“ecologically coherent” [62-64]. In addition, though some differ-
ences exist in their text and geographical scope, OSPAR also
operates a joint programme of work on MPAs with HELCOM,
which is the Convention on the Protection of the Marine Environ-
ment of the Baltic Sea Area [64,65].

3.3.2. Critique

In order to address gaps in existing European measures, OSPAR
has developed a list of conservation features in need of protec-
tion? [66] but this has primarily focused on offshore habitats and
species, as existing efforts have generally been directed at
protecting inshore territorial waters [51,54]. This list seeks to
complement, but not duplicate work under other international
and European agreements [67], and forms part of the criteria in
the guidelines used to reinforce the identification and selection of
OSPAR MPAs [63,68]. However, even though OSPAR provides a
framework for identifying suitable sites, there are no explicit or
legally binding targets for what this network should aim to
achieve [68]. Although, OSPAR does encourage Contracting Parties
to develop a network that is consistent with existing international
obligations, such as the CBD target that: “at least 10% of each of
the world’s marine and coastal ecological regions” should be
conserved [62,69]. OSPAR also recommends that Contracting
Parties should determine the proportion of each biodiversity
feature to be included within this joint network using the best
available data [68], which is likely to be difficult given that:
(i) there is no formal guidance on how to develop quantitative
targets; (ii) data on many of the listed species, if available, are
often mapped at too coarse a spatial and temporal scale; and
(iii) there has been no coordinated attempt by EU Member States to
develop a research agenda to address these data gaps [66,68,70].

Moreover, given that EU Member States have different capa-
city levels and priorities [49], they have often interpreted the

2 OSPAR has produced three documents since it was first ratified that
identifies threatened and or declining species and habitats in the OSPAR maritime
area that should be represented in MPAs; the latest version includes 16 habitats
and 42 species (comprised of 5 invertebrates, 9 birds, 22 fish, 2 reptiles and
4 mammals).
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Convention’s broad-goals differently. This is because Member
States have their own framework for the organisation of environ-
mental policy [9], and so consequently, targets for features may
be influenced by social and political acceptability. Such trends are
already evident in European terrestrial conservation strategies,
where protected areas are commonly placed at high elevations
and in areas of low population density and economic potential
[13,71]. Furthermore, given that the OSPAR selection criteria do
not account for what is already conserved under Natura 2000, it is
unlikely that the ecological goals of this ‘joint network’ will be
met [63]. This is especially because the majority of existing OSPAR
MPAs are SACs and SPAs, so that 144 of the 159 OSPAR MPAs
overlap with these existing Natura 2000 sites. Thus, the current
network is failing to fulfil its goal of conserving offshore areas, as
most Natura 2000 sites are located in inshore territorial waters>
or are simply extensions of terrestrial sites [53,70,72].

In addition, even though OSPAR explicitly states that conser-
vation measures should consider: “social and economic implica-
tions”[61], the guidelines for the identification and selection of
MPAs make no reference of how to account for socio-economic
data when identifying MPAs [63,68]. Though, in contrast to other
European measures, OSPAR has developed guidance on how to
incorporate relevant stakeholders, experts and organisations into
the planning process [73]. However, this guidance was only
developed to ensure that Contracting Parties are aware of:
(i) approaches to communicating with different types of stake-
holders; and (ii) the benefits and challenges of stakeholder parti-
cipation. Moreover, it also states that the selection and designa-
tion of sites is often a lengthy process and that stakeholder
engagement should be assessed on a case by case basis [73]. This
further emphasises, as with other European measures, that
stakeholder consultation about the nature of designated or
proposed sites is often disregarded at the value of other stages
in the planning process [74].

4. Discussion
4.1. Successes in current European law and policy

Whilst developing PAs in Europe has proven difficult, the
European legislation described in Section 3 has significant poli-
tical buy-in and widespread support [60]. This is highlighted by
the rapid expansion of PA networks such as Natura 2000 [43],
which currently contains more than 26,000 sites covering 17.5%
of the EU territory [48]. The EU also has the clear expertise and
legal authority to effectively implement a network of transna-
tional MPAs, which is demonstrated by the Habitats Directive
being the first international instrument to address the protection
of all habitats within the region [54].

Moreover, this European legislation has provided the first
coherent framework for conservation planning at a national level
in a number of countries, so there would probably be far less
interest in designating PAs in Europe without such obligations
[40]. It is also likely that EU legislation has resulted in far better
representation of important biodiversity features than could have
been achieved by individual Member States acting alone. In
addition, the broad goals identified in the legislation described

3 In 2010, the OSPAR MPA network consisted of 159 sites (144 of which
overlap with existing Natura 2000 sites) collectively covering 147,322 km?,
corresponding to 1.06% of the OSPAR maritime area. As the vast majority of sites
have been designated in territorial waters overall coverage of coastal waters by
OSPAR MPAs is 13.5%. In contrast, coverage of offshore areas i.e., exclusive
economic zones is 0.57%. In addition, no MPA has yet been established in areas
beyond national jurisdiction, which comprises 40% of the OSPAR maritime area.

in Section 3 mean there is a great deal of scope for Member States
to tailor their actions to local conditions. For example, the Marine
and Coastal Access Act was developed by the UK government in
response to their OSPAR commitments [75,76]. This Act resulted
in the Marine Conservation Zone (MCZ) project which represents
the first such attempt in Europe to adopt principles of best
practice from conservation planning. Thus, the initial recommen-
dations for priority areas that form the basis of the UKs first
comprehensive MPA network are based on achieving explicit
quantitative targets, and involved significant stakeholder partici-
pation [29,76,77].

However, it should be noted that the UK Government were not
required to adopt this approach and voluntarily used aspects of
best practice to underpin the MCZ project. Thus, current legisla-
tion makes it more likely that Member States will adopt less
systematic approaches and so produce MPA networks that fail to
conserve marine biodiversity adequately or reduce negative
impacts on stakeholders [78,79].

4.2. Adopting key components of best practice from conservation
planning

European legislation is currently failing to benefit from the
lessons learnt in systematic conservation planning but there are
opportunities for its application. This is because current measures
adopt some aspects of best practice, such as compiling a list of
important species and habitats of conservation concern. However,
these aspects are not used as part of a coherent framework and
are generally not applied in a transparent manner. Thus, there is
an obvious need for change but any suggested amendments must
account for the current legislative frameworks. This is why
amending the OSPAR legislation is probably most appropriate
because it focuses on developing a network of MPAs, which is in
contrast to the site-by-site approach of the Birds and Habitats
Directives [40]. In addition, such a role would be possible given
that OSPAR’s text and actions are legally binding on Member
States through the effect of the EU being a signatory [54].

4.3. Adopting a more coordinated approach to conservation
planning in Europe

One of the key issues with existing approaches to marine
conservation planning in Europe is the lack of quantitative targets
or framework to develop them. This has inevitably led to a lack of
consistency between individual Member States and a failure to
measure progress and adapt strategies based on changes in data
and socio-economic conditions. Moreover, recent research has
shown that if Europe was to adopt a target-based approach then
Member States would require less money if they adopted a
coordinated approach, rather than identifying priorities in isolation
[80]. Therefore, a more transparent and coordinated strategy within
Europe would allow the development of more sophisticated plan-
ning that accounts for socio-economic data, resulting in increased
representation of biodiversity and cost-efficiency [80,81]. Such a
target-based approach could be particularly important in the EU, as
it would allow better consideration of the trade-offs involved in
exploiting and developing ‘shared’ marine resources and conserving
biodiversity.

5. Conclusion

Marine conservation planning in Europe is often seen as a
balancing act between socio-economic and political interests and
the need to improve the status of the marine environment [51].
Despite this trade-off, existing approaches have resulted in the
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rapid expansion of PA networks across Member States, under-
lining the EU’s ability to implement a network of transnational
MPAs. However, existing legislation neglects several key compo-
nents of best practice from conservation planning, which is likely
to prevent the achievement of the EU’s broad conservation goals.
Moreover, given that every Member State is committed to devel-
oping MPA networks, policy makers and practitioners should see
these shortcomings as critically important. This is because a
failure to adopt best practice will result in wasted resources,
increased stakeholder conflict and lost opportunities [82]. There-
fore, if European approaches to marine conservation are to fulfil
their original goals, it is essential that they link existing EU
objectives with implementation strategies that account for local
conditions and facilitate appropriate conservation action.
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