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Summary.

Spain has an extensive network of marine protected
areas covering more than 13% of its marine surface
area. These areas have been designated to protect
very rich and varied biodiversity, but their manage-
ment is inadequate.

In most of these areas, which form part of
the Natura 2000 network, the status of the
habitats and species to be protected has been
assessed as unfavourable. Yet, activities that
“~ 2 impact them continue to be carried out even

\ " after they were declared protected.

This reveals a problem of management in the network
and, therefore, of non-compliance with nature
protection regulations, as these require preventing
any deterioration of habitats and species that are
protected, in favour of their conservation and, if
necessary, their restoration.

One of the greatest threats to the integrity of the
seabed and its habitats, even within marine protected
areas, is bottom-contact fishing, such as bottom trawl-
ing and dredging.

To analyse the extent of these activities in the
Spanish network of marine protected areas,
Oceana has made a detailed analysis of the
incidence of high-impact fishing activities

on the seabed in Spanish Natura 2000 areas
specifically designated for the protection of

the seabed and its habitats.

This analysis reveals that at least 21% of these areas
are being trawled, including heavily impacted areas,
cases of trawling over habitats expressly protected
under the Habitats Directive, and evidence of trawling
over areas where this activity is restricted and
therefore illegal. This report sets out the details of
this analysis, its results, a series of case studies, and
provides specific recommendations for improving the
management of Spanish marine protected areas.

Avilés Canyon, Asturias, Spain. Trawler fishing in Cudillero.
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Introduction

Spain has one of the largest marine zones
in Europe, more than one million square
kilometres, of which 13.1% is currently
designated as marine protected areas
(MPASs)t, most of which are included
within the Natura 2000 network.
However, activities such as bottom
trawling and dredging, two of the most
serious threats to marine ecosystem, are
still tolerated in many of these supposedly
protected areas.? Even within MPAs,
fishing is typically recognised as the main
threat to the benthic habitats that these
areas are supposed to protect.®

The negative effects of fishing
activities that make direct
contact with the seabed include
the degradation or destruction
of habitats, the by-catch of
unwanted species - including
protected species - and the
release of carbon stored on
the seabed. They are therefore
incompatible with any
conservation efforts.

© OCEANA

The Habitats Directive is the main legislation
protecting the natural environment in
Europe, establishing, together with the

Birds Directive, the Natura 2000 network,
which is the largest ecological network in

the world. The directive obliges Member
States to ensure that these protected areas
maintain a favourable conservation status
and, if necessary, to restore them to such
status. They must also establish management
priorities in light of existing threats, to avoid
any deterioration of habitats and species.
Despite all the efforts made to designate
protected areas, the status of the marine
habitats protected under the Habitats
Directive has been assessed as unfavourable
or unknown. In Spain, none of these habitats,
in any of the Spanish marine bioregions
(Atlantic, Macaronesian and Mediterranean),
are currently in a favourable status.

There are other policies also designed to
protect the sea that would reinforce the
Habitats Directive, such as the Marine
Strategy Framework Directive, aimed

at achieving good environmental status

of the marine environment, and the EU
Biodiversity Strategy 2030, which sets

out the roadmap for delivering the nature
protection aspect of the European Green
Deal. The latter foresees the establishment
of binding restoration targets, which is of
particular interest for the recovery of areas
devastated by trawling. At national level,
the Ley de Proteccion del Medio Marino
(Marine Environment Protection Act) and
other regulations related to the Red de

Mallorca Channel, Balearic Islands, Spain.
Trawl marks in a pockmarks zone.
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Areas Marinas Protegidas de Espaiia (RAMPE)
(Network of Marine Protected Areas of
Spain) set the targets for marine protection,
prioritising both the conservation and
recovery of natural heritage and marine
biodiversity. Surprisingly, these policies are
not being applied to end the ongoing use of
destructive fishing gear inside MPAs.

In 2020, Oceana published an
analysis of the main threats
affecting Europe’s Natura 2000
network sites, showing that
activities with negative impacts
are permitted across 96% of its
surface area.’ Fishing was shown
to be the second most commonly
found activity in protected areas,
after maritime traffic.
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Sant Carles de la Rapita, Tarragona, Spain.
Bottom trawler fishing.

This is despite the fact that almost three
quarters of Europe’s Natura 2000 sites
(1945 out of 2671 in 2018) have been
designated specifically to protect seabed
(benthic) habitats, such as reefs and
seagrass meadows. The analysis of the
fishing activity showed that 26% of these
sites suffer from fishing that poses a
high risk to the seabed (such as dredging,
bottom trawling and longlining). It also
revealed a worrying situation for Spain,
which is the country with the highest
number of MPAs with fishing activity
within them in Europe.® Following this
study, it has been estimated that 34% of
the Spanish areas designated to protect
the marine benthos are exposed to high-
risk fishing.¢

In light of these findings, Oceana carried
out a more detailed analysis of trawling
and dredging in Spain, focusing on Natura
2000 areas set up to protect the benthos,
the results of which are presented in this
report. In addition, we present four case
studies of MPAs that appear to be under
heavy fishing pressure from bottom
trawling and where fisheries management
measures are either inadequate or non-
existent. Finally, bottom trawling has

also been observed in areas where it is
specifically forbidden, indicating possible
illegal fishing activities.
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Overview of marine protected
areas and fisheries in Spain

1. The network of marine protected areas)

Most Spanish MPAs are part of the
Natura 2000 network (309 sites in
2020). This network comprises 234 sites
designated under the Habitats Directive
for the protection of certain habitats and
species, known as Sites of Community
Importance (SCls) or Special Areas of
Conservation (SACs). The network also
includes 137 sites designated under the
Birds Directive as Special Protection
Areas for birds (SPAs), which often
overlap with the aforementioned sites.
The national MPA network currently
covers 13.1% of Spain’s marine surface
area,! above the world average, although
far from the 30% target for protection
and effective management committed
to under the EU’s Biodiversity Strategy
for 2030.” This commitment states that
by 2030 at least 10% of the marine area
in the EU will also be fully protected,

in other words, completely safe from
harmful human impacts. Currently, this
type of strict protection only applies to
0.2% of the Spanish MPA network.”

Many Natura 2000 areas totally or
partially overlap with other types of
MPAs, established under national
environmental or fisheries regulations,

or under international conventions
(OSPAR, Barcelona Convention, UNESCO
or RAMSAR). Despite the numerous
protection categories that can often

be found in the same area, effectively

multiplying its protected status, the
management of the Natura 2000 has
proven to be deficient in terms of
fishing activities.”

In Spain, fisheries are frequently
excluded from management
consideration when it comes to
protected areas, as they are subject
to fishing regulations, and are
therefore outside of the scope of
nature conservation objectives.
This is despite the fact that fishing
has been recognised as one of the
activities with the greatest impact
on the marine benthos, including
within MPAs.23

© OCEANA / Carlos Minguell

La Bocayna Strait, Fuerteventura, Spain.
School of salema (Sarpa salpa) in the
Sebadales de Corralejo SAC.
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2. The Spanish trawl fishing fleet )

The Spanish fishing fleet is the largest
fishing fleet in the European Union, both

in terms of volume and value of catches.®
According to data from 2020, the entire
professional fishing fleet was made up

of 8,839 vessels, of which 10.5% are
bottom trawlers which operate in national
fishing grounds (66 in the Cantabrian and
Northwest fishing grounds, 126 in the Gulf
of Cadiz and 580 in the Mediterranean Sea),
with the rest in other EU waters (74 vessels)
and international waters (81 vessels).?

A bottom trawl is a large and heavy net that
has a high potential to damage the seabed.
The following data shows the dimensions
this fishing gear can have and illustrates the
potential environmental impact of the gear.
According to a study on the Mediterranean
trawling fleet, on average the bottom trawls
used are 62 metres long, 90 metres wide
and weigh 280 kg, but the largest reach

lengths of 220 metres, widths of 292 metres

and can weigh up to 778 kg.1°

L IS Of which
N — A\ 10,5%
8,839 vessels | are bottom
) trawlers

In the Mediterranean Sea, this type of fishing gear
can be as large as:

220 metres long

<>

JEH 292 metres wide
778 kg in weight

3. Trawling and Natura 2000 network legislation )

> Designation of Natura 2000 sites

In articles 4.5 and 6.2, the Habitats
Directive legally established

the obligation to prevent the
deterioration of natural habitats
and disturbance of species of
Community interest in MPAs,

from the moment these sites are
proposed to be protected.

However, in general terms, the new
Natura 2000 designation does not

entail specific fisheries management.
Consequently, in those MPAs where
destructive fishing was ongoing prior to
designation, it generally continues after
designation despite the outstanding
natural value the sites are designated
for. New Natura 2000 sites are usually
designated by their inclusion in the lists
published in the Official Journal of the
European Union (OJEU), without any
management measures being adopted.
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Punta Entinas-El Sabinar, Almeria, Spain.
Diver showing a rhodolith.

> Management plans for Natura 2000 sites

In cases where new MPAs do have
designation regulations, these include a
preventive protection regime which, as a
general rule, does not affect fishing activity.
This is the case, for example, with the areas
designated under the LIFE+ INDEMARES
project, for which the ministerial declaration
orders expressly indicate this exclusion

for fishing. It may also be the case that
previously implemented environmental
regulations apply. This occurs when there

is a partial or total overlap with other
environmental protection measures, such
as the two marine national parks in Spain
(Archipiélago de Cabrera and Islas Atldnticas)
where bottom trawling is prohibited by law
and, as a result, is also prohibited in the
sections of the Natura 2000 sites which
overlap with these national parks.

When they are initially designated, Natura
2000 areas generally have no management
plan in place, a situation that continues

until such specific measures are developed,

approved and implemented. The Habitats
Directive and the Spanish Natural Heritage
Law!! establish a maximum period of

six years to establish these measures, a
time during which fishing often continues
to be managed independently of the
area’s conservation objectives, without
halting or avoiding its possible negative
effects on the ecological integrity of
sites. In Spain, according to data from the
European Environment Agency (EEA),*? of
the 218 MPAs analysed, only 62% have

a management plan in force, and for the
rest, the six-year period has expired or
almost expired. This is the case with the

El Arco, La Azohia, Murcia, Spain.
Common octopus (Octopus vulgaris) in a
Posidonia oceanica meadow.

INDEMARES sites that were declared
SCls in December 2015 (OJEU),*2 which
should have a management plan in place
before the end of 2021. These plans are
being developed as part of another major
marine conservation project - LIFE IP
INTEMARES - in Spain, whose purpose

is to achieve, through participation and
research, a properly managed network

of Spanish MPAs.

© QCEANA / Juan Cuetos
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As mentioned above, many Natura 2000
areas overlap totally or partially with
other types of protected areas. These
may already have fisheries management
measures in place, including express

certain exceptions.

restrictions on trawling, which therefore
also apply to the Natura 2000 areas with
which they overlap. Other restrictions
on trawling, arising from fisheries
regulations, exist, such as:

Fishing restricted areas, including marine reserves, fishing reserves, and fishing
protected areas, where trawling is generally prohibited, although there may be

7_ 2\ Spatial closures in particular areas of the various marine regions, such as the

@ Gulf of Cadiz (within 6 nautical miles from shore or the 50 metres isobath®); the
Mediterranean Sea (below 1000 metres depth and within 3 nautical miles from
shore or within the 50 metres isobath;*); throughout the entire Canary Islands
National Fishing Ground;?° and below 800 metres in the North East Atlantic.1®

coralligenous habitats and rhodolith beds.*

Closures around specific sensitive habitats csuch as seagrass meadows,

On the other hand, since the 2013 reform
of the EU Common Fisheries Policy, Spain
has still not yet adopted any management
measures relating to Article 11 pursuant
to the adoption of conservation measures
necessary to comply with environmental

legislation. This mechanism is directly
relevant to manage fisheries in MPAs
where other EU countries have fishing
interests, a situation applicable to several
Spanish MPAs like El Cachucho SAC

(see Case Studies).

Analysis of fishing activity in Spanish
marine protected areas

1. Methods )

> Fishing

This study focuses on bottom trawling
and dredging as these are the fishing
gears that have the greatest impact on
habitats, according to the European
matrix of potential vulnerability to fishing
gear,’ as this towed gear comes into
direct contact with the sea floor.

Fishing records have been obtained from
Global Fishing Watch (GFW), a tool that
uses data publicly transmitted through
the Automatic Identification System
(AIS), to differentiate apparent fishing
activity from non-fishing activities (such
as sailing).
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From this point onwards, references to
fishing activities should be understood
as apparent fishing activities, as

they are based on GFW analysis.*®
Only vessels of at least 15 metres in
length (19% of the professional fleet
in Spain) are required to be equipped
with AIS, so the activity of smaller
trawlers, some 80 vessels,'” could not
be analysed. Vessels can also trick the
system by falsifying their locations

or turning off their AlS transponders

> Protected areas

whenever they wish. Consequently,
the impact of the fishing activity
recorded in this analysis is likely to
be underestimated. The analysis was
undertaken using the most recent
GFW data available, from January to
December 2020. In order to minimise
the incidence of possible signal errors,
areas where the annual fishing hours
was less than one hour have been
considered to be trawl-free areas.

Due to the potential interactions of
bottom fishing with benthic habitats, our
analysis focused on MPAs designated for
the protection of benthos. Of these, the
Natura 2000 areas that protect benthic
habitats were ideal for the study, given the
abundance and homogeneity of data on
these MPAs in the EEA database,'? and the
fact that they are all governed by the same
regulations. The study included the 218
areas designated up to the end of 2019,
thereby ensuring that the analysis was
carried out on protected areas that had
already been declared as such at the time
that the fishing activity was analysed.

> Benthic habitats

© OCEANZ /;uan'Cuetps o d
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Isla de las Palomas, Murcia, Spain.
Sponge (Oscarella lobularis), bryozoan
(Myriaporatruncata) and tower shells (Turritella sp.).

To analyse how fishing activity directly
interacts with the habitats present in

the MPAs, the few detailed habitat maps
available have been used, such as those
derived from the LIFE+ INDEMARES on
habitats of Community interest (listed in
Annex | of the Habitats Directive), the
MEDISEH project on Posidonia meadows,
coralligenous communities and rhodolith

beds in the Mediterranean, and those
resulting from management plans, in the
case of El Cachucho SAC. In connection
with this study, a request was made to
the Ministry for Ecological Transition
to get all existing mapping of benthic
habitats in Spanish MPAs, but at the
time of finalising this report, no answer
was received.


http://infomar.cedex.es:8080/geonetwork/srv/api/records/1ae8e422-2379-4620-882d-198644c2f95d
https://imbriw.hcmr.gr/mediseh/
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2. Results )
The analysis of fishing records shows that exception of the Macaronesian region
bottom trawling and dredging appear to (Canary Islands) where this activity has been
occur inside MPAs in all Spanish marine expressly prohibited since 2015.2° The main
regions, including with apparent highly results of the analysis are as follows:

impacted areas (Figure 1), with the

o 73% of the fishing activity recorded within Spanish Natura 2000 areas corresponds to trawlers
and one dredging vessel (Irish - hereafter, mentions of these trawlers will include this dredge).

e Trawling activity has been detected in 45 of the 218 Natura 2000 areas designated for
seabed protection. . This means that, in Spain, 21% of the areas that should be protecting
benthic habitats could actually be impacted by bottom trawling. This percentage rises to
24% when excluding MPAs in the Macaronesian region, where trawling is prohibited.

 In terms of surface area, excluding the Macaronesian region, areas directly or
indirectly impacted by trawling account for 64% of the total surface area of Natura
2000 sites designated to protect benthic habitats.

e In 2020, these 45 MPAs were trawled by 404 vessels for a total of 73,100 hours, with
some locations exceeding 22,200 hours (Box 1).

o Of these 45 MPAs, less than half have a management plan in place. These include
both areas designated several years ago - such as the Area marina de Tabarca SC| and
the Albordn SCI, both designated in 2006 - and more recent areas established under
the INDEMARES project (2015).

e Almost 50% of the trawlers operating in the national fishing grounds (at least 349 out
of 772), recorded activity within one or more Natura 2000 areas. Of these, up to 20
vessels (all Spanish), fished for 1,000 hours or more each, within Natura 2000 sites.

e The trawling is mainly carried out by Spanish vessels, but significant activity by foreign
vessels has also been detected in Natura 2000 areas (Table 1).

« 80% of the trawling activity (in number of hours) was carried out within the 12
nautical miles limit (territorial sea) in 39 protected areas; the remaining 20% occurred
in waters beyond 12 nautical miles, in six large MPAs (the El Cachucho SAC, and
the SClIs Canal de Menorca, Sistema de canones submarinos de Avilés, Sistema de
cafiones submarinos occidentales del Golfo de Ledn, Sur de Almeria - Seco de los Olivos,
and Volcanes de fango del Golfo de Cddiz). About 15% of these records beyond the
territorial sea, correspond to foreign-flagged bottom trawlers.

© OCEANA
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Fort d’en Moreu, Cabrera National Park, Spain. Trawl net on coralligenous reef.
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% of hours

of apparent N° of % of
fishing vessels vessels
activity

Hours of
apparent fishing
activity

Gear type?

Spain 70,327 96.2 349 85.8 349 bottom trawlers

13 bottom trawlers;
France 1,190 1.6 21 5.2 1 pair trawler;
7 twin trawlers

D
O

Portugal 717 1 22 5.4 22 bottom trawlers

10 bottom trawlers;
Ireland 649 0.9 11 2.7

0 1 dredger

iE l'Jnited 207 <03 2 0.5 2 bottom trawlers

N Kingdom

@ Croatia 9 <01 1 <0.3 1 bottom trawler

0 Italy 1 <0.1 1 <0.3 1 bottom trawler
[ TOTAL 73,100 100 407 100

Table 1: Fishing activity in 2020 involving trawlers and dredgers in Natura 2000 areas designated for benthic habitats.

>Box 1 | Spain’s top ten most trawled marine “protected” areas

In 2020, ten Spanish Natura 2000 marine sites accounted for 97% of the total
bottom trawling hours recorded in MPAs (Table 2). Most of these areas are
extensive, totalling more than 16,000 km? (2% of the Spanish marine surface area),
and cover a wide variety of habitats ranging from shallow to deep-sea. They include
some of the most densely trawled sites designated to protect benthic habitat
among all the those analysed in Spain, like Sur de Almeria - Seco de los Olivos; the
Aviles submarine canyon system; and the Valles sumergidos del escarpe de Mazarrén.
In total, more than 50,000 hours were registered in 2020, with more than 11,000
hours in each site. These results juxtapose starkly with the enormous ecological
relevance of the sites (see Case Studies).

© OGEANA

Seco de los Olivos, Alboran Sea. Gorgonian garden.
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Density
. Marine ARDEAE Apparent of fishing N° of
Site name ; area X ..
demarcation tkm?] fishing hours activity vessels
[h/km?]
Sur de Almeria - Estrechoy
ESZZ16003 Seco de los Olivos Alboran 2,831 22,222 8 39
Sistema de cafiones .
ESZZ12003 submarinos Noratlantica 3,388 15,863 5 85
de Avilés
Valles submarinos del Levantino-
ES6200048 Escarpe de Mazarron Balear 1,539 11,931 8 33
Sistema de cafiones L .
submarinos evantino-
ESZZ16001 occidentales del Golfo Balear 938 7,903 8 31
de Leén
Levantino-
ESZZ16002 Canal de Menorca 3,356 5,554 2 16
Balear
ESZz12002 | VOlcanesdefangodel | sudatlantica 3,178 2,238 1 31
olfo de Cddiz
, Levantino-
ES5110020 Delta de I'Ebre Balear 372 2,122 6 54
Levantino-
ES0000020 Costes del Garraf 265 1,980 8 32
Balear
Espacio marino de Estrechoy
ESZZ16005 Albordn Alboran 109 702 6 24
Estrecho
ES6120032 Estrecho Oriental Albora'ny 263 532 2 6
C TOTAL 16,239 71,047 325

13

Table 2: The ten Spanish Natura 2000 areas designated for the protection of benthic habitats that were the most
densely trawled in 2020.

10°0'W

5°0'W o 5°0'E
L L 1

Il Recorded dredging activity

; [ Recorded bottom trawling activity
4 [ Natura 2000: benthic site affected by bottom-centacting gears

- Natura 2000: benthic site not affected by bottom-contacting gears

[ | Areawhere bottom-contacting gears are prohibited

40°0'N

o / Data Sources: GFW, EFR, EEA, EMODnet. Year: 2020
'NB data based on AlS that is not always on, or required under 15 m.

353°0'N

T T T
5°0'W o0 5°0'E

Figure 1: Records of trawling activity in 2020 inside Spanish Natura 2000 sites designated for the protection of benthic
habitats. (The Macaronesian region is excluded).
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3. Case studies )

> Block 1. Trawling in LIFE+ INDEMARES areas

The LIFE+ INDEMARES project was
designed to be one of the largest marine
conservation projects in Europe over the
past decade, with a budget of 15.4 million
euros, 50% of which was co-financed by the
European Commission. Its main goal was to
improve the representation of the marine
Natura 2000 Network in Spain with the
creation of 10 new marine MPA areas that
cover almost 50,000 km? and are home to
exceptional marine biodiversity.

However, the findings from
Oceana’s analysis are worrying.
Six of these sites are among the
most heavily trawled protected
areas in Spain: Sur de Almeria

- Seco de los Olivos, Sistema de
canones submarinos de Avilés,
Sistema de canones submarinos
occidentales del Golfo de Ledn,
Canal de Menorca, Volcanes de
fango del Golfo de Cddiz, and
Espacio marino de Alboran.

They were designated as SCls in
December 2015, meaning the six-year
deadline for adopting the corresponding
management plans has almost expired,
and yet today they still lack both a plan
and specific fisheries management
measures. These sites are currently
subject to preventive measures to avoid
damage; however, these exclude fishing
activities. This lack of management
results in continuous trawling activity
inside protected sites, that can have
major impacts on the seabed of the sites

© OCEANA

Seco de los Olivos, Alboran Sea.
Tree coral (Dendrophyllia ramea).

and the protected habitats they support,
despite Spain’s legal obligations to
prevent their deterioration.

The analysis of fishing in these sites
showed that six of these 10 SCls are
intensively trawled: from the Espacio
marino de Albordn, with more than 700
hours of activity; to the Sur de Almeria -
Seco de los Olivos, with more than 22,200
hours (Table 2). 75% of the trawling
activity recorded in the 45 Natura

2000 areas analysed occurs in these six
INDEMARES sites. The remaining four
SCls that are part of that project showed
very low or no trawling activity: in the
Espacio marino de llles Columbretes, just
two hours of trawling were recorded;
two other sites are in Canary Islands
waters, where trawling is prohibited and
no activity was observed; and there was
no activity in the Banco de Galicia site,
probably because this is not a fishing
ground for trawling.
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@ Case 1. The most trawled area, the Sur de Almeria - Seco de los Olivos SCI

The ecological importance of the Sur de Almeria -
Seco de los Olivos site lies in the enormous diver-
sity of habitats it harbours, including Posidonia
meadows, coral reefs, as well as gorgonian and
sponge forests, and in the importance of its
waters for sea turtles and numerous species

of cetaceans. The area is also home to many
other habitats and species of great scientific and
conservation interest: rhodolith beds, soft bot-
toms with structural fauna (corals, sponges, sea
pens), endangered species and species of high
commercial value. It also has a varied geomor-
phology, including the Seco de los Olivos sea-
mount, studied in detail during the INDEMARES
project, along with rocky outcrops, escarpments,
canyons, ridges and valleys that have yet to be
explored and described. However, six years after
its designation as an SCI, the area still lacks a
management plan.

The greatest number of trawling hours of all the
MPAs analysed in 2020 was recorded within its
limits, accounting for 30.4% of the total num-
ber of trawling hours (Figure 2). It is also one

of the areas where fishing activity has been the
densest, in terms of annual fishing hours per

D Sur de Almeria - Seco de los Olivos
Habitats of Community interest

[ ] 1170 Reefs

Hours of bottom trawling per km®

0.1 110 E 2958'W 2956'W

square kilometre, despite its large surface area
of almost 3,000 km? (Table 2). This fishing activ-
ity can be attributed to to 38 Spanish trawlers,
mainly from the ports of Almeria, Motril and
Carboneras, as well as to one Croatian vessel.
These boats target, among other species, horse
mackerel, hake, blue whiting, deep-water rose
shrimp, red shrimp and Norway lobster.?1:?2

Fishing activity directly over the mapped Reefs
habitat type of the Seco de los Olivos seamount
is low (Figure 2), although by definition?® sea-
mounts, and other topographic features, can
actually be considered Reefs themselves. On
this basis, the surface area of impacted Reefs
would actually be much larger. Some of the
flatter areas of the Seco de los Olivos seamount
are subject to high trawling activities, affecting
other habitats of high natural value, such as the
soft bottoms with structural species such as

the bamboo coral (Isidella elongata), a critically
endangered species in the Mediterranean Sea.
Other affected areas, both around the seamount
and within the entire MPA, also contain vulnera-
ble and critical habitats that are being impacted
by trawling.

2°50'W 2°48'W

Figure 2: Records of trawling activity in the Sur de Almeria - Seco de los Olivos SCI.
The image on the right shows the Seco de los Olivos seamount area.

15
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The Habitats Directive clearly establishes that as
soon as an area becomes part of the Natura 2000
Network, the primary conservation objective is
to protect the habitats and species of Commu-
nity interest, such as Sandbanks which are slightly
covered by sea water all the time, Reefs, Submarine
structures made by leaking gases, or several spe-
cies of sea turtles and cetaceans (articles 4.5 and
6.2). The analysis of fishing data over protected
habitats mapped under the INDEMARES project
has shown a total of 660 hours of trawling activ-
ity that took place exactly over these habitats of
Community interest.

© OCEANA /.Thierry Lannoy

o

Cape Norfeu, Girona, Spain.
Mediterranean soft coral (Alcyonium acaule).

Case 2. Trawling over habitats of Community interest

Because these INDEMARES areas still lack any
fisheries management, damaging fishing like
bottom trawling could be deteriorating these
protected habitats, as well as other habitats of
high natural value present in these sites. All the
habitats, whether mapped or not, are part of rich
ecosystems that should be properly protected.
This should be done following the precautionary
principle and a whole-site approach to manage-
ment that takes into account broader ecosystems
beyond those protected to ensure their health and
functioning. The following are four of the most
striking cases of possible trawling over habitats of
Community interest inside INDEMARES sites.

B The Sistema de canones submarinos
occidentales del Golfo de Leén SCI has been
protected due to the presence of the Reefs
habitat of Community interest, which
hosts communities that are very sensitive
to trawling, such as coralligenous reefs,
sponge aggregations or white coral reefs,?
as well as species of Community interest
such as the loggerhead turtle (Caretta
caretta) and bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops
truncatus). Other vulnerable habitats are
also present, as proposed in the framework
of the INDEMARES project for inclusion
in Annex | of the Habitats Directive due
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Figure 3: Trawl records over habitats of Community interest in the Sistema de caiiones

submarinos occidentales del Golfo de Leén SCI.



to their high natural value and ecological
importance,?® including soft bottoms with sea
pens, tube anemones or sea lilies. The area

is rich in plankton and krill which is essential
for fish and for the cetacean and bird
populations it supports. The canyon system
itself, as well as the continental shelf that
make up this SCI, may well harbour many
other habitats, yet to be described, which

B The Sistema de cafiones submarinos de Avilés
SCI, comprises three large canyons and a
system of tributary canyons and is home to a
great diversity of habitats and species.

The area has been protected because of the
presence of Reefs, a habitat of Community
interest, and other cold-water coral commu-
nities, gorgonian forests and sponge aggre-
gations, as well as populations of various
species of Community interest, such as

the bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus),
harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) and
loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) which live
and feed in these waters.?¢ The area contains
other vulnerable habitats proposed in the
framework of the INDEMARES project for
inclusion in Annex | of the Habitats Direc-
tive,?® such as its sedimentary seabed that

S‘lster:a\e canones

submarinos de Avilés

52N
P
]
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could be equally threatened by the current
lack of management, particularly by bottom
fishing activities. In total, 7,900 hours of
trawling were detected within this SCI,
involving 31 vessels, all with flags of Spain
apart from three French vessels (13 hours of
trawling). Of these hours, 29 correspond to
trawling over Reefs (Figure 3), carried out by
12 Spanish vessels.

hosts structural species of high natural val-
ue, like sea pens and gorgonians. These soft
bottoms are affected by trawling, which has
been altering their structure for decades and
compromising the health of this ecosystem.
In total within this SCI, 15,863 trawling hours
were detected by 85 vessels, of which 13,900
hours from 37 Spanish vessels, and the rest
from Portuguese, French, Irish and British
vessels. 339 hours correspond to trawling
over Reefs (Figure 4) by 29 vessels (14 Span-
ish, 10 Portuguese, four French and one
British). Apparent trawling has also been de-
tected at depths greater than 800 metres (13
of these over Reefs), which is illegal according
to EU legislation?¢ (see Regulations on trawling
and the Natura 2000 Network).

5%44'W

T
43°52'N

(- Sistema de cafiones = g !
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. - 2 2
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] o)
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Figure 4: Records of trawling over habitats of Community interest in the Sistema de cafiones submarinos de Avilés SCI.
The map also shows apparent illegal trawling activity below the 800 metres bathymetric line.
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B The Volcanes de fango del Golfo de Cddiz SCI  ed involving 31 trawlers (all Spanish except

is home to submarine structures that are

unique within the Spanish network of MPAs,

i.e., the habitat of Community interest
Submarine structures caused by leaking gases,
which is also the main reason for this area

for three Portuguese vessels trawling for
79 hours). Of these, 144 trawling hours
took place over Submarine structures caused
by leaking gases (Figure 5), by 13 Spanish
vessels and one Portuguese vessel.

to be protected. These mud volcanoes are
produced by gas emissions at great depths,
and form chimneys that can reach several
metres high.?” The structures are rich in
biodiversity and host environments of great
ecological interest, that are particularly
sensitive to the impact of activities that
contact the seabed. The area also features
Reefs habitats of Community interest, with
white corals and other cold-water corals,
together with soft bottoms with sea pens,
bamboo corals and other valuable structural
species, the latter having been proposed for
inclusion in Annex | of the Habitats Direc-
tive. The area also supports populations

of species of Community interest, such as
bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) and
loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta). In this
area, 2,238 hours of trawling were detect-

© OCEANA’
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Figure 5: Trawling records over habitats of Community interest in the Volcanes de fango del Golfo de Cddiz SCI.
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B The Canal de Menorca SCI has been protect- which are essential for many ecologically

ed for its wide variety of marine environ- important species and extremely sensitive
ments, including the shallow water habitats to trawling.?® This seabed also supports

of Community interest Sandbanks which are important populations of species of Com-
slightly covered by sea water all the time and munity interest, namely bottlenose dolphin
Posidonia beds, as well as Reefs. This latter (Tursiops truncatus) and loggerhead turtle
habitat is composed of interesting commu- (Caretta caretta). In this area, 5,554 hours of
nities such as coralligenous, gorgonian gar- trawling were detected by 15 Spanish ves-
dens, sponge aggregations and corals. The sels and one Croatian vessel. 100 of these
area is also known for its diverse and rich hours correspond to trawling over Reefs, 33
soft bottoms, with structural species such hours over Posidonia beds and six hours over
as sea pens, tube anemones and sea lilies, Sandbanks which are slightly covered by sea
as well as extensive rhodolith beds and for- water all the time (Figure 6), all carried out
ests of endemic kelp (Laminaria rodriguezii), by 12 Spanish vessels.

© OCEANA / Carlos Suarez &
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20

Paper parks in Spain
Bottom trawling inside marine protected areas

> Block 2. Trawling in large “managed” sites

Unlike the INDEMARES areas, other
Natura 2000 areas already have
management measures in place, such

as the El Cachucho SAC and the Valles
sumergidos del escarpe de Mazarrén SAC.
But the fact that an area is theoretically
managed does not mean real protection
against bottom trawling necessarily, as
the sites often still permit damaging
fishing techniques that alter the structure
of the seabed and destroy natural

habitats, including the habitats they are
intended to protect. These two large
“managed” areas have management plans
that recognise the impacts of trawling

on the ecosystem (both habitats and
species) they are meant to protect, but
still this destructive activity takes place
within their boundaries, resulting in
ineffective plans that undermine the
conservation objectives of the sites.

g% Case 3. El Cachucho and EU foreign vessels

El Cachucho is a large seamount located off
the territorial waters (beyond the 12 nautical
miles) of Asturias. The seamount, which spans
a bathymetric range of 400 to over 4,000
metres, is considered a haven for biodiversi-
ty, with species like corals, sponges, sharks,
sea pens, as well as a refuge for species of
commercial value, such as blue whiting and
hake.?” Under the Agreement of the Council
of Ministers in 2008%° the area was protected
- under preventive measures at that time -,
reaching an international milestone for ma-
rine conservation in Spain, as it was the first
Spanish MPA to become part of the network
of MPAs of the OSPAR Convention for the
Protection of the Marine Environment of the
North-East Atlantic. However, although these
preventive measures did include mining, mil-
itary manoeuvres and hydrocarbon research,
it did not include any fisheries management
measures. Three years later El Cachucho was
designated as Spain’s first MPA, it became a
SAC, and management measures were estab-
lished.?! Trawling was specifically prohibited
in the area, both in its 2011 management
plan and in the recent update in 2021.3?
However, despite the closure of the area to
trawling, no action has been taken against
the foreign-flagged fleet that continues to
bottom trawl inside the site. Back in 2008,
the agreement for the protection of the area
recognised the need to request to the Eu-

ropean Commission appropriate fisheries
management measures, due to the presence
of an EU foreign fleet, but Spain has not yet
initiated this process (see Fishing Regulations).
The area is also affected by the 2016 EU
Regulation that bans bottom trawling in the
North-East Atlantic at depths below 800 me-
tres to protect vulnerable ecosystems.*® Even
so, 526 hours of apparent trawling have been
detected within the area (Figure 7), all by for-
eign-flagged vessels (13 French and 11 lIrish),
with in particular 449 hours at depths below
800 metres. The records include 14 hours
over Reefs, a habitat of Community interest
and whose presence was the main reason to
protect the area in 2008.

Cudillero, Asturias, Spain.
Trawlers in the Avilés Canyon.
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Figure 7: Trawl records in the El Cachucho SAC. The map also shows illegal trawling activity below the 800 metres

bathymetric line.

The Valles sumergidos del escarpe de Mazarrén
SCl was proposed as a SCl in 2006, through
its publication in the OJEU, and later desig-
nated a SAC in August 2016.% This site has
amongst the highest trawling activity re-
corded from all the areas analysed (Table 2),
and is actually the most heavily trawled MPA
that has a management plan in place. Its high
natural value lies in the special orography of
its seabed, a system of submerged valleys
and an imposing escarpment, which support
rich marine biodiversity and determine the
presence of species of great interest, right
from the surface to the great depths of its
sea bottoms. The area was designated as a
Natura 2000 site due to its Reefs,?® bottle-
nose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) and logger-
head turtles (Caretta caretta). It hosts other
habitats of great natural value and vulnerable
to trawling, such as soft bottoms and rhodo-
lith beds, as well as important populations of
other cetacean species, like resident popula-
tions of dolphins and pilot whales, and sperm
whales and fin whales which use the area as
feeding grounds on their migratory routes.

ﬂ Case 4. Trawling and cetaceans in the Mazarrén escarpment

The area has a management plan since
2016.%3 The plan recognises the impact that
trawling can have both on habitats, through
direct destruction, and on cetaceans and
turtles, through accidental capture and de-
struction of the habitats and prey that sup-
port these species. The plan itself specifically
states that “any human activity that degrades
the habitat of prey, e.g., damage caused by bot-
tom trawling, can negatively impact predator
species”, clearly recognising the disturbance
that trawling causes throughout the ecosys-
tem, destroying the bottom and impacting
the availability of food. Despite this, the
activity has not been prohibited or managed
in any way. The occurrence of trawling in this
theoretically protected area is enormous.
Nearly 12,000 trawl hours have been record-
ed by 33 vessels (32 Spanish and one French)
(Figure 8), including over shallow and near-
shore bottoms where trawling is restricted
(Box 2).
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Figure 8: Trawling in the Valles sumergidos del escarpe de Mazarrén SAC . The map also shows apparent illegal trawling
activity above the 50 metres or 3 nautical miles bathymetric line, as well as below 1000 metres.
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J Box 2 | Alert! lllegal trawling

The analysis of the 2020 fishing data in MPAs has not only allowed Oceana

to detect the high pressure that trawling exerts on areas that are theoretically
protected, but it has also revealed a number of cases of apparent illegal trawling
inside MPAs in restricted areas (by environmental and/or fishing regulations).
The below list only corresponds to records found within Natura 2000 areas
analysed and shows some of the most striking cases of infringements.

-

lllegal trawling according to environmental regulations

« Habitats in Annex | of the Habitats Directive in Natura 2000 areas
(according to INDEMARES cartography)

= Sistema de canones submarinos de Avilés SCI, 339 hours of trawling over Reefs

= Volcanes de fango del Golfo de Cddiz SCI, 144 hours of trawling over Submarine
Structures caused by leaking gases

= Sistema de canones submarinos occidentales del Golfo de Leén SCI, 29 hours of
trawling over Reefs

= Canal de Menorca SCI, 100 hours of trawling over Reefs, 33 hours over
Posidonia beds and 6 hours over Sandbanks which are slightly covered by sea
water all the time.

» Natura 2000 areas whose management plan prohibits trawling within them

* El Cachucho SAC, 526 trawling hours by EU foreign vessels.
\_
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Fort d’en Moreu, Cabrera, Spain. Trawl marks.

© OCEANA
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lllegal trawling according to fishing regulations

= 270 hours in the Canal de Menorca Fishing Protected Area, coinciding with the
Canal de Menorca SCI, in breach of Order AAA/1479/20163* and Regulation
(EC) 1967/2006%

= 116 hours below 1,000 metres depth in the Valles sumergidos del escarpe de
Mazarréon SAC, in breach of Regulation (EC) 1967/2006%

» 2,467 hours of illegal trawling at a depth of less than either 50 metres or 3
nautical miles from the coastline, in 28 Natura 2000 areas in the Mediterranean
Sea, in particular the SACs Costes del Garraf, Valles sumergidos del escarpe de
Mazarrén and Delta de I'Ebre, with more than 500 hours of illegal trawling in each,
in breach of Regulation (EC) 1967/2006%°

= 283 hours of illegal trawling over Posidonia beds in 12 Natura 2000 areas in the
Mediterranean Sea, with 98 hours in the Costes del Garraf SAC, 33 hours in the
Canal de Menorca SCI, 41 hours in the Espacio marino de Tabarca SAC and 31 hours
in the Litoral meridional tarragoni SAC, in breach of Regulation (EC) 1967/2006%°

= Six hours of illegal trawling over rhodolith beds in the Valles sumergidos del escarpe
de Mazarrén SAC, in breach of Regulation (EC) 1967/2006%>

= 1274 hours below 800 metres depth in the Sistema de canones submarinos de Avilés
SCl and 449 hours, by EU foreign vessels, in the El Cachucho SAC, in breach of
Regulation (EU) 2016/2336%¢

- Three hours in the Canary Islands fishing ground, in the Area Marina de la Isleta
SAC, by a trawler registered to fish in international waters and third countries,® in

breach of Order APA/441/2019%°
\_ J
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Conclusions and recommendations

Destructive fishing activities are incom-
patible with the conservation objectives

of MPAs. Bottom trawling can damage and
destroy entire ecosystems, either through
direct or indirect impacts on their constitu-
ent elements. This activity is also detrimen-
tal to sustainable activities, such as small-
scale artisanal fishing.3¢ Trawling is also
ludicrous if it occurs within protected areas
specifically designated and supposedly man-
aged to protect the marine ecosystem, and
particularly habitats. Despite this, trawlers
accounted for 73% of the fishing activity
recorded within Spanish Natura 2000 areas
in 2020. Furthermore, 80% of this activity
was carried out in territorial waters, where
the artisanal fleet predominantly operate.

The Natura 2000 network covers almost all
of the country’s protected marine surface
area.? However, the creation of new protect-
ed areas rarely alters the way fisheries are
managed, as this activity remains subject to
fisheries regulations. This perpetuates the im-
pact of trawling on habitats that were specif-
ically identified for protection, and probably
also shelter other threatened or endangered
species. This weak and ineffective manage-
ment turns protected areas into so-called
paper parks, in other words, areas that are just
protected on paper, but which are ineffective
in terms of conservation. In addition, these
findings indicate a possible breach of Spain’s
legal obligations under the Habitats Direc-
tive, specifically articles 4.5 and 6.2, whereby
Member States must that natural habitats and
habitats of species are deteriorated from the
moment an area is designated as an SCI. This
provision has also been transposed into na-
tional law, and could be subject to potential
litigation, as has already happened in other

European countries.?”

2Not including the Corredor de cetdceos del Mediterrdneo MPA
(Royal Decree 699/2018), the percentage is 91.6%

&

Seco de los Olivos, Almeria, Spain.
European spiny lobster (Palinurus elephas).

This systematic failure to adopt
appropriate fisheries management
measures compromises the
effectiveness of the Spanish network
of MPAs. Spain needs to act decisively
upon this, by bringing fisheries
management in MPAs in line with
established conservation objectives,
as with other harmful human
activities, to provide more effective
ecosystem-based management,

both in areas that have already been
protected but that still lack real
protection, as well as in future MPAs.

In view of the above, Oceana makes the follow-
ing recommendations:

@ Both preventive measures and
management plans should expressly
prohibit bottom trawling in marine
protected areas. Adequate and effective
protection must explicitly prohibit this
damaging activity in all MPAs.

This would contribute to achieving
the target of 30% of seas protected
and effectively managed, set out in
the EU 2030 Biodiversity Strategy.



Spain must strictly protect 10% of its waters.
Strictly protected areas have proven to be
effective for biodiversity conservation and
are also an excellent tool for strengthening
the resilience of marine ecosystems, en-
hancing their ability to cope with climate
change impacts.®® EBottom trawling is even
more problematic as new scientific evidence
has proven its climate impact as it releases
huge amounts of carbon stored in ocean
sediments, limiting the seabed’s® potential
to sequester carbon and exacerbating ocean
acidification. Protecting marine habitats is
therefore one of the priority areas of action
for Spain in line with its Declaration on Cli-
mate and Environmental Emergencies.*°

MPA management should consider threats from

an ecosystem-based approach, considering the
entire protected site and not individual features.
The negative effects of trawling are not only limit-
ed to the area trawled but may also affect neigh-
bouring areas through sedimentation of the dis-
turbed substrate.*4243 Furthermore, the habitats
present in an MPA may cover large areas, but may
also be fragmented or patchy, but management of
pressure should be for the entire site. The man-
agement of an MPA must ensure full protection of
the habitats present, throughout the whole site to
include all components of the ecosystem that are
essential for the MPA's ecological functions.*

After closing protected areas to trawling, the

next step is to restore healthy ecosystems.

The future European law on nature restoration
will come into force in 2023 and will be a key
tool for restoring the health of the marine en-
vironment. Areas damaged by trawling within
MPAs could represent “natural capital” in terms
of the recovery of degraded habitats, with ben-
efits for the productivity and improvement of
ecosystem services in these protected areas.*
At the same time, closure to trawling would not
only contribute to recovery, but also to reaching
the 10% strict protection target. Fully protected
areas would serve as effective passive restora-
tion*, allowing habitats to recover and species to
recolonise, making these MPAs more productive
and resilient overall.

Paper parks in Spain
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The management of MPAs should sup-

port long-term sustainable fisheries such
as small-scale, low-impact artisanal ones.
Fisheries and conservation can coexist in
protected areas, as long as their impacts
are limited and controlled, and that fisher-
ies regulations do not undermine marine
environmental protection objectives.

In view of the apparent cases of illegal
fishing detected, it is clear that surveil-
lance and control in MPAs should be
improved, and if confirmed, sanctions
should be applied accordingly. A good
solution, that should be coordinated at
national level, would be to expressly
prohibit gears with a high risk of impact-
ing the seabed. This would be not only
beneficial in terms of preventing illegal
activities, but also in terms of facilitating
the monitoring and surveillance of MPAs.

Spain has a special connection with the sea
and deserves to be surrounded by healthy,
productive and resilient seas. At national lev-
el, enormous efforts have been and continue
to be made, through large marine conser-
vation projects such as LIFE+ INDEMARES
and LIFE IP INTEMARES. These projects
have positioned the country in an advanta-
geous position, considerably improving its
percentage of area designated as MPAs, in
comparison with other European countries
and even globally. However, this apparent
success is overshadowed by poor fisher-

ies management, a matter that needs to be
addressed immediately. This is particularly
important because Spain also runs the risk
of legal proceedings and could be subject to
litigation for breaching obligations imposed
by various national and European regulations.
Europe’s leading fishing nation needs to ur-
gently address this situation, to also become
a leader in marine conservation at regional
and international level, insuring a productive,
healthy and sustainable future for Spain'’s
marine environment and the communities
that depend on it.
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El Hierro, Spain. Small-scale artisanal fishing.
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