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Marine protected areas (MPAs) are the best tool
for ocean conservation, if they are properly
managed. Their purpose is to protect the marine
environment and the habitats and species that
live within it. Their benefits are well-known and
for that reason MPAs have been established 
in all the seas of the world, as is the case with 
protected natural areas on land. However, 
MPAs only are effective when human activities 
within or around them do not have negative 
impacts on the marine ecosystems. In other 
words, it is necessary to avoid any damage to the 
ecosystems that make up those areas. Even so, 
many MPAs are poorlymanaged, with a high level 
of permissiveness of harmful activities. Thus, they 
become ‘paper parks’;1,2 their protection on paper 
does not translate into real protection at sea and 
so the indisputable ability of well-managed MPAs 
to restore marine environment is lost. 

Types of MPAs vary, depending on their 
targets, management levels, and effectiveness 
in protecting the sea. They include strictly 
protected areas, which provide complete or a 
very high level of protection. Their objective 
is to safeguard high-value ecosystems within 
them (including geological elements) against 
negative impacts, and to allow them to recover 
in cases where this is necessary.3 These areas 

WHAT ARE STRICTLY PROTECTED MARINE AREAS? 

protect pristine places, shelters for vulnerable 
species and habitats, essential spawning and 
breeding grounds, and carbon-rich habitats, 
which are essential for the recovery of the sea’s 
health and to combat climate change.4,5,6 Strictly 
protected areas use strict management measures 
to conserve ecosystems of high natural value, 
whether they are in a good state of conservation 
or need to recover from impacts.7 For all these 
reasons, strictly protected areas are considered 
to be the most effective protected areas for both 
conserving and recovering sea life.5,8,9,10 

There are several types of strictly protected 
areas, ranging from areas that are totally 
closed to any use (apart from non-damaging 
activities required for research, monitoring, and 
management) to areas in which certain strictly 
controlled uses are allowed. They are also 
referred to in different ways. The most
common ones include the following terms: 
according to the IUCN, strict nature reserve 
(category Ia) and wilderness area (category Ib)3; 
according to The MPA Guide, fully protected areas 
and highly protected areas;11 and, more generally, 
no-entry zones (without any activities) or no-take 
zones (without extractive activities).5,12
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Ecosystems:
The EU has indicated those ecosystems 
that Member States must prioritise for strict 
protection.16 This allows concrete areas 
to be defined and for their designation to 
be put in motion immediately. Priorities 
for strict protection include carbon-rich 
ecosystems, such as seagrass meadows and 
other ecosystems of high natural or potential 
value, particularly habitats that provide 
ecosystem services (climate regulation or 
coastal protection, among others), or zones that 
are essential for threatened species, such as 
reproduction and nursery areas.

CRITERIA FOR SELECTING STRICTLY PROTECTED AREAS

When selecting appropriate locations for 
establishing strictly protected areas, various criteria 
must be taken into account in order to make the 
areas as effective as possible. These criteria include 
the following:

Size:
The effectiveness of MPAs (including strictly 
protected areas) depends on both the level of 
protection assigned to them and their size, which 
should be determined based on an ecosystem 
approach.13 In this regard, scientific studies show 
that the larger the marine reserve, the more 
benefits it generates, although small reserves can 
also be beneficial if their size is appropriate for 
the ecosystems they are aimed at protecting.14 
The benefits of larger MPAs include, in particular, 
greater abundance and larger size of the species 
inhabiting them and increased resilience of those 
species to negative impacts.11,15 

Permitted uses:
Strictly protected areas are not necessarily 
areas closed to all access, as noted in the 
EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030.7 According 
to the IUCN and The MPA Guide, both scientific 
and recreational use may be permitted in 
strictly protected areas, although always in a 
limited and regulated way.3,11 In certain strictly 
protected areas, some subsistence activities are 
permitted, provided that their impact is minimal. 

The common denominator of all strictly protected 
areas is their objective of protecting or re-
establishing features and ecological processes in 
zones of high natural or potential value. Additionally, 
extractive or other harmful activities are prohibited 
within these areas, although some activities may be 
permitted that have minimal impacts and are carried 
out under completely controlled conditions. Such 
activities will always be prohibited in areas where 
there are species or habitats that may require full 
protection, because of their high level of vulnerability 
or need for restoration, or that serve as reference 
areas for research. 

© OCEANA / Carlos Suárez
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EU BIODIVERSITY STRATEGY:  
TARGET OF 10% STRICT PROTECTION BY 2030 

In the face of the current crises of 
biodiversity loss, ecosystem degradation, 
and climate change, it is essential to have 
a resilient ocean. Strictly protected areas 
are the most effective tools for achieving 
this aim.8 For this reason, both the United 
Nations and the EU have recognised the 
need to designate not only MPAs but 
also strictly protected areas.3 Thus, a 
multitude of countries across the planet 
are committing to the designation of 
strictly protected areas, with the EU and 
Spain at the bottom of the world ranking 
in terms of total marine area that is 
strictly protected.17,18   

The EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 has 
established a target of protecting 30% of the 
EU sea area by 2030, with at least one third of 
these protected areas under strict protection. 
In other words, a minimum of 10% of EU marine 
area should be strictly protected by 2030. Strict 
marine protection is currently far below the 
10% target. The highest levels barely reach 1% 
in countries such as Sweden and France, where, 
despite such low levels, the high capacity of 
these areas to regenerate ecosystems is already 
being demonstrated.14,18,19  

The EU defines strictly protected areas as follows:

“Strictly protected areas are fully and legally 
protected areas designated to conserve and/or 
restore the integrity of biodiversity-rich natural 
areas with their underlying ecological structure 
and supporting natural environmental processes. 
Natural processes are therefore left essentially 
undisturbed from human pressures and threats 
to the area’s overall ecological structure and 
functioning, independently of whether those 
pressures and threats are located inside or 
outside the strictly protected area”.16 

In order to reach the 10% strict protection 
target by 2030, the designation of strictly 
protected areas should begin immediately, based 
on the best scientific information available, 
in accordance with the natural values of each 
Member State. The situation is particularly urgent 
in countries that have no or almost no strict 
protection of their waters, as in the case of Spain. 
The sooner these designations start, the sooner 
we will see the benefits and recover healthy and 
productive seas.
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SITUATION IN SPAIN

Spain is known for its rich marine biodiversity and 
is the only EU Member State with three marine 
regions (Atlantic, Macaronesian, and Mediterranean), 
containing a huge variety of habitats and species. 
In 2020, the Spanish government acknowledged 
that only 0.2% of Spain’s protected marine area was 
under strict protection.20 According to the Propuesta 
de Adecuación de la Red Natura 2000 marina (the 
Proposal for the Adaptation of the Natura 2000 
Marine Network) of the LIFE IP INTEMARES 
project,22 Spain lacks strictly protected marine area, 
or any that it does have is negligible, if integral 
reserves designated within marine reserves of fishing 
interest are considered as strictly protected areas. 
That proposal also determined that Spain should 
reach at least 10% of its marine area under strict 
protection, transferring the commitment established 
for the EU as a whole to Spain’s national waters. 

Furthermore, the Plan Estratégico del Patrimonio 
Natural y la Biodiversidad (the Strategic Plan on 
Natural Heritage and Biodiversity)21 sets out 
how Spain intends to meet its EU Biodiversity 
Strategy commitments, including the declaration 
of zones under strict protection. To achieve this, 
Spain will designate strictly protected areas both 
within existing MPAs and in newly created ones, 
proposing that such designations in existing 
MPAs be done by revising their management 
regime.21,22 However, many existing MPAs lack 
management plans, even though in many cases, 
the six-year deadline for these plans, established 
by the Habitats Directive for Natura 2000 areas, 
has expired. In the case of new MPAs, it will take 
years to create management plans and, in the best 
scenario, to establish proper zoning that includes 
strictly protected areas. 

Spain’s role should be ambitious and exemplary, 
bearing in mind the richness of its marine 
ecosystems and its extensive marine area. The strict 
protection of at least 10% of Spanish waters will 
contribute significantly to the total strictly protected 
marine area in the EU. By 2030, Spain should 
strictly protect at least 10% of each of its marine 
regions. As a logical intermediate step to ensure the 
achievement of this target, Spain should designate 

at least 5% of the sea area in each of its marine 
regions as strictly protected by 2025. 

Given the short time frame and the almost non-
existent area currently under strict protection, 
Oceana considers it is essential to designate 
strictly protected areas not only by reviewing 
existing protection, but also by urgently preparing 
management plans for the MPAs that still lack 
them. We also recommend designating strictly 
protected areas at the same time as creating new 
MPAs, using precautionary protection measures 
(Art. 23 of the Natural Heritage and Biodiversity 
Law).23 Furthermore, strictly protected areas can be 
designated that do not necessarily lie within existing 
MPAs, if surrounded by appropriate buffer zones.12

The clear starting point in Spain is the existing MPAs, 
which are zoned according to areas with different 
levels of protection and management, including 
zones with particularly restrictive measures. Oceana 
considers that some of these zones could count 
towards the 10% target, if they comply with the 
objectives and management standards of strictly 
protected areas or were amended to do so, even if 
others do not comply with them. These standards 
include objectives related to ecosystem conservation, 
maximum protection, the prohibition of all extractive 
and harmful activities, and visits and other uses 
reduced to the minimum or not allowed. Other areas 
are not likely to meet the required standards. 
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https://intemares.es/sites/default/files/propuesta_adecuacion_rn2000.pdf
https://intemares.es/sites/default/files/propuesta_adecuacion_rn2000.pdf
https://www.miteco.gob.es/es/biodiversidad/temas/conservacion-de-la-biodiversidad/valoracion-y-aspectos-economicos-de-la-biodiversidad/cb_vae_plan_estrategico_patrimonio_nat_bio.aspx
https://www.miteco.gob.es/es/biodiversidad/temas/conservacion-de-la-biodiversidad/valoracion-y-aspectos-economicos-de-la-biodiversidad/cb_vae_plan_estrategico_patrimonio_nat_bio.aspx


Proposal for strictly protected marine areas

7

50 MARINE SANCTUARIES IN SPAIN

Zones that can be considered as strictly 
protected areas:

Zones that cannot be considered as 
strictly protected areas:

Multiple use zones that are only partially 
protected, or not protected at all, within spaces 
designated under any framework of protection 
– such as Natura 2000 areas, marine reserves, 
areas protected by regional agreements, or 
national and natural parks – should not be 
considered strictly protected.
 
A good example is El Cachucho MPA in the 
Cantabrian Sea, which has an ecosystem-based 
“maximum protection zone” with conservation 
and management objectives, but in which 
restrictions have only been introduced on 
bottom fishing, but not on other types of 
fisheries. This means that extractive activities 
are allowed, preventing this zone from being 
considered as a strictly protected area. 
However, it would be possible to designate 
strictly protected areas within El Cachucho 
immediately, on the basis of the extensive 
scientific information available about this area.

Start the designation of strictly protected 
areas immediately and establish precau-
tionary management measures as soon as 
they are designated.

Establish the intermediate aim of 5% 
strict protection of Spain’s marine area 
by 2025, to ensure that a total of 10% 
protection can be achieved within the 
established timeframe. For this protec-
tion to be consistent and representative, 
it is important to strictly protect at least 
10% of each marine region by 2030, 
considering the rich diversity and par-
ticularities of each one.

Gather the best scientific information avail-
able on the main ecosystems to be strictly 
protected and on the areas where they are 
found, whether they already protected, in 
the process of being protected, or not yet 
protected. The LIFE IP INTEMARES project 
offers a unique opportunity to achieve this, 
through its scientific committee.

Zones that could be considered as strictly 
protected areas if they comply with, or are 
amended to comply with the objectives 
and management standards established for 
strictly protected areas:

Reserve areas in national parks, where the 
maximum level of protection is granted, and use 
is strictly limited to scientific and management 
purposes.24 The Cabrera Archipelago and the 
Atlantic Islands of Galicia are the only two 
national parks (out of the 16 that currently 
exist in Spain) with marine areas, and both have 
reserve zones.

Restricted use zones of national parks, according to 
their management of permitted uses, such as visits. 

Integral reserves within (state and autonomous) 
marine reserves, according to their management 
of permitted uses, such as navigation. Ecosystem-
based conservation objectives and management 
are necessary, and should extend beyond 
fisheries resources.

Other highly protected zones in protected spaces, 
such as marine reserves in natural parks, or natural 
monuments, according to their objectives and 
management of permitted. 

SOLUTIONS FOR EXEMPLARY STRICT PROTECTION 

Selection of zones and time frames for action  

1 3 

2 
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Establish buffer zones around all strictly 
protected areas to minimize external 
impacts.12 Any of these impacts that are 
difficult to manage, such as pollution or 
noise, should not limit the designation of 
a strictly protected area, but additional 
measures should always be applied to 
eliminate these threats.

Allow certain recreational uses only on 
an exceptional basis, with authorization, 
and after a case-by-case analysis. This 
type of use is determined by factors such 
as the state of the area, the types of 
habitat and species, the size of the area, 
and its depth. It should be ensured that 
the use has practically no impact, occurs 
under fully controlled conditions, and 
that the state of the ecosystem and each 
of the protected habitats and species 
is monitored. This would represent a 
second type of strictly protected area, 
similar to IUCN category lb, or a highly 
protected zone (no-take), such as integral 
marine reserves or restricted use zones 
in national parks.Prohibit by default all uses, apart from 

those activities that are absolutely 
necessary for management (research, 
monitoring). This is to safeguard natural 
processes to the greatest extent 
possible, and maximise the possibilities 
of restoration, as necessary. This 
would represent a first type of strictly 
protected area, similar to IUCN category 
la, or a fully protected zone (no-entry), 
such as national park reserve zones.

Ban, without exception, extractive 
and harmful activities; these are red 
lines for the management of strictly 
protected areas. The only way to protect 
ecosystems effectively is to ensure that 
these activities have no place in any 
type of MPA.1,2,3,11 

Expedite the preparation of pending 
MPA management plans while taking 
advantage of the designation processes 
for new MPAs to simultaneously 
designate strictly protected areas within 
them, by implementing precautionary 
protection measures.

Consider all areas subject to restoration 
processes, whether active or passive, 
as strictly protected areas and manage 
them as such, in order to accelerate their 
complete recovery. 

Consider the expansion of all existing 
strictly protected areas (see Situation in 
Spain), so that already protected ecosys-
tems receive additional protection, or to 
extend these areas to encompass other 
important ecosystems in adjoining areas.

Include all ecosystems worthy of strict 
protection, giving particular attention to 
ecosystems of high natural or potential 
value and carbon-rich ecosystems. 
Among these, it is worth highlighting 
ecosystems that are on national and 
international conservation lists because 
of their rarity or vulnerability. These 
include Posidonia seagrass meadows; 
kelp forests; coralligenous reefs; maerl 

Management measures

8 11
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beds; gorgonian aggregations (on rocky 
or sedimentary bottoms); coral and/or 
sponge aggregations; and the habitats 
of threatened species (with an emphasis 
on essential habitats, such as feeding, 
breeding and nursery grounds). 
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PROPOSAL FOR STRICTLY PROTECTED MARINE AREAS

Oceana proposes a selection of 50 marine 
sanctuaries that we consider priorities for strict 
protection (Figure 1, below), spread across the 
three marine regions of Spain. These enclaves 
have been selected according to scientific 
information gathered from Oceana’s expeditions 
and from campaigns, research, and studies 
carried out by various scientific institutions.i

Together, these 50 proposed strictly protected 
areas cover 4.2% of Spain’s exclusive economic 
zone – with 99% of the area proposed for strict 
protection in national waters and the rest in 
autonomous waters. By marine regions, the 
proposed areas represent: 3.3% of the Atlantic 
region (14 zones); 3.1% of the Mediterranean 
region (25 zones); and 6.2% of the Macaronesian 
region (11 zones). The proposal includes areas 
that fully or partially overlap with existing 
MPAs, and others that lie outside them. It does 
not include existing MPAs that we consider 
could be defined as strictly protected areas (see 
Situation in Spain). The proposed zones have 
been delimited using polygons that contain 
some of the best known examples of important 
ecosystems to be protected (Figure 1).

In these places, we propose the protection of 
ecosystems of high natural or potential value 
found in Spanish waters, such as: seagrass 
meadows; kelp or macroalgal forests; maerl beds; 
coralligenous concretions; gorgonian forests 
(on both rocky and soft bottoms); aggregations 
of black, white, or tree corals; sedimentary 
bottoms with bamboo coral or sea pens; 
sponge aggregations (hexactinellid, lithistid or 
demosponges); oyster aggregations (on rock or 
sediment); crinoid beds; and other unique or 
essential habitats. 

All of the proposed zones harbour ecosystems 
and long-lived species that can store significant 
amounts of carbon, such as seagrass meadows.25 
Many of these zones also contain muddy and 
sandy sediments that accumulate large quantities 
of organic matter from the water column, or from 
adjacent areas.26 To ascertain the true importance 

of each of these zones as carbon sinks, detailed 
studies should be carried out to establish the 
actual volume of carbon that they currently store 
and their accumulation capacity.

Finally, we include proposals for areas to strictly 
protect geological elements, such as seamounts, 
leaking gas zones (with or without chimneys and/
or pockmarks) or paramoudras, as well as areas for 
the protection of critically endangered species, 
such as bamboo coral, fan mussel, and guitarfish. 

Granting strict protection to the locations 
included in this proposal will not only safeguard 
the ecosystems and geological characteristics 
they harbour, but will also provide a fundamental 
boost to advance the process of strict marine 
protection in Spain. 

Oceana has additional information on each of the 
proposed zones.

i
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Figure 1. Areas proposed by Oceana for designation as strictly protected areas. Knowledge improvement zones are areas for 
which there is some information indicating that they might be areas of interest for strict protection. However, information is 
still insufficient to determine their significance and define them.
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