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Introduction

1. This document contains the government response to the consultation: Marine
Strategy Part Two: UK Updated Monitoring Programmes which was held between
25 August and 17 November 2020.

2. The UK Marine Strategy outlines how we plan to achieve Good Environmental
Status (GES), which is defined as ‘ecologically diverse and dynamic ocean and
seas which are clean, healthy and productive’. This is a requirement of the Marine
Strategy Regulations 2010. The UK Marine Strategy helps to deliver against key
international obligations and commitments to protect and preserve the marine
environment under the UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the UN
Sustainable Development Goal 14 (to conserve and sustainably use the ocean,
seas and marine resources for sustainable development), the OSPAR North-East
Atlantic Environment Strategy and the Convention on Biological Diversity.

3. Achieving GES involves protecting the marine environment, preventing its
deterioration and restoring it where practical and/or necessary, whilst at the same
time providing for sustainable use of marine resources.

4. The consultation marked the second phase of the second implementation cycle of
the UK Marine Strategy Parts 1-3 and proposed monitoring programmes to provide
the evidence to be used in the 2024 assessment of progress towards achieving
GES.

5. A total of 35 responses to the consultation were received from a range of sectors
including environmental Non-Governmental Organisations (eNGOs), marine
industries, the energy industry, the marine research community and members of the
public. Annex B contains a list of respondents and a breakdown of the number of
comments contained within those responses referring to each Descriptor.

6. The UK government and Devolved Administrations would like to thank everyone
who contributed to the consultation.

Overview of responses

The aims of this document are to provide a broad summary of stakeholder responses and
to provide our position on the main issues raised. The summaries of consultation
responses that follow highlight the main issues raised but are not an exhaustive
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commentary on every response received. Nevertheless, all responses were considered
when making final decisions about the proposed monitoring programme?.

Reflecting the technical nature of the consultation document, numerous comments
provided suggestions of specific datasets to integrate into our assessments. We thank all
our respondents for their assistance in identifying new ways to improve the quality of our
assessments. We are considering these datasets and programmes and will work to
incorporate datasets that will improve our assessments wherever possible. More
information on our approach to data use and integration is given in the General Issues
section below. Within the updated UK Marine Strategy Part Two document, we have
sought to provide greater clarity when detailing datasets or programmes flagged by
respondents which already feed into our assessments.

Many comments touched on multiple Descriptors. For example, comments relating to
marine mammal populations may have covered issues including underwater noise and
contaminants. Where this was the case, the comments have either been broken down into
their component points or have been addressed under the key Descriptor flagged for
policy decisions. Some comments related to overarching elements of our approach that
could apply across any Descriptor, for example increasing our integration and use of
citizen science generated data. These comments have been addressed in the general
issues section below.

Monitoring programmes provide a link between the assessments summarised as part of
the UK Marine Strategy Part One and the evidence base of the effectiveness of measures
outlined in the UK Marine Strategy Part Three. As a result, we received several comments
regarding our assessment, appraisal methods and potential new measures. These
comments have not been responded to directly within this document in order to maintain
the focus on monitoring programmes. However, these comments have been noted and will
be drawn on in our ongoing review processes for measures and assessments.

Generally, responses to the consultation advocated greater ambition, increased funding
and resourcing for UK marine monitoring and greater integration of non-statutory data
collection. The three Parts of the UK Marine Strategy form an adaptive management
programme, which is under continual review. We will take into consideration the areas in
which respondents believe funding and resourcing should be prioritised. As laid out in the
Issues and Opportunities sections of the consultation document, we are committed to
finding cost-effective means to improving the quality of our monitoring programmes and
seeking out partnerships with industry and stakeholders to tap into new data streams.

1 See the Updated UK Marine Strategy Part Two 2021 publication
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Summary of responses on general issues

A number of respondents commented on issues that relate to several Descriptors, or that
have a more overarching nature. We have provided a response to the main general issues
below.

Issue raised: monitoring for measures

Questions arose regarding how our monitoring programmes contribute to the
evaluation of effectiveness of our Programme of Measures, outlined in the UK
Marine Strategy Part Three.

The purpose of the Programme of Measures is to put in place interventions that will help
us achieve GES, in line with the revised objectives and targets set out in the updated UK
Marine Strategy Part One.

Some aspects of marine management have dedicated monitoring, such as to support
OSPAR assessments of the effectiveness of Marine Protected Areas (MPASs), which is
achieved through condition monitoring and evaluation of evidence. In addition to this,
monitoring of marine ecosystem elements allows us to assess status trends over time and
many measures have associated metrics to monitor compliance. In general, where
monitoring outputs indicate that the marine environment is not improving - despite the
implementation of measures - we will derive that more effective measures are needed.
Exceptions to this may arise where the drivers behind any lack of improvement are beyond
our control or where the impact of existing measures will not yet be detectable in
monitoring.

Issue raised: citizen science

Generally, respondents supported the use of citizen science and advocated taking
advantage of the resource to achieve GES. Many felt that, with appropriate training
and validation, citizen science could be a cost-effective source of evidence to
address knowledge gaps and improve monitoring efforts.

We recognise the great value of citizen science for dissemination of and commitment to
conservation and sustainability messages, as well as its role in supporting and
supplementing statutory and NGO monitoring. Our bird monitoring schemes (e.g. the
Seabird Monitoring Programme - SMP and Wetland Bird Survey - WeBS) are underpinned
by citizen science and benefit from huge efforts by volunteers each year. Citizen derived
science already plays an important role in the provision of data on marine litter, for
example, through the Marine Conservation Society and Keep Northern Ireland Beautiful
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beach litter monitoring. The Fishing for Litter programme operates in England, Scotland?
and Northern Ireland3. This is a voluntary bycaught litter removal scheme by commercial
fishermen that provides bags to dispose of marine-sourced litter collected during fishing
operations and provides data to OSPAR. Similarly, appropriately validated citizen science
is playing an increasing role in building the evidence base for MPA designations.

The government also supports a range of citizen science endeavours complimentary to
our aims for marine conservation and sustainability. For example, the Green Recovery
Challenge Fund, part of the government’s wider green economic recovery, jobs and skills
package, has supported the Cornwall Seal Research Trust's Watch Seals Well project.
This project aims to train citizen scientists to undertake and assess seal/ human
interaction surveys and to help people to understand how their behaviour impacts on these
globally rare species

We are keen to make better use of citizen science observations across other Descriptors
in addition to Birds and Litter, especially in support of marine mammal observations. In
doing so we will need to take into account the stringent legal and practical requirements
our data must be held to. Some citizen science, much like some other data sources, will
not meet those standards.

We acknowledge the efforts of a number of NGOs to promote training, accreditation and
validation of citizen science to ensure it is fit for purpose. As such, we will continue to
consider how best to develop new tools to make best use of the citizen science resource.
The Joint Cetacean Data Programme (JCDP), for example, which is a stakeholder-
inclusive project run by the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC), is striving to
standardise the quality of cetacean data, including citizen science data through
development and promotion of a data standard. The JDCP also aims to share a data
collection protocol for data collectors and will encourage its use to improve approaches to
data collection.

Initiatives are also ongoing to make more use of citizen science datasets. The UK Marine
Monitoring and Assessment Strategy (UKMMAS) community are currently revising their
marine data strategy for implementation in 2022. A key part of this is to ensure existing
datasets are in line with required standards, to improve accessibility and searchability, and
to promote wide re-use of datasets wherever they may be applicable.

Defra is publishing an Evidence Statement in 2021 assessing the scope, benefits, barriers
and opportunities for marine citizen science. We will use the outcomes of this to shape our

2 http://www.fishingforlitter.org.uk/

3 http://www.fishingforlitter.org.uk/project-areas/affiliated-projects
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approach to integrating citizen science data and supporting the inclusion of citizen science
contributions going forward.

Issue raised: efficient and effective data usage

Issues were raised by eNGO, academic, and industry respondents relating to
improving the integration of our data collection and making better use of existing
datasets, including those generated by citizen science (discussed in more detail
above) and by industry.

We thank the many respondents who suggested monitoring initiatives or specific datasets
which might usefully be incorporated into our monitoring programmes or data pools for
assessment. Where these have not previously been considered, we will review and pursue
their incorporation wherever practicable before the next UK Marine Strategy assessment.
We have clarified where programmes highlighted by respondents already feed into our
monitoring programmes in the updated UK Marine Strategy Part Two document and will
clearly identify data sources that contribute to the next update of the UK Marine Strategy
Part One. Some data sets noted by respondents do not feed into our assessments as yet,
but are ones that we have previously identified as valuable additions, such as the Marine
Biological Association demersal fish time series. We are investigating how they might be
incorporated in a cost-effective manner. Other datasets, whilst valuable, do not directly
lend themselves to the descriptor and indicator analyses currently applied in the UK
Marine Strategy.

We work on a basis of continual improvement through the UKMMAS community,
identifying opportunities to glean data for multiple Descriptors from individual statutory
monitoring programmes. As part of our efforts to improve efficacy of data use, we
established a task group in 2020 to identify and develop integration and efficiencies in data
usage between the assessments run for OSPAR and the UK Marine Strategy.

Several of our Descriptors rely on diverse data sources, often not from statutory
programmes. We recognise that there are inefficiencies in the way that these data are
acquired. Research and development projects are being devised to address inefficiencies
in data flow and to make our assessments more robust by reducing issues, such as time
lag in data acquisition. For example, a recently funded project working towards the
development of a cost-effective approach to monitoring marine non-indigenous species
(NIS) at high risk sites includes an objective to review potential new platforms and
technigues to improve data collection and delivery. Additionally, the JCDP (detailed above
under Citizen Science) will be an important platform for accessible government, industry,
academic and NGO-collected cetacean data to support a wide range of conservation and
policy needs.

We recognise that a large volume of data is generated as a matter of course by industry.
Historical barriers to its incorporation into our assessments include accessibility and the
costs incurred in ensuring formats are compatible. A pilot project has recently been
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launched by the UKMMAS community to test the accessibility and utility of a subset of
industry data taken from the Crown Estate’s Marine Data Exchange (MDE).

In 2022, working with the Marine Environmental Data and Information Network (MEDIN),
we aim to implement a revised data strategy to address data utilisation efficiencies across
all our Descriptors and wide range of data sources. A key part of this is to ensure existing
data sets (from any source) are reused wherever possible to carry out UK marine
assessments (e.g. Regional Seabed Monitoring Plan Baseline Dataset — Centre for
Environment, Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (Cefas)?#). This will be achieved primarily
by ensuring data can be found and accessed via the MEDIN portal.

Issue raised: use of Remote Electronic Monitoring

Several respondents called for uptake of Remote Electronic Monitoring (REM) to
monitor bycatch, for us to access REM data and data types, and for the use of
associated technologies.

Defra recognises the potential benefit of REM systems. That is why Defra ran a call for
evidence between 19 October — 30 November 2020 on expanding the use of REM in
England. Defra will use the outcomes of the call for evidence and work with interested
parties to inform our future policy. The summary of responses will be published in due
course.

Scotland is currently implementing a modernisation programme for the inshore fleet. The
programme is tailoring the deployment of vessel tracking and REM solutions to each fleet
segment, ensuring that they are both appropriate and proportionate. The scallop dredge
fleet have been prioritised, although the whole fleet are within scope of the programme,
regardless of vessel size, to help improve fisheries management and monitor activity in
Marine Protected Areas more closely, whilst also aiding interaction and planning within our
shared marine waters.

There is a range of work currently ongoing to look at the possibilities of REM, including on
monitoring for fish, seabird and marine mammal bycatch. For example, Clean Catch UK®
is doing work on the use of REM to monitor seabird, mammal and elasmobranch bycatch.
JNCC are also part of a project developing small and easily portable REM systems that
include CCTV for monitoring cetacean bycatch.

Cefas are currently working with skippers of otter trawlers in the southwest of England,
using REM to improve our understanding of catch composition in this fishery. The data

4 https://www.cefas.co.uk/data-and-publications/dois/rsmp-baseline-dataset/

5 https://www.cleancatchuk.com/
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collected will provide more robust estimates of the catch of the whole fleet. This will
hopefully result in better stock assessments, and therefore total allowable catches (TACs)
and quotas based on more accurate scientific evidence. The data will also be used to
inform the future development of improved technical measures within the fishery.

Issue raised: timeframes

A number of respondents called for plans for improvement listed in the Issues and
Opportunities sections to include more explicit timeframes.

Where possible, we have provided timeframes for plans listed in the Issues and
Opportunities sections of the updated UK Marine Strategy Part Two 2021. In cases where
planned improvements are still in the early stages of development we will endeavour to
include relevant updates in future iterations of the UK Marine Strategy or within the policy
areas with which they overlap, as details become more defined.

Issue raised: use of new technologies

Many respondents recommended the use of a wide array of new and emerging
technologies or novel techniques to address previously identified gaps in our
knowledge.

Emerging technology is key to the development of monitoring programmes and we
welcome the inclusion of cost-effective new technology to improve our assessments
across spatial and temporal scales. Nevertheless, it is important to fully consider what is
needed to fully integrate new technology. Issues can range from insufficient calibration,
leading to errors when dealing with the high frequency data, to data gathered not being fit
for our assessment purposes. Additionally, integration of the different datasets, ranging
from in-situ water quality sampling, autonomous sensor sources, and high frequency earth
observation data is a complex statistical question, and if not done properly, can risk
overwhelming the data pool and biasing our results.

The UKMMAS community has a range of mechanisms in place to prioritise evidence
needs and to work cooperatively across the UK and regionally to deliver these. At the UK
level, the Marine Science Coordination Committee ensures that we continuously improve
our understanding of the marine environment, ecosystem services and the pressures
exerted upon them by supporting the long-term monitoring, mapping and observation of
the marine environment.

At the regional level, the UK continues its commitment to have representatives at OSPAR,
International Council for the Exploration of the Sea (ICES) and other international science
and innovation working groups. Science cooperation and sharing of lessons is embedded
in the UK’s science approach. Our involvement with international work to explore new
technologies, develop meaningful indicators, and assessment metrics with international
partners allows us to broaden our opportunities to innovate.
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Ongoing work to develop our monitoring programmes through emerging techniques and
technologies includes the collaborative exploration of the suitability of remote sensing data
(e.g. Automated Underwater Vehicles - AUVs) for marine monitoring by JNCC, Cefas and
Natural England; research and development under the Clean Atlantic and Big Picture
projects to investigate video surveying for marine litter and benthic surveys respectively;
and fisheries monitoring work carried out under the seafood innovation fund®.

Issue raised: climate change

Numerous respondents called for the consideration of climate change impacts
and/or integration of climate change factors into our monitoring programmes. The
rationale given for this is, in part, was to better understand the pressures exerted by
climate change relative to natural processes or human pressures, to inform future
assessments and measures.

Under the current structure of the UK Marine Strategy, climate change is viewed as a suite
of prevailing conditions, which we take into consideration within our assessments in order
to better determine the impacts of direct human activity on GES.

A number of our existing monitoring and analytical processes are able to capture trends
resulting from climate change and identify threats emerging as a result of climate change.
For example, our current fisheries shelf surveys capture large scale shifts in distribution
and we are investing in species distribution modelling approaches under different climate
forcing scenarios to make best use of these data. Likewise, the screening tools and
initiatives implemented to identify future threats from NIS (horizon species) consider the
impact of climate change.

Whilst monitoring provides insight into the nature of currently observable impacts of
climate change, we must acknowledge that many of these observable impacts and future
shifts are locked in. To reflect this, resourcing has been prioritised to prepare for these
changes. The UK Climate Change Risk Assessment (UKCCRA) is produced every 5 years
by the independent UK Committee on Climate Change. It informs the development of
adaptation programmes across the UK and Devolved Administrations. The next report is
due to be published in 2022. Details on measures being taken at individual Administration,
UK and international levels will be expanded upon in the forthcoming updated UK Marine
Strategy Part Three document.

6 https://www.seafoodinnovation.fund/
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Issue raised: cumulative and integrated marine impacts
monitoring and assessment

Respondents wished to see prevailing conditions monitoring and assessment
expanding to deliver integrated marine impact scenarios, considering climate
change, terrestrial nutrient input and knock-on impacts of exploitation activities,
such as fishing and energy infrastructure.

Section 3 of the Part Two document discusses the parameters we use to monitor climate
change in the marine environment that set the prevailing conditions for marine
environments, habitats and ecosystems. While a separate assessment of climate change
impacts is not part of the UK Marine Strategy Part One we work with the Marine Climate
Change Impacts Partnership’ (MCCIP) as they regularly assess our growing
understanding of the way that climate change is altering the prevailing conditions and of
the impacts these changes are already having across the marine environment. The
MCCIP assessments on climate forcing, especially for temperature, salinity and ocean
acidification, draw on a range of programmes but form the basis for our prevailing
conditions assessment. Further to this, OSPAR is developing a cumulative impacts
framework to develop the integration of climate change into indicators. The updated UK
Marine Strategy Part One describes the importance of practically applying an ecosystem
approach. This approach involves cumulative effects assessments, which consider the
impacts of multiple pressures (as well as the potential for those pressures to be mitigated)
on GES. This approach also underpins monitoring. We continue to develop methods and
technologies to innovate and improve the efficiency of monitoring programmes, both
through interdisciplinary surveys and the interpretation of outputs.

Summary of responses on the proposals for
Descriptors 1 & 4: Cetaceans

Issue raised: survey coverage and population
monitoring

It was flagged that cetacean surveys are carried out over limited localities, depth
ranges, years and seasonal periods.

7 http://www.mccip.org.uk/
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We are committed to continue the decadal Small Cetacean Abundance of the North Sea
(SCANS) programme and are supportive of more frequent SCANS-type surveys. However
increasing frequency requires the agreement of other participating nations.

We are mindful that conducting SCANS outside the summer season is likely to not be cost
effective due to an increase in poor weather and reduction in daylight hours at that time
making it extremely difficult to conduct effective surveys. Therefore, we have taken a
different approach to better understand seasonal distribution and relative abundance. The
UK has invested in the development of the JCDP (see Citizen Science section under
General Issues for more details) led by JNCC to collate all available cetacean survey
datasets that meet the agreed standard, covering a variety of spatial and temporal ranges
into a central resource to support analyses. This database will become operational in early
2022.

Respondents sought clarification on how cetaceans found in offshore and/or in
deep waters, which are sensitive to underwater noise, are being monitored.

Previously, cetaceans in offshore waters have been surveyed using visual shipboard and
acoustic methods e.g. the SCANS-IIl and ObSERVE? surveys in 2016 and the

Cetacean Offshore Distribution and Abundance in the European Atlantic (CODA) survey in
July 2007. We intend to continue with SCANS-type projects and add to the existing time
series, making better use of citizen science observations, as well as other sources of
cetacean monitoring data, including industry and NGO sources (through the JCDP - see
above), in order to enable analyses at relevant spatial and temporal scales.

Waters further offshore are also being monitored through the Collaborative Oceanography
and Monitoring for Protected Areas Species (COMPASS) and SeaMonitor projects and we
will continue to gather acoustic data and the UKMMAS community will further develop the
integrated monitoring of cetaceans in the UK. In particular, the SeaMonitor project includes
monitoring of the shelf edge near the Hebrides Terrace Seamount west of Scotland. The
Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI, Northern Ireland) have also developed a towed
survey method whereby a passive acoustic monitoring survey for cetaceans has been
integrated with an active acoustic clupeoid fish survey in the Irish Sea.

Issue raised: data deficient species

Respondents flagged that current monitoring of coastal bottlenose dolphin is
focused on the Scottish and Welsh Special Areas of Conservation (SACs). They
stated that monitoring is needed for the vulnerable Southwest (SW) England inshore
population.

8 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/12374-observe-programme/
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There has been an exercise through the SW bottlenose dolphin consortium, to collate and
analyse predominantly photo identification data to identify range, movements and distinct
populations in the SW of England. Continuation of this work will contribute to knowledge of
the abundance and distribution of bottlenose dolphins in the area.

There are also acoustic networks currently focused in Northern Ireland and Scotland (e.g.
COMPASS, East Coast Acoustic Marine Mammal Study - ECOMMAS). We will consider
the potential for geographic expansion of these programmes over the longer term, to help
more fully understand the range of this population and the extent of monitoring required.

Respondents expressed concern about lack of data on deep water species of
beaked whales and impacts of underwater noise created by the Royal Navy,
commercial shipping and seismic exploration.

The continuation of acoustic monitoring projects, such as COMPASS, will help to address
some of the knowledge gaps raised by respondents. The development of the JCDP (see
above) will facilitate collation of data from additional datasets, which will be particularly
valuable for accessing available data on species such as beaked whales.

Decadal SCANS surveys covering offshore waters will contribute to an increase in our
understanding of beaked whale distribution and abundance. The last survey, in 2016,
provided the first abundance estimate for this group of whale species.

The Marine Noise Registry (MNR) collects data on where and when activities, such as oll
and gas surveys and unclassified anti-submarine warfare sonar occur in UK waters. These
data are mapped alongside that of other activities that emit impulsive noise. Maps show
the extent of impulsive noise in UK waters across space and time. Outputs are used to
help establish a baseline level of impulsive noise and to look for patterns and trends. In
addition, these data will be used as part of an OSPAR indicator of the risk of disturbance
from impulsive noise to marine species in the northeast Atlantic. Furthermore, the Royal
Navy has well established risk assessment and mitigation procedures to protect marine
mammals from noise. These are reviewed regularly®.

The Cetacean Strandings Investigation Programme (CSIP) and the Scottish Marine
Animal Strandings (SMASS) routinely collect and stranded cetaceans for post-mortem.
This has included retrieval of stranded deep-water species, such as beaked whales, and
thorough investigation into the causes of their death.

9 https://www.royalnavy.mod.uk/environmental-protection
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Issue raised: cetacean bycatch

Many respondents stated that understanding of UK cetacean bycatch rates needed
to be improved, believing progress to be —in part — limited by a low level of
observer coverage. Remote Electronic Monitoring (REM) was suggested as a means
to address this. Our approach to REM can be found in the General Issues section
above. Respondents called for a spatially and temporally comprehensive bycatch
monitoring programme including non-UK vessels fishing in the UK Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ).

Defra is leading work under the UK Cetacean Bycatch Plan of Action driven by the need to
identify the risk posed by bycatch to cetacean populations, involving stakeholders to
recommend effective ways forward to reduce cetacean bycatch. The levels of bycatch are
currently monitored through the UK Bycatch Monitoring Programme (BMP) and the CSIP.
We are due to renew the contract for the BMP in 2021 and so can now develop
programme specifications to monitor bycatch in a way that more accurately reflects the
current conditions in UK waters.

Current monitoring effort prioritises the highest intensity fisheries and areas. The size of
the UK fishing fleets means that increasing the number of on-board observers to achieve
high levels of coverage is not cost-effective. Coverage is relatively low for individual gear
types, but by pooling data and integrating the time series data we have been collecting for
almost two decades, the programme is able to generate relatively precise estimates of
marine mammal mortality. In addition to on-board observers, UK BMP currently monitors a
select number of vessels using pingers, simultaneously collecting data on bycatch rates
and mitigation effectiveness in prioritised areas.

As noted in the General Issues section above, work is ongoing to consider how REM could
be used in the management of our fisheries.

Summary of responses on the proposals for
Descriptors 1 & 4: Seals

Issue raised: population monitoring

ENGOs called for developments in distribution and abundance monitoring —
particularly at sea —as well as habitat-use and stranding monitoring. Some
respondents flagged that the status of harbour seals in the Celtic Seas was listed as
“uncertain” in the UK Marine Strategy Part One assessments in 2019 and queried
how the data gaps for these seal populations were being addressed.

Seal abundance surveys are not designed to detect changes in distribution, and they
reflect the (on-land) distribution of seals only at specific times of the year. Change in
distribution is therefore used as a ‘surveillance indicator’ to help interpret changes in
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abundance, and it is monitoring these changes that provides crucial information on the
status of seals around the UK coast.

GES has been achieved for grey seals and monitoring is established to review status.
Recent population estimates have been reported by the Special Committee on Seals
(SCOS, 2019). We acknowledge the need for additional monitoring of harbour seals in
West Scotland. The UKMMAS community are considering ways to improve monitoring. For
harbour seals, the Sea Mammal Research Unit (SMRU) undertake systematic monitoring
across the entire coast of the UK.

In Northern Ireland, seals are monitored by land and sea at sites where they are a
designated feature in their respective breeding seasons. However, other sites are also
monitored due to the presence of large populations of seals. In 2018, the SMRU
conducted an aerial survey of the coast of Northern Ireland and this will be repeated every
three years within the six-year monitoring cycle. This will coincide with the autumn moult of
harbour seals and will monitor the populations and distributions of grey and harbour seals
along the Northern Ireland coast. At a UK level, the SCOS review seal datasets and
determine how aerial resources should be managed to improve accuracy and to identify
gaps in data.

Although not part of its formal remit, CSIP will continue to collect data on seal strandings in
England and Wales and will include the information in their annual reports.

Issue raised: post-mortem data

ENGOs put forward that post-mortems of seals should be included as part of the
Cetacean Stranding Investigation Programme (CSIP) in England and Wales and that
post-mortems on seals in Northern Ireland should be undertaken.

This request will be considered when new contract agreements for future post-mortem
work on vulnerable marine species are put in place.

We recognise that "expanding the CSIP to include stranded seals in England and Wales”
would allow us to better understand the reasons for seals stranding in England and Wales.
Under the new contract for CSIP, rather than seal post-mortems being carried out routinely
which would carry high resource requirements, Defra will request post-mortems to be
carried out when a policy need has been identified, to understand more about specific
issues and threats to seals.

Whilst post-mortems are not systematically carried out on all stranded seals in Northern
Ireland, the Department for Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) monitor
strandings of both grey and harbour seals and, where appropriate, post-mortems are
undertaken by the Agri-Food and Bio-sciences Institute (AFBI).
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Issue raised: seal interactions with fisheries

Respondents raised concerns regarding seal and fish stock population interactions.
They suggested sampling stomach contents and using DNA analysis to identify
feeding preferences with a view to quantifying seal predation impacts on fish stock
recovery.

Improving our understanding of predator-prey interactions is an important part of D4 Food
Webs indicator development, as discussed in the UK Marine Strategy Part One: Updated
Assessment and Good Environmental Status - Summary of Responses (2019)1°. A
comprehensive diet survey covering the same regions as previous seal studies is a
research priority. Rather than focusing solely on infrequent diet studies, we acknowledge
the importance of developing the ability to estimate the likely quantities of commercial fish
consumed in intervening years and predict quantities that might be consumed in future®?.
Potential mechanisms to address this are being identified with Cefas and the Marine
Management Organisation (MMO) through direct fisheries engagement and mobile App
based data collection through the Clean Catch UK programme. In terms of seal predation
impacts on demersal fish stocks, this is a natural process (and therefore not required to be
addressed by the UK Marine Strategy) and research has shown that predation by seals is
not one of the major factors; commercial fisheries and predation by other fish are more
important.

ENGOs called for us to ensure that records of seal entanglement in anti-predator
netting or other aquaculture infrastructure are included in the UK Bycatch
monitoring programme.

Entanglements in aquaculture are not monitored by the UK Bycatch Monitoring
Programme. Entanglements in anti-predator nets should be reported, by contacting the
industry’s regulator who will then inform the appropriate statutory nature conservation
body.

10

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/841233/m
arine-strategy-partl-summary-of-responses.pdf

11 Report from the Special Committee on Seals (SCOS, 2019) http://www.smru.st-
andrews.ac.uk/files/2020/08/SCOS-2019.pdf
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Summary of responses on the proposals for
Descriptors 1 & 4: Marine Birds

Issue raised: Seabird bycatch

ENGOs raised a number of issues pertaining to seabird bycatch monitoring
including through the use of Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS).

Defra and JNCC are developing the transposition of the Food and Agriculture Organization
of the United Nations (FAO) Plan of Action on Seabird Bycatch into a National UK Plan of
Action (PoA). As part of this process, we are working with a wide group of stakeholders
including environmental groups and the fishing industry.

We aim for the UK PoA to be published in April 2021. Part of the PoA will set out plans for
more systematic collection of seabird bycatch data and initiate regional projects to
increase monitoring. The PoA will improve our understanding of the factors that influence
seabird bycatch as well as population level impacts. Combined with current data collection
frameworks, this information will provide robust data to inform future thresholds for
mortality. In addition, a newly formed Expert Group on VMS and Logbook use in the UK,
