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The UK and EU have committed to an ecosystem-based approach to management of our marine environment.  Site characterisation has now been accepted as an important requirement within the Environment Agency's Review of Consents procedures, particularly with respect to complex systems such as estuaries.  This project, undertaken by the Marine Biological Association of the United Kingdom and funded by the Environment Agency and English Nature,  set out to determine the current status of designated European marine sites in South West England, and how vulnerable (or robust) they are to contaminants (metals, organics, nutrients) and other anthropogenic pressures.  Using published information and unpublished data-sets from regulatory agencies, conservation bodies and research institutes, evidence was compiled on the links between potentially harmful ‘activities’, environmental quality, and resultant biological consequences.  This included an evaluation of long-term change.  The focus is on the effects of water and sediment quality on the key interest features of European Marine sites in the South West of England.

Characterisation of these sites has been completed and results are presented for one of the UK Marine Sites, the Fal and Helford cSAC, highlighting the threats to biota from point-source and diffuse pollutants, together with priorities for new integrated research to monitor, maintain and restore the system. It is anticipated that the approach put forward will significantly contribute towards the improved management of the UK sites and could offer opportunities for broader co-operation and comparison of designated Marine Sites at a European level.
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