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4th ASCOBANS Advisory Committee meeting

Texel, The Netherlands, 30 June - 2 July 1997

Statement by the World Wide Fund For Nature (WWF)

WWF expresses its gratitude for being invited to the 4th ASCOBANS Advisory Committee meeting as observer. WWF offers support and contribution to help maintaining and/or restoring a sound and healthy environment for small cetaceans in the Baltic and North Sea.

Mission
WWF aims to conserve nature and ecological processes by: preserving genetic, species and ecosystem diversity; ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable both now and in the longer term; promoting actions to reduce pollution and the wasteful exploitation and consumption of resources and energy. Oceans & coasts is one out of three biomes to which WWF is giving priority at a global scale. Conserving species of special concern belongs to the six global strategies for action endorsed by WWF.

Institutional background

ASCOBANS matters are cross-regional matters within WWF's European & Middle East Programme: WWF's North-East Atlantic Programme is a purely marine framework. It deals with an area consistent with the geographic coverage of the OSPAR Convention including the North Sea. WWF's Baltic Programme deals with marine, freshwater and forest ecosystems of the entire Baltic catchment. Project managers from either programmes are actively involved as observers in the work of the Oslo & Paris Commissions, the Committee of North Sea Senior Officials and the Helsinki Commission as well as their subsidiary bodies.

In order to meet the marine environmental objective of the subregional programmes described above eg. to protect and where necessary restore biodiversity and maintain natural productivity and status of the North East Atlantic marine environment, with special focus on land-sea interface, land-based activities in the catchment area and commonly shared resources,  WWF has dedicated specific projects to the protection of marine and coastal species and habitats, the promotion of sustainable fisheries management including the precautionary approach in fisheries and the prevention of pollution by hazardous substances.

Issues of specific concern 

WWF believes that the population status of small cetaceans of the Baltic and North Sea and the status of the harbour porpoise in particular would to a considerable extent benefit from

(1) measures to minimize anthropogenic emissions and losses of hazardous substances, in particular of chemicals that are reported to disrupt the endocrine and reproductive systems (as relating to agenda item 6).

(2) the further integration of environmental objectives into fisheries policy and management eg. by setting restrictive but quantifiable limits to the level of bycatch of non-target species (as relating to agenda item 7)

(3) the establishment of a representative network of marine protected areas and/or refugia eg. important calving and nursery grounds of such migratory species (as relating to agenda item 17)

WWF wants to encourage the ASCOBANS Advisory Committee to adopt the appropriate resolutions in order to highlight such areas of concern. WWF is confident that the second Meeting of Parties to ASCOBANS, having received such advice, will be predestined to make a number of commitments operational which have been adopted by other relevant international fora but are still too rudimentary to be put into practice and to really improve the situation.

Specific recommendations

Agenda item 6 - Pollutant issues

WWF is impressed by the comprehensive information on pollutants that are likely to affect small cetaceans adversely as submitted with ASCOBANS/ADV.COM/4/DOC.5 (Report of the IWC Workshop on Chemical Pollution and Cetaceans, Bergen, Norway, 27-29 March 1995). WWF notes with satisfaction that DOC 5 draws attention to the emerging threat from chemicals which disrupt the endocrine system. 
On the other hand, WWF is concerned about the obvious gap between the commitment made in para 1 (a) of the Annex to the ASCOBANS Agreement (...work towards the prevention of the release of substances which are a potential threat to the health of the animals) and resolution 2 of the first Meeting of Parties to ASCOBANS. For the time being, the scope of the Advisory Committee seems to be too restricted to the assessment of pollutants, the identification of research needs and the harmonisation of analytical and reporting procedures.

WWF is convinced that time is ripe for ASCOBANS and its Advisory Committee not only to coordinate and support research into and/or monitoring of the cause-effect relationships between cetacean health and chemical pollutants but also to go for a phasing out of the use of a number of pollutants that are likely to affect small cetaceans adversely.

In this context, WWF does not expect ASCOBANS to get in depth involved in policy work on toxic chemicals which is already undertaken by OSPAR, HELCOM and the North Sea Conference. In order to avoid duplication of work, it is rather suggested that ASCOBANS and its Advisory Committee start presenting distress signals from the "cetacean perspective" with reference to the strong commitments and definitions that are already endorsed by such fora (eg. the Precautionary Principle, § 17 of the Esbjerg Declaration, the Draft OSPAR Objective and Strategy with regard to Hazardous Substances).

On these grounds, there is sufficient evidence of elevated levels of new persistent chemicals such as brominated flame retardants (PBDE, PBB...) and chlorinated paraffins (including medium and long chained CP) in marine mammals and/or cetaceans. WWF therefore urges the ASCOBANS Advisory Committee to recommend legal measures in order to restrict the open use of these hazardous compounds. By doing so, ASCOBANS would add a new momentum to the ongoing evaluation of these substances which have been on the political agenda for considerable time. Although it seems reasonable to further increase the amount of consistent information on contaminants listed as "non-routinely" monitored or "unknown", in section I of ASCOBANS/ADV.COM/4/DOC.5,  preventative action must not be postponed. 

Furthermore, WWF would like to point out to the ASCOBANS Advisory Committee, that the Draft OSPAR Objective and Strategy with regard to Hazardous Substances will include a number of essential improvements for the conservation of cetaceans by taking into account sublethal and chronic as well as synergistic effects of contaminants and by covering toxic degradation and transformation products of anthropogenic substances.  

It will be invaluable for the conservation of small cetaceans that the new draft OSPAR Strategy particularly addresses endocrine disrupting chemicals. WWF recommends to all cetacean and/or marine mammal experts to openly support the inclusion of a list of potential endocrine disruptors (pending) into the OSPAR strategy as an important point of departure for cleaning up the marine environment.

WWF offers its support to the ASCOBANS Advisory Committee by providing further information on sources, fate, effects and substitution potential of eg. PBDEs, PBBs, TBT, TBBA, CPs, nitromusk compounds as well as a number of pesticides.

Agenda item 7 - Bycatch issues

WWF acknowledges the efforts undertaken by the bycatch subgroup in order to prepare the scientific-technical background for measures to minimize the impacts from fishing gear and fishing pressure. As this is clearly a matter of urgency, WWF welcomes and supports the draft resolution attached to ASCOBANS/ADV.COM/4/DOC.7.
WWF has expressed its disappointment that the North Sea Intermediate Ministerial Meeting on the Integration of Fisheries and Environmental Issues (IMM, Bergen, Norway, 13-14 March 1997) was not able to achieve consensus with regard to concrete deadlines and measurable indicators to minimize the adverse impact of fishing activities on North Sea species and their habitats although several accredited observer NGOs and the European Cetacean Society (ECS) as well as certain parties had submitted such proposals. However, section 9 of the IMM Statement of Conclusions (SoC) provides a solid structure and a promising opportunity to develop further action by addressing the most important fields of action for the protection of species and habitats against fisheries impacts. 

WWF therefore advocates ASCOBANS and its Advisory Committee to enrich the context of the IMM SoC with concrete proposals for defining "unacceptable interactions" such as certain levels of bycatch of small cetaceans as outlined in the draft resolution. 

Furthermore, WWF suggests to adopt the bycatch resolution with a view to informing the EU presidency about its content as the two governments which are in charge of the forthcoming EU presidencies have publicly committed themselves in Bergen (March 1997) to enforce the implementation of the IMM SoC within EU fisheries management and administration.

Agenda item 17 - Protected areas

WWF is promoting the designation of marine protected areas (MPAs) worldwide, with particular attention to so far neglected offshore areas. Developing the necessary criteria, conservation requirements and definitions for the establishment of MPA is an ongoing, dynamic process. However, there is no doubt that areas with high biodiversity of benthic habitats and/or invertebrate life, high pelagic productivity (eg frontier areas), important functions as feeding grounds for seabirds and marine mammals, spawning and nursery grounds for fish stocks, calving and nursery areas for marine mammals eg small cetaceans are to be considered.

In line with this, WWF supports  the proposal to establish a marine protected area for the conservation of small cetaceans of the North Sea along the west coasts of the German Wadden Sea islands Sylt and Amrum (ASCOBANS/ADV.COM/4/DOC.12, Appendix 2). It will be a step forward and an important precedent for the designation of a MPA in the OSPAR/North Sea area.
With a view to the future development of MPAs, WWF would also like to invite the ASCOBANS Advisory Committee to link up with and contribute to the ongoing discussion about legal provisions that would be required as an optimum for the protection of marine areas from the point of view of cetacean conservation.

Background: WWF and BirdLife International have jointly identified and criticised shortcomings and loopholes in the new draft OSPAR Annex V "On the Protection and Conservation of the Ecosystems and Biological Diversity of the Maritime Area" to be adopted by the forthcoming OSPAR Ministerial Meeting (Brussels, December 1997 to be confirmed).  Compared to other international agreements such as the Helsinki Convention (addressing the need to establish Baltic Sea Protected Areas by Recommendation HELCOM 15/5), the provisions for the protection of marine species and habitats as planned under the OSPAR/North Sea regime seem to be too weak. 

After the 4th North Sea Conference (Esberg, 1995), WWF had particularly welcomed reference to the extension of coordinated work for the protection of habitats and species outside territorial waters, collation of relevant information for maximum use, and developing criteria to identify threatened or vulnerable species. In the new draft Annex V to the 1992 OSPAR Convention however, these original commitments have been apparently dissolved as it does not adequately recognise protection beyond the 12 nautical mile limit.  There is no binding commitment to the establishment of a representative network of MPAs inspite of the need of migratory seabirds and marine mammals for such refugia. In general, a scope for preventative programmes and measures in the absence of existing threats to marine wildlife is missing. Draft OSPAR Annex V also suffers from exempting too many important human activities from the marine management process such as oil and gas exploitation, fisheries, shipping. 

Since many of these neglected activities are known or likely to disturb or affect cetaceans, WWF calls upon the ASCOBANS Advisory Committee to make specific proposals in order to amend and tighten up the new OSPAR provisions.
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