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Background

Particularly Sensitive Sea Areas (PSSAs) are areas of the seas and oceans that need special protection through action by the International Maritime Organization (IMO) because of their ecological, economic, cultural or scientific significance and their vulnerability to harmful impacts from shipping activities.

PSSAs can help coastal nations prevent accidents, avoid habitat damage and stop intentional pollution by regulating the passage of ships through or away from sensitive areas. The identification of PSSAs also serves to inform mariners of the need to take special care when approaching a sensitive area. 

In 1995, at the 4th International Conference on the Protection of the North Sea, Environment Ministers recognized „that in certain circumstances there could be a need to consider protection of environmentally sensitive areas against particular risks from shipping activity and AGREE to give this special attention at IMO and nationally“.

At two Wadden Sea Trilateral Ministerial Conferences in 1994 and 1997, it was decided to consider the establishment of a PSSA for the Wadden Sea. In preparation for the 10th Trilateral Ministerial Conference, to be held in Esbjerg, Denmark, on 31 October 2001, the three states commissioned an independent feasibility study on the establishment of a PSSA in the Wadden Sea at the Southampton Institute, UK. The outcome of this study is a strong call for a PSSA in the Wadden Sea, including the establishment of a core zone, buffer zone and three associated protective measures. WWF now believes that it is a matter of priority for the protection of  wildlife, habitats and coastal communities for North Sea States to work cooperatively within the IMO to ensure such protection is delivered. The discussions are still ongoing.

Action Requested

CONSSO is invited to consider the enclosed draft text to the ministerial declaration and to agree on a way forward for further development of the declaration text.

Introduction

Particularly Sensitive Sea Areas: PSSAs can benefit valuable ecosystems such as coral reefs, intertidal wetlands and important habitats. They are also important for migrating birds, sea turtles, whales or other marine species, as well as feeding grounds for valuable fish stocks. In addition, they can benefit marine areas of particular importance for tourism, recreation, traditional subsistence, science or education. And if any of the above are close to shipping lanes, suffer from bad weather, have narrow passages, shallow depths or submerged reefs, or are otherwise sensitive to shipping impacts, then they may need PSSA assistance to protect them.

International law limits the ability of coastal nations to impose and enforce their own environmental and navigation regulations on foreign ships passing through their waters. Within their 12-mile territorial waters, coastal nations may not „impair“ a foreign ship’s right of innocent passage. Beyond the territorial seas, in the Exclusive Economic Zone or equivalent extending out to 200 miles from the shore, coastal states can only adopt regulations that have been previously approved by the IMO. As such, international regulations are generally meant to apply to all ships everywhere they go. Thus it can be difficult to protect discrete areas of the marine environment that are particularly sensitive. However, through PSSAs, area specific rules can be matched to local needs and conditions.

Furthermore, the identification of a PSSA also serves to inform mariners of the need to take special care when approaching a sensitive area. 

PSSA Wadden Sea: The Wadden Sea is Europe’s largest coastal wetland and one of its last natural areas. It is a shallow sea extending from Den Helder in the Netherlands, along the entire northwest coast of Germany to Esbjerg in Denmark. The coastal and marine ecological processes within this area are vital for the southern North Sea. It also serves as an important stepping stone for migratory species, far beyond the North Sea (e.g. East Atlantic Flyway). The Wadden Sea undoubtably meets the criteria for designation as a PSSA in terms of ecological sensitivity, social, cultural and economic importance and its importance scientifically and for educational purposes. It experiences around 260,000 shipping movements a year making it one of the most frequented seas areas world wide and in the German ports alone, 171.5 million tons of cargo were transferred in 1999. Indeed, the volumes of cargo transferred in the 1990s have increased.

A number of recent incidents demonstrate the continued threat to the Wadden Sea, its wildlife, habitats and coastal communities as a result of shipping activity. In 1998, a cargo vessel Pallas loaded with wood ran aground causing considerable fuel oil pollution and killing many birds following a fire on board. In December 1999, an unloaded bulk carrier Lucky Fortune was adrift during a storm heading for the island of Sylt, a cetacean sanctuary, fortunately, the responsible authorities averted a disaster. While, in January 1993, a loaded OBO (oil, bulk, ore) vessel was adrift in a storm heading for the island of Helgoland. Despite dropping anchors, it was only as a result of the action of two tugs and a drop in wind speed that the vessel was stopped a few hundred metres before it ran aground. 

Within the IMO it is now acceptable to propose a PSSA alongside the existing protective measures. Furthermore, it is possible to introduce a PSSA submission and over the following two years bring forward the associated protective measures or further associated protective measures.  Once the area is designated as a PSSA along with the appropriate protective measures, it remains possible to introduce further protective measures if these are deemed appropriate to the management and protection of the PSSA.

A number of shipping regulatory measures are already in place for the Wadden Sea, however, WWF believes that it is a matter of priority for the protection of wildlife, habitats and coastal communities for PSSA designation along with further protective measures to be introduced. Furthermore, since the Wadden Sea is a highly productive and unique component of the North Sea, supporting globally important wild bird populations as well as important fish spawning and nursery grounds, all North Sea States should work cooperatively within the IMO to ensure such protection is delivered. 

WWF has published a report „Protection of the Wadden Sea from ship accidents through the establishment of a „PSSA Wadden Sea“ (2000) 
which proposes a core and a buffer zone along with nine specific measures for improving the management of shipping and reducing the danger resulting from ship traffic for the Wadden Sea and the coastline. The core zone combines a protection area and an intervention area. While the protection area compares to the Trilateral Conservation Area, the seaward extension of the intervention zone has to be further defined in accordance with the nautical and meteorological conditions but it should at least cover nine nautical miles. The surveillance area serves as a buffer zone which extends far beyond the protection and intervention areas. It is to include the western entrance of the English Channel up to Skagen for the ship traffic running parallel to the PSSA and hence, it must extend 250 nautical miles into the North Sea at least. The nine associated protective measures include: a PSSA control centre with a Marine Operation Coordination group; a log file; compulsory pilotage; passive and active escorting; emergency towing arrangements; safe haven, emergency response vessels; and the transfer of shipping routes.

Draft Text for the Ministerial Declaration
The Ministers agree to take concerted action within the framework of the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) to promote the Wadden Sea as a Particularly Sensitive Sea Area (PSSA) along with appropriate protective measures. 

� WWF’s PSSA Report can be downloaded at the following URL:


http://www.ngo.grida.no/wwfneap/Projects/Reports/PSSA_WaddenSea_English.pdf





