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North Sea still on „sick-leave“.
The North Sea Ministerial Meeting on the
Environmental Impact of Shipping and Fisheries
(Gothenburg, Sweden, 4-5 May 2006) is supposed to
be the end point of a 22 year process. The International
Conference on the Protection of the North Sea has
considered the full integration of all impacts within a
marine ecoregion at Ministerial level. It addressed
solutions for the management of the full range of human
activities affecting the marine environment of a distinct,
semi-enclosed sea area. However, the North Sea
continues to be an ecosystem out of balance.
„While we wait for the doctor’s diagnosis, the patient
may easily die!” stated HRH the Prince of Wales
in his opening speech at the 2nd North Sea Ministerial
Conference in London, 1987, which resulted
in the adoption of the precautionary principle.

continued stringent and concerted approach to remedy
the critical situation, given the uncertainties with regard
to the adoption of a regional follow-up under the
relevant Conventions and/or the proposed European
Marine Strategy Directive. One of the political rootcauses of the problem is the lack of coherence between
sectoral policies (fisheries, transport, agriculture,
chemical products) in most riparian countries.
Due to the absence of a marine umbrella policy
(„marine act“), swift implementation of North Sea
Ministerial commitments is severely hampered.

„If science has taught us anything, however, it is that
the environment is full of uncertainty. It makes no
sense to test it to destruction. While we wait for the
doctor’s diagnosis, the patient may easily die! ... We do
not, ladies and gentlemen, have a lot of time left in
which to act. Even if we begin today, the damage of the
past few years will be us for some time to come„
HRH The Prince of Wales, Opening Speech at the 2nd North Sea
Ministerial Conference, London, 24th November 1987

Nineteen years later, following five additional
Ministerial Meetings, the North Sea is still on sickleave, hardly able to deliver its natural goods and
services to society. Despite some progress made, such
as the decrease of certain pollutants, the overall
development in the North Sea region is far from
sustainable. Ministers must give
the North Sea ecosystem
a real chance to recover,
by agreeing bold actions
to
reduce,
control
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stocks, sediment disturbance
and chronic pollution. It also
sends out new distress signals like a
dramatic increase in the number of invasive
species from ships’ ballast water and the impacts of
climate change. However, there is still little hope for a
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Above: oil escaping from the wrecked Braer tanker, 1993. Shetland
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„I hope that, when you leave here, you will go armed
with more than just words on a paper. I hope that you
will leave armed with a firm commitment to a clean
and healthy marine environment. You will, certainly,
earn the thanks of all the peoples of Europe, even if
there is a bit of an extra price to pay for it.„
Ibid.

WWF has scrutinised the follow-up to five chapters
of the 5th North Sea Ministerial Declaration
(Bergen, Norway, 2002) and identified 12 examples
demonstrating the slow pace at which political
progress to protect the North Sea is made:

Ecosystem Approach to Management • Out of 21 features or
processes for which Ministers agreed to develop Ecological
Quality Objectives (EcoQOs), five of them key to measure North
Sea ecosystem health are still neglected such as the presence and
extent of threatened or declining species, habitat quality and
structure of fish communities. EcoQOs are addressed in isolation
rather than linking them to marine spatial planning, the envisaged
network of marine protected areas and fisheries management.
Conservation, Restoration and Protection of Species and
Habitats • The Ministerial commitment to designate relevant
areas of the North Sea to a network of well-managed marine
protected areas by 2010, safeguarding threatened and declining
species and habitats and ecosystem functions, has fostered legal
designation of less than five new offshore areas so far. Only three
out of eight riparian states have come up with comprehensive
nomination lists of MPAs in waters under their jurisdiction.
„This ‘silver sea’ was also, and still is, one of the world’s
richest fishing zones - as well as a playground for sailors and
a source of inspiration for poets and painters.„Ibid.
Sustainable Fisheries: • Despite North Sea Ministers’ call to
further reduce, without delay, the capacity of fishing fleets, the
use of public money for modernisation of engines is considered
to be reintroduced under the new European Fisheries Fund (EFF),
the instrument that will guide the distribution of subsidies for the
fishing sector between 2007–13. • The North Sea Ministerial call
on fisheries competent authorities to establish Total Allowable
Catch (TAC) levels consistent with scientific catch
recommendations based on the precautionary principle was
repeatedly ignored and the North Sea cod stock fished down to its
historically lowest level. • The Ministerial objectives to reduce
by-catches of marine mammals to less than 1% of the population
was not inscripted into the new EC regulation (2004) laying
down measures concerning incidental catches of cetaceans in
fisheries. • Ministers’ plea to consider the instrument of a discard
ban was not reflected by the reform of the EU Common Fisheries
Policy (2002). • While Ministers had requested to use
permanently or temporarily closed areas as a tool to protect
juvenile fish or allow stock recovery such an area was only
established on one single occasion and a short-term basis.

and work towards its finalisation and its rapid entry into force.
Moreover, Ministers’ deadline, set for the end of 2004, to apply
regional measures to prevent the introduction of invasive species
according to existing IMO Ballast Water Guidelines was literally
ignored. • Ministers reaffirmed their commitment to the
implementation of the provisions of the International
Convention on the Control of Harmful Antifouling Systems
(AFS) on Ships adopted in 2001. Only three North Sea countries
have ratified the AFS convention although its enforcement is
regarded essential to help eliminate the highly toxic and
hormone-mimicking organotin compounds from the North Sea.
„But over the past century we have made it into a rubbish
dump. The effluents we pour heedlessly into its waters are a
threat to its delicate ecological balance. ... We are right, I
believe, to take the precautionary line, which I know this
meeting is being advised to do. We are right to cut the input of
dangerous substances, like heavy metals and organic
chemicals, into the North Sea, and to develop a system of
measuring pollution levels which is common to all.„ Ibid.
The Prevention of Pollution from Hazardous Substances •
The fundamental North Sea and OSPAR Ministerial
commitment to facilitate a cessation of discharges, emissions
and losses of hazardous substances to the marine environment
by 2020 has only had limited impact on legally binding action
within the EU Water Framework Directive and/or the draft
review of the EU Chemical Policy (REACH). Out of ca. 400
substances of possible concern, more than 40 chemicals for
priority action were selected and measures developed. For less
than 10 of these chemicals or groups of chemicals, however,
additional legally binding measures have been introduced to
significantly reduce or stop their input into the North Sea.
„And it really doesn’t matter how we apportion blame. The
fact is that only joint action can remedy the situation.„ Ibid.
WWF urges Ministers to agree bold actions, including
at EU level, to catch up on previous and to implement
new commitments adopted by the North Sea Conference.
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