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Cover Note 

The Net Gain stakeholder engagement process involves a wide range of organisations and 
individuals interested in or concerned about Marine Conservation Zones (MCZs) in the English North 
Sea. This Final Recommendation Report represents the work undertaken to date by the Net Gain 
Regional Stakeholder Group (RSG), which is comprised of four Regional Hubs and a Stakeholder 
Advisory Panel. It is the collective responsibility of the Regional Stakeholder Group to make MCZ 
recommendations to Government by 31st August 2011. 

We are making this report publicly available to ensure openness and transparency about our work, 
discussions and developments. We are not, however inviting comments on the report as this is not a 
public consultation but a participatory planning approach. We are aware that Defra has undertaken 
to run a public consultation later on in the process, after we have submitted our recommendations. 

The report contains within it the agreements, comments and caveats regarding the sites currently 
under consideration. Merely by having participated in the process, no stakeholder is thereby bound 
to agree with every statement in the report. 

As laid out in the RSG terms of reference, it is the role of the Stakeholder Advisory Panel Chair, 
Trevor Jameson, to provide final sign off of any submissions to the SAP, JNCC and Natural England.  

 

A note from the Chair of the Stakeholder Advisory Panel, Trevor Jameson: 

In my capacity as Chair of the Stakeholder Advisory Panel, I have reflected most carefully on the 
Netgain project as a whole before signing this final submission. 

Throughout, I have observed an inclusive and transparent approach, the knowledge, engagement 
and commitment of stakeholders being complemented by the tools and framework developed by 
the project team to facilitate and focus stakeholder discussion and decision making. The manner in 
which the project team has guided and managed the project has, in my opinion, been exemplary and 
a model of best practice for future projects of this nature. We are fortunate, indeed, that the 
controlling bodies have provided the framework for such important conservation issues to be 
debated and for proposals to be put forward for recommended MCZs. 

Given the diverse range of stakeholder interests and the time commitments imposed on the project, 
it is nothing short of remarkable that such a positive outcome has been achieved. Again, thanks to 
the professional approach of both stakeholders and the project team. 

It has been a privilege for me to be part of the project and with the support of Net Gain stakeholders 
gained at the Large Group Meeting held on the 19th and 20th July, I have no hesitation in signing this 
final submission on behalf of the Regional Stakeholder Group. 

 

Chair of the Net Gain Stakeholder Advisory Panel 
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A note from the Chair of the Regional Project Board, Colin Brown: 

When I was first asked to Chair the management Board of Netgain my initial reaction was that 
everyone else must have already turned it down!  It seemed such a complex and potentially divisive 
proposition that it was difficult to see any way through the labyrinth of passionately held but 
apparently mutually exclusive agendas which we would face. 

The process which was envisaged was also novel and required a leap of faith that would challenge 
the assumption that for every winner, there must be a loser. Whilst as ever, the timescales and 
budgets were challenging.  

Had I of course known then the calibre of people I would be working with I would not have been at 
all concerned.  I would therefore like to thank the staff at JNCC and Natural England for their support 
and professionalism, the fellow members of the Board for their wisdom and patience, and most of 
all Joanna Redhead and her amazing team who have worked longer and harder than anyone could 
have reasonably asked to bring this project in so successfully. 

My hope for the future is that this document will not be the last word on the subject but the first 
step in a process.  

If “The Deep”, Hulls Millennium project could have played even a tiny part in establishing a 
sustainable future for the North Sea and for those communities who depend on it then this will rank 
as our greatest ever achievement. 

 

 

Chair of the Net Gain Regional Project Board and Chief Executive of The Deep.  
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Section 1 Executive summary 

 

This report lays out Net Gain’s final recommendations for a suite of Marine Conservation Zones 
(MCZs) within the English North Sea, submitted to the Statutory Nature Conservation Bodies (SNCBs) 
on the 31st August 2011.  

The recommendations have been developed by a Regional Stakeholder Group (RSG) comprised of 
four Regional Hubs and a Stakeholder Advisory Panel (StAP), and represent the outcome of in excess 
of 6,000 hours of dedicated stakeholder planning.  In developing the recommendations, RSG 
members have liaised with their wider sectors and feedback has also been sought from Named 
Consultative Stakeholders at the time of each formal iteration submitted to the Science Advisory 
Panel.   

In total, the RSG have recommended 18 MCZs and 13 Reference Areas covering an area of almost 
13,000km2.  Figure 1.1 illustrates the network configuration including sites proposed by Net Gain 
alongside existing marine protected areas.  Should all the recommended sites reach designation it 
would increase the total coverage of MPAs to approximately 30% of the Net Gain project area.  

Ecological network guidance design principles of representativity, replication, adequacy, viability and 
connectivity were met for 19 of the 23 broad-scale habitats found within the Net Gain project area.  
Each design principle was met for low energy infralittoral rock and subtidal mud with the exception 
of adequacy, with both habitats falling short of the minimum target extent (by 0.81 km2 and 83km2 
respectively). Similarly, for subtidal macrophyte-dominated sediment each design principle was met 
apart from replication, with one more replicate required to attain the target.  None of the ecological 
criteria were met for deep sea mud; within Net Gain there is only 4.69km2 of available deep sea mud 
habitat, which following advice from the Science Advisory Panel (SAP), was excluded from 
stakeholder discussions.   

Ecological network guidance design principles of representativity, replication, viability and 
connectivity were met for 10 of the 14 habitat features of conservation importance (FOCI) within the 
Net Gain project area.  Due to a lack of confidence in the data available for four of the habitat FOCI, 
replication was not met for sea-pen and burrowing megafauna, and both representativity and 
replication were not met for horse mussel beds, mud habitat in deep water and tide swept channels. 
In addition to concern over the quality of data for these FOCI, the Regional MCZ Projects were also 
advised by the SNCBs that there are no true tide swept channels within our boundaries, effectively 
preventing discussions on their inclusion.  

Of the 12 species FOCI present in the Net Gain project area, representativity was met for the 
tentacled lagoon worm, ocean quahog, lagoon sand shrimp and starlet sea anemone, with 
replication only being met for the latter two species. Reasons for failing to meet the criteria include 
single records for a number of species, poor accuracy of data or a lack of available evidence.  

The majority of Net Gains’ recommended sites are proposed with a good level of support from the 
RSG (either a 3 or 4 on a 4 point scale, where 1 was strongly against and 4 was strongly support).  
Conservation objectives have been drafted for all features at each site, and discussions have been 
held on potential management measures required to achieve the objectives.  There are a limited 
number of sites for which discussions were not finalised given the time available, which do not form 
part of the formal recommendations, but are included in the Annex for information.   
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Figure 1.1 Network configuration including existing MPAs and recommended MCZs and RAs.  
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Section 2 Introduction to the Net Gain Regional MCZ Project area 

2.1 Geographic extent of the Net Gain Project 

The Net Gain MCZ Project area spans two regional seas; the southern portion of the Northern North 
Sea (Scottish border to Flamborough Head) and the northern portion of the Southern North Sea 
(Flamborough Head to Bawdsey, see Figure 2.1). Water depths across this area range from less than 
50m in the south to 200m in the north. Most of the region is well mixed by tides and wind 
throughout the year, and sea surface temperatures vary seasonally, from 4ºC in winter to 19ºC in 
summer (Defra 20101). 

 

2.2 Ecology and geomorphology 

The area covered by the Net Gain Project includes 22 of the 23 broad-scale habitats listed within the 
Ecological Network Guidance (ENG); missing only examples of subtidal macrophyte-dominated 
sediment. In addition the Net Gain Project has 14 habitat features of conservation importance (FOCI) 
and records for 12 low or limited mobility species FOCI. Of the three highly mobile species FOCI 
listed in the ENG, smelt and European eel are known to utilise estuaries or inshore coastal waters 
within Net Gain for key life stages. Protection is afforded to some ENG features by existing 
designations, including Special Areas for Conservation (SACs), Special Protection Areas (SPAs), Sites 
of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) and Ramsar sites (Natural England, 20112). Under European 
legislation, these existing Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) conserve additional Annex I and II habitats 
and species which will therefore generally not require further protection through MCZs. 

The coastline in the north is predominantly rocky, interspersed with intertidal sediments in bays and 
inlets. In the south, the coastline is varied with large expanses of intertidal sands, muds and soft 
cliffs. The offshore benthic environment comprises large expanses of sands, muds and coarser 
sediments. Both the Northern and Southern North Sea areas support a diversity of marine species, 
including marine mammals, birds and commercially important species including some of the most 
valuable demersal and Nephrops fisheries in the UK (Defra, 2010). Herring, mackerel and other 
shellfish fisheries are also commercially important. Fish stock assessments indicate that stocks are 
not at full reproductive capacity or are not being harvested sustainably. Demersal fish communities 
appear to be improving in terms of abundance, biomass and species richness, but smaller and 
opportunistic fish are dominant (Defra, 2010). Fishing activity, particularly bottom (benthic) trawling, 
is considered to be a major pressure on the marine benthic environment. 

 

2.3 Anthropogenic perspectives 

The Net Gain region is also extremely important to the oil and gas sectors, the aggregate extraction 
sector, the renewable energy sector and to shipping (Defra, 2010). Most industries are well 
regulated but are still considered to be a source of pressure to the marine environment due to the 
effects of infrastructure, pollution, disturbance, and extractive and depositional activities. The 
marine environment in the Net Gain area is also important for recreation, supporting local 
communities and tourism (Defra, 2010). 

A recent assessment of the safety and biological diversity of our seas (Defra, 2010) indicated that 
intertidal habitats are deteriorating in both the Northern and Southern North Sea areas. Sea level 
rise is of particular concern in the Southern North Sea region; associated with an increased risk of 
coastal erosion, flooding and loss of intertidal habitats. Rising sea temperature has been linked to 

                                                           
1
  Defra (21010) Defra Charting Progress 2 – the State of the UK Seas, http://chartingprogress.defra.gov.uk/ 

2
  Natural England (2011) Marine Protected Areas, 
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/marine/protectandmanage/mpa/default.aspx 
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changes in plankton production and the plankton community, which may be affecting the marine 
food web (Defra, 2010). The deterioration of intertidal habitats was also linked to human activities, 
including land claim, beach litter, shellfish harvesting and the presence of coastal structures. On the 
contrary, subtidal habitats are generally stable or improving in condition. Subtidal rocky habitats are 
generally only subject to local pressures such as construction of coastal infrastructure and bottom 
trawling, whereas subtidal sediments are subject to widespread pressures from aggregate 
extraction, benthic fishing, pollution and renewable energy infrastructure. The status of estuarine 
fish was assessed to be improving in the Northern North Sea, but deteriorating in the Southern 
North Sea, linked to improved water quality and reduced eel recruitment, respectively. Cetacean, 
grey seal and seabird populations are either stable or increasing in the North Sea. Conversely, 
harbour seals are decreasing in response to various pressures such as disease, competition, 
predation, unregulated shooting and declines in prey species. Cleanliness and safety indicators have 
shown little deterioration in the Net Gain area. 
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Figure 2.1 Location of Net Gain and adjacent Regional Seas 
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Section 3 Engagement with stakeholders: process and delivery 

3.1 The Regional Stakeholder Group  

The national Project Delivery Guidance provided by the SNCBs to the Regional MCZ Projects called 
for MCZ recommendations to be made by a representative Regional Stakeholder Group (RSG).  In 
the initial stages of the project it was determined that a single RSG would not be logistically feasible  
due to the size of the Net Gain project area and length of coast covered.  For this reason, the 
Regional Stakeholder Group (RSG) was established in such a way so as to facilitate stakeholder 
engagement from the large numbers of individuals and organisations across the project area, 
allowing for greater representation from each sector, and taking account of regional variations 
within sectors along the coast. 

The Net Gain Regional Stakeholder Group was comprised of a Stakeholder Advisory Panel (StAP) and 
four Regional Hubs, which operated under a common set of Terms of Reference (a copy of which is 
provided as Annex 8). While it was the collective responsibility of the Regional Stakeholder Group to 
make MCZ recommendations to Government, the StAP and Regional Hubs had different roles in the 
recommendation process. 

The four Regional Hubs were where the main focus of the planning work and deliberation over sites 
took place, representing the real ‘hands on’ part of the work. Members worked together in 
facilitated sessions to develop recommendations on MCZs. Regional Hub members made 
recommendations on the size, location, boundaries and, ultimately, conservation objectives for 
proposed sites. 

The Regional Hubs were complemented by the Stakeholder Advisory Panel (StAP) whose function 
was to maintain an overview of the work being undertaken in the Regional Hubs, to check for 
consistency and balance and to bring all the recommendations from the Regional Hubs together 
before passing them to Defra’s independent Science Advisory Panel (SAP) for review and feedback. 

In common with the other three Regional MCZ Projects, additional input to the work of the Net Gain 
RSG was provided by members of the Named Consultative Stakeholders (NCS) group. NCS status 
allowed regional, national or international stakeholders who may not be able to resource 
attendance at Regional Hub or StAP meetings to play a less intensive role in the development of MCZ 
recommendations. At key stages NCS members were asked for views on the MCZ recommendations 
being developed by the RSG, their comments being recorded and fed into the planning process. 
However, stakeholders in the NCS category did not play a direct role in the development of MCZ 
recommendations. 

 

3.2 Establishing the Regional Stakeholder Group 

The first step in establishing the RSG involved undertaking a stakeholder analysis; this work was led 
by independent facilitators, drawing on the expertise of the project team.  The outcome was the 
development of a stakeholder database including organisations and individuals who were felt to 
have an interest in the project, who could be invited to our initial events. 

 

Roadshows 

To raise awareness of the MCZ Project, Net Gain initiated its stakeholder engagement programme by 
holding a series of ‘Roadshow’ meetings during January 2010. The roadshows were publicised 
through local and regional press and trade publications, contacts on the stakeholder database were 
invited, existing networks were utilised and the liaison officers raised awareness of the events 
through visits to local stakeholder establishments. 
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Roadshows were held at six venues across the Net Gain Project area: 

 The Dove Marine Laboratory, Cullercoats; 

 Whitby Yacht Club, Whitby; 

 Scarborough Spa, Scarborough; 

 Kings Lynn Town Hall, King's Lynn; 

 Orbis Energy Centre, Lowestoft; and 

 Humber Seafood Institute, Grimsby. 

Two separate meetings were held at each Roadshow venue, one in the late afternoon and one in the 
early evening, to increase opportunities to attend. In each meeting Net Gain gave two presentations. 
The first of these outlined the project, covering: 

 the background to the project (what Net Gain was, why it had been established and the 
timescales for achieving its objectives); 

 what an MCZ is (including how they will operate and what are they intended to achieve); 
and 

 an introduction to the local Net Gain Liaison Officer and how they could be contacted. 

The second presentation outlined how and when stakeholders could get involved in the process. 

Question and answer sessions were held after each presentation. The key questions (as identified by 
stakeholders at the time) were answered immediately, with all other questions noted and carried 
forward. Subsequently all questions were collated and, together with definitive answers, were used 
to produce a comprehensive ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ (FAQ) document. This document – which 
covered nearly 600 questions across 16 broad themes was subsequently made available to 
stakeholders via the Net Gain website. 

All attendees at the Roadshow meetings were invited to pass their contact details to Net Gain, and 
to indicate whether they would be interested in joining the Regional Stakeholder Group.  Attendees 
were also asked to provide contact details for other stakeholders who they felt should be involved, 
and to make nominations for RSG members.  In total, contact details were supplied by 253 
Roadshow attendees, of which 123 expressed an interest in becoming part of the Regional 
Stakeholder Group. 

 

Inaugural Large Group Meeting 

Following the Roadshows an inaugural Large Group Meeting (LGM) was held at the KC Stadium in 
Hull on the 11th February 2010. Invites were extended to the entire stakeholder database, including 
those contacts provided to us at the Roadshows.  This meeting brought together a total of 104 
stakeholders, 57 of whom had previously attended one or more of the Roadshow events. 

The principal aim of the Large Group Meeting was, at the outset of the engagement process, to 
provide key stakeholders with an opportunity to contribute to shaping the approach being taken. 
That in turn led to a number of aims, namely to: 

 develop a better understanding of MCZs, the role of the Net Gain Project and the approach 
Net Gain was intending to follow; 

 develop a broadly agreed ‘first stab’ list of possible principles for successful MCZs; 

 begin developing the Terms of Reference for the RSG; 

 discuss who should be invited to contribute at the Regional Hubs; and 
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 suggest the sectoral makeup of the Stakeholder Advisory Panel. 

The meeting was also important to begin to develop social capital. Stakeholders could begin to get 
to know each other and to share common concerns, and there would be the opportunity to 
challenge preconceptions and to understand different perspectives. 

 

3.3 Populating the Regional Stakeholder Group  

The Roadshows and Large Group Meeting resulted in the identification of a number of potential RSG 
members through expressions of interest and third-party suggestions. Additional nominations and 
expressions of interest were also received directly, to either the project team based in Hull or to the 
Liaison Officers out-posted throughout the Net Gain Project area. 

Press articles and communications to stakeholder database contacts, for example the February 2010 
Net Gain newsletter (Net News), also highlighted that the RSG membership was still to be decided 
and provided contact details to allow prospective members to get in touch with the project team. 

Whilst the Project aimed to invite as many stakeholders as possible onto the RSG it was necessary to 
keep membership at a level where it was felt that productive meetings could be held.  Membership 
of the Regional Hubs and StAP was based on a number of criteria. 

The number of nominations and the individuals’ knowledge of their own and other sectors was 
clearly important. For Hub members it was important that local interests could be represented, with 
members having detailed experience of their local and regional environment, and other sea users 
with an interest in the project. A key requirement on the part of the members was to be able to 
commit to attend regular meetings, and to keep their wider sectors up to date with the project, 
establishing effective two way communication so that the views of their sector could be adequately 
represented. A key aspect on member selection was their ability to deliver on this requirement, to 
ensure that feedback from as wide a stakeholder group as possible could be incorporated into the 
project delivery. 

StAP membership was more limited than for the Regional Hubs (reflecting the nature of the StAP 
meeting structure and the role of the group). Consequently, there was need for as little sectoral 
duplication as possible amongst the membership, and members were required to be as 
representative as possible in terms of both sector and geography. The objective was to appoint 
membership to the StAP such that the group would be made up of a limited number of umbrella 
organisations, associations or key industry stakeholders who were well placed to comment on the 
outputs of the Regional Hubs and to advise on sectoral issues across the whole of the Net Gain 
Project area. 

Following initial drafting of RSG membership lists, at the request of the National Project Board there 
was dialogue between the Regional MCZ Project Managers to standardise, so far as appropriate, the 
sectors represented on the RSG of each Regional  MCZ Project. Once the RSG was established, 
further applications to join were considered on a case by case basis and discussed with existing 
members. 

 

Regional Hubs 

The Regional Hubs were focused in the following areas, although the boundaries were not rigid: 

 North East (NE): Scottish Border to Hartlepool 

 Yorkshire & Humber (YH): Hartlepool to Grimsby 

 Lincolnshire and The Wash (LW): Grimsby to Wells 
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 East of England (EE): Wells to Suffolk/Essex border 

The intention was to have around 40 members on each Regional Hub, representing the range of 
stakeholder sectors with an interest in the Net Gain Project. Final membership levels varied across 
the Regional Hubs (the NE Regional Hub has 40 definitive members; with 43 in YH; 30 in LW; and a 
further 33 in EE) with attendance at each Regional Hub fluctuating across successive meetings. 
Attendance by Regional Hub members at each meeting is detailed in 0. 

 

Stakeholder Advisory Panel 

The StAP comprised 23 members representing a number of umbrella organisations, associations or 
key national stakeholders who were well placed to comment on their sectors throughout the Net 
Gain project area as a whole.  In order to maintain transparency within the RSG, members from each 
of the Regional Hubs were also nominated to join the StAP. 

The role of the StAP was to provide comment and input on the recommendations being developed, 
and to feedback to subsequent Regional Hub rounds. This was of particular importance when 
discussing issues which could only be assessed on the project area scale such as Ecological Network 
Guidance criteria and cumulative impacts to stakeholders. By following this process, although not 
involved in the detailed discussions around sites, the StAP were able to influence decisions. 

The StAP meetings were not facilitated, instead they were run by an independent Chair, Mr Trevor 
Jameson, appointed by the Net Gain Regional Project Board. It was the role of the Chair, on behalf of 
the RSG to sign off the final recommendations. 

 

Working together 

The Regional Hubs, StAP, and NCS members, were involved in an iterative process to develop MCZ 
recommendations following from the initial stakeholder engagement meetings (the Roadshows and 
the LGM). The components of the RSG worked together to produce the MCZ recommendations for 
the three Iteration reports plus the Draft Final and the Final Recommendation Reports. Overall, the 
process of stakeholder engagement can be summarised as shown in Figure 3.1. 

From an early stage the Project recognised the importance and value of engaging with stakeholders 
beyond the project boundaries and undertook specific activity to promote this aspect of the 
Project’s work (see Section 3.5, below). 
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Figure 3.1 Schematic of Net Gain Regional Stakeholder Group engagement 

 

3.4 Overview of stakeholder engagement through the liaison team 

Overview of recreational sea angling engagement 

Through the course of the Project engagement with recreational sea angling stakeholders was 
undertaken both by Net Gain’s Senior Liaison Officer and five regionally-based Liaison Officers. 
Together they identified and contacted angling club representatives by email and telephone who 
were based throughout the project area to set up meetings with their club members with the aim of 
providing recreational fishing interests with a sound understanding of how the Net Gain Project was 
structured and how they could become more closely involved (for example, by providing data to the 
Project). 

Meetings were set up throughout 2010 to present to recreational sea anglers with interests in the 
Net Gain area, and to explain to them what information they could contribute to the Project. After 
providing an overview of the Net Gain project at these meetings a detailed mapping session of 
recreational angling activity in the area was carried out. Subsequently the maps were digitised and 
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the data included in the Regional Profile for use in Regional Hub meetings where areas of interest for 
possible MCZ identification were being discussed. A total of 12 interviews at club level took place 
representing 883 club members. 

In addition to the meetings held at angling clubs, the Liaison Officers visited various areas along the 
coast throughout the Net Gain project area where it was known that recreational sea angling and 
other recreational fishing activities took place. This was to enable the Liaison Officers to reach a 
wider circle of recreational anglers and recreational fishermen who were not necessarily members 
of local clubs and to explain to them what Net Gain was set up to achieve and how they could get 
involved in providing data. The Liaison Officers carried out a total of 254 individual interviews with 
stakeholders who were not members of angling clubs; 218 of these interviews were with 
recreational sea anglers and 36 were with stakeholders who held a licence issued by the regional sea 
fisheries committees (IFCAS) to carry out commercial fishing methods (netting/potting) on a 
recreational basis with catch limitations/restrictions. 

Net Gain also exhibited at the North East Angling show in November 2010 and April 2011, reaching 
hundreds of recreational sea anglers at each event. 

 

Overview of commercial fishing engagement 

Through the course of the project Net Gain committed significant resource to engagement with local 
fishing communities. Not only was it recognised that the information collected from commercial 
fishermen (through the Fishermap work) would be of central importance to the planned Impact 
Assessment work, but also direct communication with the fishing sector at the grass roots level 
would ensure that the Project’s final outputs would be better understood by stakeholders and would 
go some way to helping increase stakeholder support for MCZs. 

A dedicated team of Liaison Officers visited each port or fishing harbour across the Net Gain Project 
area and arranged to interview the skippers of fishing vessels. In total 489 vessels across 58 ports or 
harbours were identified. The extent of the interview programme is summarised below in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1 Summary of commercial fishery engagement within Net Gain  

Fishing method 
Total number of 
vessels within Net Gain 

Total number of 
vessels interviewed 

Proportion of vessels 
interviewed 

Mobile 129 69 53 % 

Static 333 250 75 % 

Dual 27 27 100 % 

Overall total 489 349 72 % 

 

The data collected through the Fishermap interview process was used to develop GIS data layers 
showing the intensity of fishing activity (by home port and gear type) across the Net Gain Project 
area. These data layers could then be used in Regional Hub meetings to help identify where areas 
being discussed as possible candidates for MCZs may be spatially coincident with commercial fishing 
activity. The fact that information was collated from over 70% of the fishing fleet suggests that the 
derived GIS data should be reasonably representative of the overall fleet’s activity. 

The interview exercise also served to develop links between the Project and those commercial 
fishermen who were not directly involved on the RSG. During the iterative rounds of report 
production it was possible to obtain direct feedback from elements of the commercial fishing sector 
that may otherwise have been poorly represented in the overall Net Gain engagement process. 
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Overview of international commercial fishing engagement 

Through the course of the project, engagement with international fisheries stakeholders was 
undertaken both by Net Gain’s Senior Liaison Officer and by JNCC’s Fisheries Liaison Officers. 
Together they identified and contacted relevant industry representatives from neighbouring 
European countries to initiate meetings with the wider industry in each country. This was done with 
the aim of providing non-UK commercial fishing interests with a sound understanding of how the 
Net Gain Project was structured and how they could become more closely involved (for example, by 
providing data to the Project). 

Both Dutch and Danish fishing representatives were initially contacted by Net Gain in 
January/February 2010 when potential dates for meetings were discussed. It was later agreed that 
engagement with all non-UK fishing communities with access to the waters within Net Gain’s 
boundary would be led by the JNCC. 

Attendance at a North Sea Regional Advisory Council (RAC) in London in March 2010 provided an 
opportunity to introduce the Net Gain Project to the RAC members from Denmark, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Belgium and France. With the exception of Germany, the countries present were 
interested in being kept up to date with the work of Net Gain and were interested in setting up 
meetings with the Project. As a result, Belgian, Danish and Dutch fishing representatives were 
accepted as Named Consultative stakeholders to Net Gain. Following exploration of options for NCS 
status with national French fisheries representatives, Net Gain was advised that the regional 
fisheries organisation, CRPMEM Nord - Pas de Calais / Picardie would be the main point of contact 
for our project, and wished to attend Hub meetings.  In addition, representatives from the Dutch 
and Danish fleets also attended a number of Regional Hub meetings. 

Once appointed, the JNCC Fisheries Liaison Officers worked with Net Gain’s Senior Liaison Officer to 
develop a strategy to engage with those non-UK commercial fishers who had shown an interest in 
providing data to the Project. Meetings were held in the Netherlands and Denmark in September 
2010 between Net Gain’s Senior Liaison Officer and JNCC’s Fisheries Liaison Officers, to present to 
representatives of those commercial fishermen with interests in the Net Gain area, and to explain to 
them what information they could usefully contribute to the Project. 

Fishermen from the Netherlands decided they would feed into the project by appointing a lead 
(Jurie Romkes) from the North Sea PO to gather their information on fishing areas within UK waters. 
This information was forwarded to JNCC where it was mapped and sent to the four Regional MCZ 
Projects. In addition to the information received from the Dutch representative via JNCC, Net Gain’s 
Senior Liaison Officer arranged an additional meeting in February 2011 with Pim Visser, the Dutch 
fishermen’s spokesperson (VisNed, the over-arching representative body for Dutch Demersal 
Fisheries Producer Organisations). This meeting was also attended by Adrie Vonk (an experienced 
beam-trawl skipper), Conny Loonstra (Policy Officer with VisNed) and Anne-Marie Kats (Spatial 
Planner with the Pelagic RAC). After providing an overview of the Net Gain project a detailed 
mapping session of Dutch fishing activity, as it related to the Net Gain area, was carried out. 
Subsequently this processed information was used in Regional Hub meetings where areas of interest 
for possible MCZ identification were being discussed. 

The Net Gain Senior Liaison Officer also met with a representative of interests in the Danish sand eel 
fishery (Ole Mortson) who was able to map out the Danish sand eel fishery as it relates to UK waters. 
In addition, along with visits to various ports along the west coast of Denmark, a number of 
discussions were held with local fishermen and with Hendrik Lund, the nominated Danish fishing 
representative. Information was collected on fishing methods and types of vessels used in UK waters 
which, as for the information from the Netherlands, was made available for use in Net Gain’ s 
Regional Hub meetings. Fisheries data was passed through to Net Gain during October 2011, and 
was forwarded (via the JNCC Fisheries Liaison Officers) to the other three Regional MCZ Projects and 
to the Scottish MPA project. 
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The collation of fishing data from France, Belgium, Germany and Norway was undertaken by the 
JNCC Fisheries Liaison Officers.  The only information relating to Belgian and German fisheries that 
was received by Net Gain was the Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) dataset obtained by JNCC 
through DEFRA; no separate mapping exercise was carried out for activities of the commercial 
fishing fleet from either country. 

In December 2010 Net Gain was contacted by national French fishing representatives, who felt 
unable to complete the data-gathering work which had been requested by JNCC and expressed 
concern over the subsequent lack of input to the Project by the French fishing fleet. Net Gain 
contacted Anthony Viera (CRPMEM Nord - Pas de Calais / Picardie) in January 2011 to discuss known 
French fishing areas within the Net Gain region, and how this information could be accessed. 
Subsequently in January 2011, Anthony Viera attended the NE Regional Hub and second Large Group 
Meeting. 

The Anglo-Scottish fishing representative on Net Gain’s North East Regional Hub was contacted by 
Net Gain in October 2010 to discuss the possible input to the Net Gain project by Scottish vessel 
skippers and owners and to outline proposals for Net Gain and JNCC to visit Scottish ports. 
Subsequent liaison meetings were set up by JNCC in the ports of Eyemouth, Pitanweem and 
Anstruther (these being the main ports identified as having vessels which fished waters within the 
Net Gain Project area). The JNCC Fisheries Liaison Officers, together with the Net Gain Senior Liaison 
Officer, visited these ports to explain the background to the Net Gain Project and to suggest how 
they could provide information to the Project on the (English) fishing grounds they made use of. 
Further drop in meetings were arranged by JNCC in these ports in an attempt to gather specific 
information on the fishing grounds historically worked by the local under-15 metre vessels. 
However, these meetings were very poorly attended by fishermen and only very limited data were 
obtained. 

 

Overview of wildlife enthusiasts engagement 

Through the course of the Project engagement with wildlife enthusiasts was undertaken by the five 
regionally-based Liaison Officers. 

Due to the wide geographic spread of people throughout the country, the large amount of people 
who take part in this group of activities, and the limited timescale of the project, it was deemed not 
to be possible to interview these stakeholders on an individual basis. 

The team of Liaison Officers identified and contacted all the known RSPB coastal bird sanctuaries 
and Wildlife Trust coastal sanctuaries within the Net Gain Project area to arrange meetings with 
their site managers. These meetings were intended to provide site managers and staff with a sound 
understanding of how the Net Gain Project was structured and how they, and visitors to their sites, 
could become more closely involved (for example, by providing data to the Project). 

Following these meetings the Net Gain Liaison Officers and site managers agreed that, in order to 
enable wildlife enthusiasts to have the best input possible into the Project, information leaflets and 
Liaison Officers’ business cards/contact details would be available in the sites’ information offices. 
The leaflets displayed in the site information offices explained the Project and outlined how 
enthusiasts interested in getting involved could contribute information to the Project (e.g. 
information on particular areas of activity within the Net Gain area). These leaflets highlighted the 
web-based GIS tool that had been developed to capture data on peoples’ activities throughout the 
Project area. 

In addition to using the web-based GIS platform to capture data submitted by wildlife enthusiasts 
who visited the Net Gain coastal sites from across the country, 42 separate interviews were carried 
out by Liaison Officers. One interview was held with staff from a site with approximately 60,000 
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visitors annually; four interviews were held with club representatives (representing a total of 355 
individual members); and 37 further interviews were held with smaller groups or individuals, 
representing 84 people in total. 

 

3.5 Overview of international MPA project engagement 

Two meetings have been held with the Scottish MPA project, in March 2010 and May 2011. These 
meetings were attended by the project managers of the Net Gain and Irish Sea Conservation Zones 
Regional MCZ Projects, and representatives from Marine Scotland, the JNCC, Scottish Natural 
Heritage and Historic Scotland. At each meeting, progress was presented to the Scottish MPA project 
followed by wider discussions on coordination of work. However, due to differences in adopted 
approached and timescales, prospects of join up have been limited; the opportunity to provide 
feedback has however been presented to the Scottish MPA project following the 2nd, 3rd and Draft 
Final Recommendations through our Named Consultative Stakeholder process. 

 

3.6 Working with the RSG 

The schematic shown as Figure 3.1 indicates the iterative nature of meetings held with the different 
elements of the Project’s RSG. Through the period March 2010 to June 2011 a total of six full rounds 
of Regional Hub meetings were held (24 meetings in all) each round being tied in with meetings of 
the StAP. 

The first, second and fifth Regional Hub rounds consisted of one-day meetings, whilst the third, 
fourth and sixth rounds consisted of either one-and-a-half or two-day meetings. In total, it is 
estimated that Net Gain has drawn upon 5,500 hours of stakeholder effort through its Regional Hub 
meetings alone. 

StAP meetings were held after each round of Regional Hubs, to review the outputs and provide 
guidance and oversight. Through the course of the Project StAP meetings provided an additional 500 
hours of stakeholder effort to the Project. 

Dates and stakeholder attendance at each RSG meeting are provided as 0. 

Images of stakeholder meetings are presented below as Figure 3.2 and Figure 3.3. 

 

3.7 Development and implementation of methodologies and tools 

Net Gain made use of several important methodologies and developed several bespoke tools to 
facilitate stakeholder engagement with the Project and to both assist and promote the efficient 
development of a network of MCZ sites which satisfied the requirements of the ENG. These 
methodologies and tools were important as they not only added value to the process but also 
contributed significantly to the efficient operation of the RSG meetings. Given their important role in 
the process followed by Net Gain each of these methodologies and tools are described below. 
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Figure 3.2 Stakeholders working in a meeting of the Yorkshire & Humber Regional Hub 

 

 

Figure 3.3 Stakeholders at the second Large Group Meeting (July 2011) 

 

Regional Profiles 

The Regional Profiles were developed for the initial round of Regional Hub meetings and were 
constantly reviewed and updated through the ensuing rounds of meeting. Regional Profiles were 
available at varying scales to meet the needs of the individual Regional Hubs, as well as for the 
whole of the Net Gain Project area. 

Layers of data from the Project’s GIS were reproduced in hard copy format, on both A2 paper and A2 
clear acetate sheets. This enabled stakeholders to take a hands-on approach and view several layers 
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of information at the same time to assess suitable planning areas. For example, it was possible to 
overlay a paper copy of the underlying Broad Scale Habitat of the Regional Hub area with acetates 
showing existing windfarm developments and commercial fishing activity. 

In addition, ‘blank’ acetates showing only the Regional Hub coastline were provided on which 
stakeholders could record possible locations of MCZs during their discussions. 

Four separate copies of the Regional Profiles for each Regional Hub were produced, so as to allow up 
to four groups to work simultaneously in any given meeting. 

 

Marxan 

The Marxan resource allocation optimisation software was used ahead of the second and third 
rounds of Regional Hub meetings. Although in both instances their use by members was optional, 
outputs were presented to members to help initiate discussions on possible MCZ site locations. 

Marxan outputs were first presented to the Regional Hubs in the June 2010 meetings.  At this time, 
the project team did not have the full set of ecological data layers to input into the software, only 
the UK SeaMap 2010 v2 broad scale habitat data and the maximum adequacy targets from the ENG 
were available.  In order to limit the outputs, activity data layers were also used. Fishing intensity, as 
inferred by Vessel Monitoring System (VMS), logbook and EU vessel register data, provided from 
2007 (compiled and provided by Cefas under contract MB0106), was used as an activity (or ‘cost’) 
dataset. Marxan was operated so as to optimise its outputs by avoiding areas of such activity. When 
running the Marxan software current MPAs were positively selected (‘conserved’), whilst Round 1 
and Round 2 offshore renewable sites were de-selected (‘excluded’). In these initial runs a uniform 
5km2 (hexagonal) grid of planning units was applied to the whole of the Net Gain project area. 

A revised Marxan output was presented to the stakeholders in the October 2010 Regional Hubs, 
after more ecological data had been received by the project. The Marxan outputs were based on the 
Broad Scale Habitat data, habitats and species FOCI, and accounted for existing MPAs. No attempt 
was made in this second application of Marxan to account for any socio-economic data. 

 

Adequacy Targets 

In order to assist discussions, stakeholders were presented with  the adequacy targets for Broad 
Scale Habitats as outlined in the ENG. Stakeholders were encouraged to address the upper range of 
the adequacy targets from the ENG, such that they would potentially have more ‘room for 
manoeuvre’ during subsequent rounds of meetings should members wish to amend or move 
boundaries. 

Subsequent to the June 2010 meetings, the overall adequacy targets were presented as a proportion 
specific to each Regional Hub, based on the extent of each habitat within that Hub.  This approach 
focused stakeholder discussions on those habitats represented in their area and also assisted in 
meeting replication criteria by dividing up the adequacy target across the four Regional Hubs. 

As the Project developed, the adequacy targets given to stakeholders were reviewed to incorporate 
the Gap Analysis work being delivered by the SNCBs. Whilst targets in the second round of meetings 
were based solely on habitat occurrence within the Project area, the targets being used at the end of 
the process (e.g. the fifth and sixth rounds of meetings) were able to account for protection given to 
features within existing or proposed MPAs. This was of particular importance with regard to the 
need for, and extent of, sites in the vicinity of large MPAs (for example, the Dogger Bank pSAC and 
the Haisborough, Hammond & Winterton SAC). In turn this meant that the evolving targets (which 
were generally decreasing as more features could be adequately accounted for within existing or 
proposed MPAs) had an impact on the development of the overall network. 
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Draft Compatibility Matrix 

Based on preliminary work done by the Finding Sanctuary Regional Project, this provided a high-level 
indication of what activities would be likely to be compatible with the different Broad Scale Habitat 
features. 

This was presented as a simple colour-coded matrix of a series of key activities against the range of 
Broad Scale Habitats. Cells in the matrix were coloured green (activity compatible), amber (activity 
compatible if managed appropriately) or red (activity not compatible). 

In later meetings this was replaced with sensitivity and pressure matrices provided by the SNCBs. 

 

Consensus Form 

This form evolved from an early ‘checklist’ of features and adequacy targets produced to help focus 
discussions in the supplementary Yorkshire & Humber Regional Hub meeting in July 2010 (see Figure 
3.4). The Consensus Form was developed for use as a recording tool for the October 2010 Regional 
Hub meetings (see Figure 3.5). It was recognised that the checklist approach used in the July 
Yorkshire & Humber Regional Hub meeting had been useful, but the Consensus Form allowed all 
pertinent discussion points associated with a potential MCZ site to be recorded in a standardised 
format allowing site-by-site comparisons to be made during plenary work. The Consensus Form also 
provided adequacy targets specific to each Regional Hub against each Broad Scale Habitat type (as 
the example shown in Figure 3.5 is ‘generic’ it does not have these targets shown, being replaced 
instead with the text ‘ABC squares’). 

The targets were given in terms of the number of 5km x 5km squares that needed to be identified 
within MCZs to meet the maximum ENG adequacy targets. The Regional Profiles included a small 
acetate scale with a 5km x 5km grid of squares to assist in visualising how the adequacy targets given 
in the Consensus Form related to the hard copy charts within the Regional Profile. 

In addition, the Consensus Form also provided the group responsible for developing the MCZ 
proposal with an opportunity to record: 

 the consensus view of whether the group supported the site or whether they were against 
the site, with consensus being recorded on a scale of 1 (strongly against) to 4 (strongly 
support); 

 an indication of the likely level of contention that might be associated with the designation 
of the site (recorded as L, M or H); and 

 a view on the confidence of the underlying data used to develop the site proposals (again, 
recorded as L, M or H). 

The Consensus Form also allowed stakeholders to record additional information on the nature of the 
site, including other ENG considerations such as information relating to Areas of Additional 
Ecological Importance (AAEI), additional (non-ENG) features, and activities that may require 
management. 

Finally, under the general title of ‘taking the site forward’, there was space to record any 
considerations of what conservation objectives might be applied to the site and any other 
information (such as assumptions regarding potential management measures or data quality). 

A completion/guidance note was also produced to complement the Consensus Form (Figure 3.6). 
This note was intended to provide Regional Hub members with enough information to allow them to 
complete the forms with minimal input by Net Gain. 
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Use of Additional Areas of Ecological Importance data and ‘league tables’ 

AAEI data were presented to RSG members at the earliest opportunity during the planning process. 
Data were incorporated into the Net Gain GIS and were presented as layers within the Regional 
Profiles. Throughout the interactive planning sessions stakeholders were encouraged to make use of 
the AAEI layers to help maximise the ecological benefit of potential sites. 

During the October 2010 Regional Hub meetings AAEI within sites under discussion were 
deliberately captured using the Consensus Forms and used alongside BSH and FOCI data to help 
prioritise possible sites ahead of plenary discussions. The number of Broad Scale Habitats within a 
site, the total number of FOCI, and the number of additional considerations supporting site selection 
(effectively the value of the site in terms of AAEI) were taken together with the level of consensus 
for the site as recorded by each working group. All these data were normalised (by expressing each 
value as a percentage of the maximum for that particular measure) and then the results were 
averaged across sites to provide a single metric with which to rank the full suite of suggested sites. 
This ranking provided a simple ‘league table’ of sites which could be used, if required, to help 
prioritise sites for discussion. 

 

Live GIS 

 A GIS dedicated laptop was used in meetings to provide full GIS capability to support debate and 
discussions within the Regional Hubs. This laptop was coupled with an LCD projector and was used 
to provide fully scalable visual outputs of data held in the Net Gain GIS. 

The use of GIS enabled several ‘layers’ of data to be shown simultaneously (e.g. BSH, offshore 
windfarm developments, bird foraging areas and specific types of commercial fishing activity). Whilst 
this was also possible with the hard copy versions provided in the Regional Profiles, the GIS was 
quicker, clearer and scalable – making it an invaluable tool especially in support of plenary 
discussions. 

FisherMap and StakMap outputs 

FisherMap interviews (which collected local data direct from those engaged in the commercial 
fishing sector) plus interviews from other recreational sea users (e.g. recreational anglers, 
yachtsmen, charter boat operators) were undertaken by the Net Gain Liaison Officers during the 
period March to October 2010. Data from these interviews were compiled in the StakMap database 
which, once completed, was used to produce new GIS data layers showing the intensity of 
commercial fishing and recreational sea use across the Net Gain Project area. 

These data layers were made available within the Regional Profiles ahead of the January 2011 
Regional Hub meetings. The commercial fishing data in particular was important as the alternative 
commercial fishing activity data (based on VMS data) potentially gave an incomplete and biased 
picture of activity as it only applied to vessels of 15m and over. 
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Figure 3.4 Site details / consensus pro forma used in the supplementary 2nd round Yorkshire & Humber Regional Hub meeting 



21 

 

Figure 3.5 Example of Consensus Form as used in the 3rd round of Regional Hub meetings 


