Parliamentary and Scientific Committee
‘Can economic development really go hand in hand with environmental enhancement? The UK’s marine economy as an exemplar’ 
A meeting held in partnership with the National Oceanography Centre 


The UK, an island nation, has a thriving marine economy, including tourism, fisheries, aquaculture, energy, shipping and cabling; expansion of these activities could damage the environment, or could present an opportunity for environmental improvement. Introduced by Viscount Stansgate, P&SC President, the meeting heard from our speakers how it is possible to create a sustainable ‘blue economy’, with long term benefits for the UK economy, industry, employment, coastal communities and nature.

Principal Research Scientist at the National Oceanography Centre, Dr Claire Evans, described ‘UK marine economic growth and environmental enhancement?’ NOC’s role is to increase knowledge of the oceans by undertaking 4 missions: climate, biodiversity, hazards and pollution, and sustainable marine economy. Growing use of ocean resources must be balanced with the need to protect marine ecosystems. UK’s location supports a diverse range of ecosystems underpinning marine industries, but it can be difficult to isolate and evaluate impacts across such large highly connected ecosystems, change can be rapid and recovery after damage slow. Climate change, and land-based pressures impact coastal waters; marine degradation harms marine industries. Ocean science provides the evidence base to inform future development; environmental enhancement means biodiversity gain, improved ecosystem function and increased resilience to climate change. Offshore infrastructure design can assist recovery, offsetting and compensation can fund seascape-scale restoration and Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) can help; a science-based approach assists all sectors.

Natalya Kharadi, an environmental economist and principal consultant at environmental consultancy, eftec, spoke on ’Role of economics in marine natural capital approaches’, explaining the links between marine economy and environment. Society and economy both impact and depend on the marine environment, which needs to be healthy to support our activities. She described the natural capital approach, which evaluates natural assets, ecosystems services, benefits and beneficiaries, using as examples the government decision to prevent fishing the UK North Sea sand eel quota, and the ‘Sea the Value – Valuing Saltmarsh Restoration’ project, for marine and coastal habitat restoration. A healthy and resilient marine environment is essential; using scientific, social and economic information together supports better management and investment decisions, and we need to treat nature as an asset. It’s the role of economics to showcase these examples and their implications to decision makers.

Director of Conservation and Policy, Marine Conservation Society, Gareth Cunningham, explained ‘What is sustainable blue finance?’, focusing on marine-related investment which supports a regenerative ocean economy.  Ocean issues are currently low priority for investment in the financial sector, which likes quick returns, with lack of awareness of less well-known marine pollution issues; whilst most projects remain small-scale, large financiers seek bigger projects. Blue economy projects are often seen as high-risk low-return, there is fear of being labelled ‘greenwashing’. Government could help by creating a clear policy strategy, encouraging financial institutions, and unlocking investment through blended finance. He described the UN Ocean Decade initiative, and also gave examples of current nature-based solutions, from spatial mapping the role of coastal habitats in mitigating flood risk, to reintroduction of native oysters which benefit the marine environment.

Our Q&A Session discussed damaging bottom trawling; stringent, faster legislation is needed, with encouragement for better fishing practices.  It was felt marine areas tend to be forgotten in general environmental discussions; a resilient and secure national marine infrastructure is needed, to square with conservation strategy. Concerns were expressed about the impact of proposed regional devolution legislation; a national policy is needed in an area where the complex mix of stakeholders (and knowledge) slows progress. Impacts of waste water discharges, loss of valuable sea grasses, and improvements in autonomous marine monitoring were also discussed, and the poor state of fishing records, and fishing licenses debated. Large fishery businesses control most of the industry; more licences should be given to smaller local groups and the UK population encouraged to eat more British fish. Better technology is needed for enforcement officers, with incentives to get industry compliant and shareholders engaged. Looking to the future, our younger generation is more marine conservation aware, and informed customers can get involved, putting pressure on industry to make improvements.
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