
www.gov.uk/natural-england 

More information… https://designatedsites.naturalengland.org.uk/ 

 

 

 

 

 

Natural England’s Condition Assessments for 
Marine Features 

Marine and Coastal Specialist Team &  the Marine Evidence Project 

Acknowledgements: The Marine Evidence Project Team, 
Phil Ray, Jo Ziemann, Andrew Stanger 

1. Identify 
evidence needs 

2. Gather 
evidence 
required 

3. 
Interpret 
evidence 

4. Form 
assessment 
of condition  

5. Identify  & 
communicate 
outcomes  
& impacts of 
evidence & 
assessment 
 

Evidence & 
Assessment 

Cycle  
 
 
 
 

 

The need for condition assessments 
Condition assessments are needed to support 
decision making for MPA management.  
Using condition information can: 
• Establish appropriate management 

responses 
• Adjust existing measures as necessary 
• Identify threats or risks to a feature that 

need surveillance. 
• Form an essential step in the 

evidence/assessment cycle which allows for 
adaptive management    

A formal process that was achievable and 
allowed data capture that was easily available 
to partners was lacking for marine. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Form assessment of condition: Outcomes 
of the assessments at Plymouth SAC 

(selected features) 
• Step wise QA carried out 
• Feature summary results provided 
• Impacts identified 
• Evidence gaps identified 
• Summary report available  in lieu of Designated Sites 

System 
• Trial used to refine and simplify method 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Interpret the evidence:  Plymouth 
Sound and Estuaries SAC case study 

• Used team of advisors and specialists 
• Looked at the way the evidence was reviewed 

and aggregated 
• Some clear examples of use of expert 

judgement   
• Used existing assessments for saltmarsh and 

other coastal features 
• Emphasis placed on using citizen science data 

and better use of  Environment Agency data 
across the features 

 
 
 
 
 

5. Using DSS to identify and 
communicate assessments and 

support MPA management 

• Outcomes used to generate actions in the focus 
areas in Plymouth: 

            - Management options for Shad 
            - Control work on Pacific oysters 
• Actions, threats and existing management 

measures along with condition information and 
summaries on evidence gaps will be available to 
public on DSS, with greater level of detail for key 
stakeholders to support decision making, ongoing 
assessments and filling evidence gaps.  

• Feeds back in to the evidence gaps and 
monitoring priorities 
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• Regulators 
• Management groups 
• Conservation 

organisations 
• Statutory Nature 

Conservation Bodies 
• Local stakeholders 
• Natural England Area 

Teams 
• NE national teams for 

wider reporting 

Favourable 
conservation status  
measured against 

targets and 
thresholds 

Applicable to all fully 
marine features 

Allows aggregation 
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rocky reef 
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rocky 
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Step 4a 
Step 4b 

Step 4c 

Step 4a. Individual attributes are assessed on a pass/fail basis using all available evidence.  
Step 4b. These results are aggregated using a systematic process sense checked using expert judgement, to inform the sub feature condition 
Step 4c. Results are used to provide feature condition, presented as percentage area per condition category 
• Allows confidence assessments of each step of the process to create for greater transparency in decisions made 
• Enables decisions and conservation status to be linked to specific features and sub-features 
 

Steps 3-4: previous 
gaps in NE Evidence 
& assessment cycle 

 
 
 
 
 

1. & 2. Identify and gather 
evidence 

• Nature conservation body 
monitoring programmes 

• Citizen science projects 
• Academic institutions 
• Designation verification surveys 
• Casework history 
• Activities and pressure mapping 
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Definitions 
CSM: Common Standards 
Monitoring 
Condition Assessment: 
Assessing the condition of 
protected features  
DSS: Designated Sites 
System, online portal 
providing MPA information 

Pacific oyster 

Rocky reef, NE Ross Bullimore 


