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Principles, goals and objectives to be considered in the iAtlantic SCP
prioritisation approach and scenario development
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Introduction

iAtlantic is a multidisciplinary research programme seeking to assess the health of deep-sea and openocean ecosystems across the full span of the Atlantic Ocean. It is supported by funding from the European
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement no. 818123. iAtlantic
aims to deliver knowledge that is critical for responsible and sustainable management of Atlantic Ocean
resources in an era of unprecedented global change. Involving marine scientists from countries bordering
the north and south Atlantic Ocean, this ambitious project will undertake an ocean-wide approach to
understanding the factors that control the distribution, stability and vulnerability of deep-sea ecosystems,
as well as determining the resilience of deep-sea animals and their habitats to anthropogenic threats.
Ecosystem impacts of climate change and human activities are not evenly distributed across the marine
space, so management solutions need to be tailored to suit spatially explicit situations and scenarios. Areabased management refers to the integrated, sustainable, cross-sectoral management of human activities in
a spatially defined area. Applied in the context of an ecosystem approach, area-based management has
been widely advocated as an effective instrument for protecting and preserving the marine environment
while enabling the sustainable use of marine resources. Examples of area-based management tools
(ABMTs) include marine spatial planning (MSP), marine protected areas (MPAs), ecological networks,
dynamic management measures, and ‘other effective area-based conservation measures’ including
indigenous, community and privately managed areas. ABMTs also include sectoral tools, such as closure
of certain vulnerable areas to fishing, shipping or mining (UNEP & GEF-STAP, 2014).
ABMTs can help achieve multiple ecosystem-based management objectives such as the conservation of
species, habitats and ecosystem services, increased fisheries yield (e.g. increased abundance, species
diversity, and “spill-over” effects), and increased tourism, recreational, and educational opportunities.
When taking climate change into consideration, ABMTs become important tools to mitigate the
accelerated loss of marine biodiversity vulnerable to global warming and ocean acidification (IPBES,
2019; IPCC, 2019; Levin et al., 2020; Morato et al., 2020a).
Systematic conservation planning (SCP), or similar processes, is frequently used to support transparent
development of ABMTs and to visualise how to operationalise overall visions for the sustainable
development of an area. SCP offers a framework to help meet ecological societal values as described in
conservation and sustainable management objectives (Margules & Pressey, 2000). Previous efforts using
SCP have demonstrated the benefit of a systematic approach to cross-sectoral planning and management
(Pressey et al., 2003; Fernandes et al., 2005; Lombard et al., 2007). Ban et al. (2014) describe the key
benefits of systematic planning relative to sector-specific or ad hoc approaches, including “transparency
(e.g. defined goals, explicit analyses of data, quantitative objectives), inclusiveness (e.g. engaged
stakeholders, consideration of known elements of biodiversity), integration (e.g. complementarity of
selected areas and actions, spatial connectivity), and efficiency (e.g. costs to users and implementers are
minimized”. SCP is not a goal in itself, but a tool to address ecological, socioeconomic or cultural goals.
Thus, management may have a variety of objectives, and may use a range of tools and stringency of
regulation to achieve them.
SCP approaches have been used to inform area-based management and marine spatial planning worldwide,
with notable examples in the Gulf of California (Álvarez-Romero et al., 2013), the Great Barrier Reef
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(Fernandes et al., 2005), the Coral Triangle (Asaad et al., 2018), the Mediterranean Sea (Micheli et al.,
2013), and the Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem (Kirkman et al., 2019). The H2020 ATLAS
project developed SCP approaches at the North Atlantic spatial scale to inform the identification of priority
areas for the conservation of Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems (Combes et al., 2019). Several complementary
approaches have used SCP approaches to identify priority areas for marine biodiversity conservation in
areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ) at a global scale (O'Leary et al., 2019; PEW, 2020; Visalli et
al., 2020). These approaches have been used to inform the discourse around the protection of least 30% of
marine environment while avoiding areas of high fishing intensity. SCP envisaged in this iAtlantic exercise
will build from all these efforts, but most notably from those undertaken as part of the ATLAS Project in
the North Atlantic and in the Azores (Combes et al., 2019; Morato et al., 2020b).
The ultimate aim of iAtlantic’s research is to be able to provide the necessary relevant information and
tools to support competent authorities in the development of integrated, sustainable management decisions
and practices at appropriate scales. To achieve this, site prioritisation techniques will be used to identify
zones where different management regimes can be applied, and planning scenarios will be generated to
inform sustainable development strategies in the Atlantic.
We used an overview of sustainable management and conservation objectives reflected in political
commitments, declarations and legal obligations related to the Atlantic marine environment to compile a
list of potential goals and objectives that will guide the development of iAtlantic’s systematic conservation
planning exercise. This document is intended to inform discussions on the SCP goals and objectives to be
adopted by iAtlantic and provide all necessary information for the consultation with stakeholder groups,
recognising that both the CBD post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework and the UN BBNJ negotiations
will both provide an impetus and mechanism for ABMT in ABNJ.
SCP approaches come with some caveats that need to be acknowledged and understood:
(1) SCP aims to identify priority areas for achieving specific management and conservation goals
(usually grouped into ecological, economy, social or governance goals) that can be spatially
explicitly addressed.
(2) SCP usually focuses only on environmental and simplified economic goals and objectives since
governance and economic goals need to be addressed with other tools.
(3) SCP is a data-driven approach supported by the best available information and science-based
evidence. Therefore, it must be acknowledged that data limitations may hamper the evaluation of
some desirable goals and objectives.
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Spatial planning boundaries

The spatial planning area considered in the iAtlantic SCP exercise was agreed by the project consortium.
It encompasses the whole Atlantic Ocean as described by the International Hydrographic Organization
(IHO), but with some adaptations (Fig. 1). The northern boundary was adjusted to 74°N, which includes a
portion of the Arctic Ocean named the Norwegian Sea and Greenland Sea, while the southern boundary
was kept at 60°S. The SE boundary was expanded to 21°E. The spatial planning area includes the Labrador
Sea and the Davis Strait in the NW Atlantic, the North Sea, Celtic Sea, and the Bay of Biscay in the NE
Atlantic, the Caribbean Sea, Gulf of Mexico and Gulf of Guinea in the Central Atlantic, and a portion of
the Commission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) convention area
in the South Atlantic.
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Figure 1. The Atlantic ocean basin scale area considered in the iAtlantic SCP approach.

3 Principles, goals and objectives
3.1 Guiding principles
Systematic conservation planning should be guided by a set of general principles that determine the nature
and characteristics of the scenarios to be developed, and the criteria, decisions and choices to be adopted.
The general principles described here were adapted from Ehler & Douvere (2009), Dunn et al. (2018), and
Morato et al. (2020b).
•
•
•

•
•

Science-based principle: The SCP will be based on the best available information gathered from
all available sources and supported by the best available science-based evidence.
Precautionary Principle: When information is considered to be inadequate or insufficient to
justify a decision, then the safest possible choice must be made.
Adaptive approach principle: The SCP is designed to be improved or redeveloped whenever new
information is available. SCP should be a on-going, iterative process that improves and adapts
over time.
Ecosystem integrity principle: The SCP will have a primary focus on maintaining ecosystem
structure and functioning within the spatial planning area.
Ecosystem-based approach principle: The SCP will be based on an ecosystem approach to ensure
sustainable use of marine resources while protecting and preserving the marine environment,
safeguarding the variety of marine landscapes, habitats and interactions within an ecosystem,
including human activities.
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•

Transparency principle: The process used to develop SCP scenarios aimed to be transparent,
objective, and easily understood.

3.2 Management and conservation goals
Defining management and conservation goals and objectives is an essential step towards implementation
of area-based management tools and should be derived from specific problems or conflicts previously
identified (Ehler & Douvere, 2009). Having these goals and objectives clearly defined, helps to focus and
tailor systematic conservation planning scenarios on achieving such results. For transparency reasons, here
we followed the Ehler & Douvere (2009) and Ehler (2014) definitions:
•
•

Goal: a statement of general direction or intent. Goals are high-level statements of the desired
outcomes to be achieved;
Objective: a specific statement of desired outcomes that represent the achievement of a goal.
Objectives should be SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant or Realistic, and
Time-bound).

Such goals and objectives need to be discussed among all stakeholders, so the purposes for implementing
area-based management tools are clear, understood and agreed. These goals and objectives can have
multiple dimensions, usually grouped into ecological, economy, social or governance goals (Ehler &
Douvere, 2009). Here, we focus on environmental and simplified economic goals and objectives only,
since the governance and economic goals need to be addressed with other tools, and are beyond the scope
of this exercise.

3.2.1

‘High-level’ mission statement

Based on existing sustainable management and conservation objectives reflected in political commitments,
declarations and legal obligations related to the Atlantic marine environment, we compiled a list of their
‘high-level’ mission statements (Supp. Table A). In general, most high-level statements are very similar
and aimed at similar long-term sustainability goals (e.g., UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework, UN Fish Stocks Agreement, The Convention on the
Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals, Strategy of the OSPAR Commission for the
Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic 2010–2020, the Sargasso Sea
Commission, EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive and the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030). These
high-level statements aim to achieve the following qualitative objectives:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Protect/conserve, maintain, restore/rehabilitate, and value marine ecosystems or biodiversity
Achieve healthy, productive and resilient oceans, maintaining ecosystem services
Sustainably manage, enabling conservation, effective protection, and sustainable use
Avoid significant adverse impacts, prevent pollution, and resilience to climate change
Provide economic, environmental and social benefits
Sustain marine ecosystem health for present and future generations (i.e. long-term conservation
and sustainable use, including climate consideration)

In line with this global policy framework we therefore propose the following broad high-level mission
statement to guide the iAtlantic systematic conservation planning approach:
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iATLANTIC SCP HIGH-LEVEL MISSION STATEMENT
To protect and restore the health (organization, productivity, ecological connectivity and resilience)
of Atlantic marine ecosystems in a changing ocean, ensuring their long-term conservation and
sustainable use for present and future generations

3.2.2

Ecological management goals

Based on this High-level mission statement, a series of SCP goals that can be spatially explicitly
addressed are suggested (Table 1). These goals reflect the different elements of the mission statement. All
are based on the aspirations of a large proportion of the international and regional political commitments,
and also inspired by the SCP framework developed for the Azores deep-sea area (Morato et al., 2020b).
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Table 1. Ecological goals suggested for the development of the systematic conservation planning scenarios for the Atlantic ocean,
based on the elements described in the broad ‘High-level’ mission statement to protect and restore the health (organization,
productivity, connectivity and resilience) of Atlantic marine ecosystems in a changing ocean, to ensure the long-term conservation
and sustainable use for present and future generations.
High-level
Ecological goals
statement element

Ecosystem
organization/
natural diversity

Ecosystem
organization/
structure

Ecosystem
productivity/
function

Connectivity

Resilience

Changing planet

Sustainable use of
natural resources

Relevant international and regional instruments
and political commitments

• Maintain and restore biological diversity of marine
ecosystems at all its levels;
• Ensure protection of vulnerable, endangered, and
critically endangered species and habitats;
• Ensure protection migratory species and their
habitats
• Ensure protection of sites of particular importance
for biodiversity;
• Ensure protection of near-natural areas;
• Ensure the protection of representative habitats
and associated ecosystems;
• Maintain and restore food-web structure and
networks of trophic relationships in ecosystems;
• Maintain present-day species distribution ranges,
preventing extirpation (i.e., local depletions);
• Ensure protection of intact and restoration of
degraded essential habitats;
• Ensure protection and restoration of keystone and
foundation species;
• Ensure the long-term maintenance of biologically
mediated processes;
• Maintain functional diversity of Atlantic
ecosystems;
• Ensure protection of a network of connected areas
that benefit from larval and/or species exchanges
and other functional linkages;
• Ensure protection of the ecological connectivity of
migratory species
• Maintain and restore long-term ecosystem
resilience to natural and anthropogenic
disturbances and stressors;
• Maintain long-term health (organisation,
productivity, ecological connectivity and resilience)
of marine ecosystems under future climate
conditions;
• Ensure protection of climate-resilient and climate
refugia areas;
• Reduce the direct pressures on migratory species
and their habitats
• Rebuild and restore fisheries stocks of
commercially important species, including
straddling and highly migratory fish stocks;
• Ensure protection of essential habitats of
commercially important species.
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• United Nations Conference on Sustainable
Development (Rio+20)
• UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
Sustainable Development Goal 14 and other oceanrelated goals (e.g. SDG 13)
• The Convention on Biological Diversity including the
future Post-2020 Global Biodiversity Framework
• United Nations Conventions on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS)
• Agreement relating to the implementation of Part XI of
the UNCLOS and the development of the regulatory
framework for future deep seabed mining under the
International Seabed Authority.
• 1995 UN Fish Stocks Agreement
• UN General Assembly Resolutions regarding deepsea fisheries in areas beyond national jurisdiction
(ABNJ)
• The Convention on the Conservation of Migratory
Species of Wild Animals
• Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes
and Other Matter (London Convention on the
Convention and Protocol)
• The International Convention for the Prevention of
Pollution from Ships (MARPOL) and other relevant
conventions under the International Maritime
Organization
• UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and
the Paris Agreement
• UNESCO World Heritage Convention
• OSPAR Commission for the Protection of the Marine
Environment of the North-East Atlantic (Strategy of the
OSPAR Commission for the Protection of the Marine
Environment of the North-East Atlantic 2010–2020)
• Sargasso Sea Commission
• Convention for Cooperation in the Protection,
Management and Development of the Marine and
Coastal Environment of the Atlantic Coast of the West,
Central and Southern Africa Region (Abidjan
Convention)
• Benguela Current Commission: Angola, Namibia and
South Africa
• Convention for the Protection and Development of the
Marine Environment in the Wider Caribbean Region
(Cartagena Convention)
• EU Integrated Maritime Policy (IMP) & Marine
Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD)
• EU Green Deal & Climate Target Plan, EU Green
Deal & Farm to Fork Strategy, EU Green Deal & EU
Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, EU International Ocean
Governance Agenda.
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Supplementary Table A. ‘High-level’ mission statements contained in existing international
and regional political commitments, declarations and legal obligations related to the Atlantic
marine environment (Turner et al., 2020).
Provision

‘High-level’ political statement

International commitments, declarations and legal obligations
United Nations Conference to protect, and restore, the health, productivity and resilience of oceans and marine
on Sustainable Development ecosystems, to maintain their biodiversity, enabling their conservation and sustainable use
(Rio+20) in 2012
for present and future generations, and to effectively apply an ecosystem approach and the
precautionary approach in the management of activities having an impact on the marine
environment
UN 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development,
Sustainable Development
Goal 14

sustainably manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems to avoid significant adverse
impacts, including by strengthening their resilience and take action for their restoration, to
achieve healthy and productive oceans

The Convention on
Biological Diversity

The conservation of biodiversity, Sustainable use of the components of biodiversity, and
Sharing the benefits arising from the commercial and other utilization of genetic resources
in a fair and equitable way

The Convention on
Biological Diversity’s Post2020 Global Biodiversity
Framework

biodiversity is valued, conserved, restored and wisely used, maintaining ecosystem services,
sustaining a healthy planet and delivering benefits essential for all people

UNCLOS and the
International Seabed
Authority

ensure effective protection for the marine environment from harmful effects of deep-seabed
mining

1995 UN Fish Stocks
Agreement

to ensure the long-term conservation and sustainable use of straddling fish stocks and highly
migratory fish stocks through effective implementation of the relevant provisions of the
Convention.

UN General Assembly
Resolutions regarding deepsea fisheries in areas beyond
national jurisdiction

to take action immediately, individually and through regional fisheries management
organizations and arrangements, and consistent with the precautionary approach and
ecosystem approaches, to… sustainably manage fish stocks and protect vulnerable marine
ecosystems, including seamounts, hydrothermal vents and cold water corals, from
destructive fishing practices, recognizing the immense importance and value of deep sea
ecosystems and the biodiversity they contain

The International Maritime
Organization: London
Convention and Protocol

to promote the effective control of all sources of marine pollution and to take all practicable
steps to prevent pollution of the sea by dumping of wastes and other matter

UN Framework Convention
on Climate Change

to reduce and limit greenhouse gas emissions, asking countries to adopt mitigation measures
and to report on progress

UNESCO World Heritage
Convention

effective conservation of existing and potential marine areas of Outstanding Universal
Value so they will thrive for generations to come

The Convention on the
Conservation of Migratory
Species of Wild Animals

to protect migratory species threatened with extinction by conserving or restoring the places
where they live, mitigating obstacles to migration and controlling other factors that might
endanger them

Biodiversity Beyond
conservation and sustainable use of marine biological diversity of areas beyond national
National Jurisdiction (BBNJ) jurisdiction

Regional political commitments, declarations and legal obligations
OSPAR Commission

to prevent and eliminate pollution and shall take the necessary measures to protect the
maritime area against the adverse effects of human activities so as to safeguard human
health and to conserve marine ecosystems and, when practicable, restore marine areas
which have been adversely affected

Sargasso Sea Commission

to encourage and facilitate voluntary collaboration towards the conservation of the Sargasso
Sea

Abidjan Convention: West,
Central and Southern Africa

to prevent, reduce, combat and control pollution of the Convention area and to ensure sound
environmental management of natural resources
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Benguela Current
Commission: Angola,
Namibia and South Africa

to promote a coordinated regional approach to the long-term conservation, protection,
rehabilitation, enhancement and sustainable use of the Benguela Current Large Marine
Ecosystem, to provide economic, environmental and social benefits

The Cartagena Convention

to promote regional cooperation for the protection and sustainable development of the
Wider Caribbean Region

EU Integrated Maritime
Policy (IMP) & Marine
Strategy Framework
Directive (MSFD)

to protect and preserve the marine environment, prevent its deterioration or, where
practicable, restore marine ecosystems in areas where they have been adversely affected

EU Integrated Maritime
Policy (IMP) & Marine
Spatial Planning Directive
(MSPD)
EU’s biodiversity strategy
for 2030

to put Europe’s biodiversity on the path to recovery by 2030 for the benefit of people,
climate and the planet

Belém Statement on Atlantic to strengthen scientific collaboration in the Atlantic Ocean between Brazil, South Africa
Research and Innovation
and the European Union
Cooperation
Galway Statement

an Atlantic Ocean that is healthy, resilient, safe, productive, understood and treasured so as
to promote the well-being, prosperity, and security of present and future generations

North-East Atlantic Fisheries to ensure the long-term conservation and optimum utilisation of the fishery resources in the
Commission (NEAFC)
Convention Area, providing sustainable economic, environmental and social benefits
Northwest Atlantic Fisheries to ensure long term conservation and sustainable use of the fishery resources in the
Organization (NAFO)
Convention Area and, in so doing, to safeguard the marine ecosystems in which these
resources are found
South East Atlantic Fisheries to ensure the long-term conservation and sustainable use of all living marine resources in
Organisation (SEAFO)
the South East Atlantic Ocean, and to safeguard the environment and marine ecosystems in
which the resources occur
Western Central Atlantic
Fishery Commission
(WECAFC)

to promote the effective conservation, management and development of the living marine
resources of the area of competence of the Commission
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