
1 
 

 

 

 

Draft Marine Strategy for the Dutch Part 

of the North Sea 2012-2020 (part 3) 

 MSFD Programme of Measures 

Summary 
 

  



2 
 

The Marine Strategy for the Dutch Part of the North Sea 2012-2020 (Part 3) encompasses the 

programme of measures for a healthy sea with sustainable use. 

 

The European Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) obliges EU member states to develop a 

strategy to achieve and/or maintain a good environmental status in their marine waters (i.e. the 

Dutch part of the North Sea for the Netherlands) by 2020 and to implement measures that ensure 

fulfilment of the targets set to this end. The building blocks for this strategy are the policy 

frameworks already in existence and the measures arising from these. Where these prove 

insufficient, the member states are to formulate additional measures. Moreover, the directive 

mandates international cohesion and cooperation in the north-east Atlantic region, and more 

specifically with the North Sea countries. 

 

An integrated approach 
 

In essence, the MSFD is a guiding and task-setting directive that integrates several diverse fields of 

policy within the context of environmental policy, ecosystem policy and all policy geared towards 

sustainable use. The integrating effect of the MSFD is reflected in the wide-ranging spectrum of the 

eleven descriptors, on the basis of which the good environmental status is defined and the actual 

environmental status can be assessed. They pertain to the topics of biodiversity, invasive non-

indigenous species, (commercial) fishing stocks, food webs, integrity of the sea-floor, hydrography, 

contaminants and eutrophication, litter and underwater noise. 
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A single tripartite strategy 
 

The MSFD dictates that member states flesh out their national Marine Strategy in three parts: 

 

Marine Strategy Part 1 encompasses the initial assessment of the current environmental status and 

describes the good environmental status to be achieved by 2020 as well as the environmental 

targets and accompanying indicators. This part also comprises the resultant policy tasks until 2020. 

In 2012 the Cabinet established part one of the marine strategy for the Dutch part of the North 

Sea and reported this to the European Commission. 

 

Marine Strategy part 2 is the MSFD monitoring programme. It presents a general description of the 

monitoring cycle, and for each environmental target and for each indicator it looks specifically at 

the monitoring strategy and efficient gathering of reliable measurement data for the purposes of 

the final assessment. This part of the Marine Strategy was completed in 2014 and presented to the 

European Commission. The monitoring programme is adjusted each year on the basis of new 

insights and international harmonization within the context of OSPAR and ICES. 

Marine Strategy part 3 describes the measures required to enable the good environmental status 

and environmental targets to be achieved by 2020. After a six months consultation period, the 

programme of measures will be approved and reported to the European Commission at the end of 

2015. It forms part of the National Water Plan 2016-2021. The programme has also been 

incorporated into the Policy Document on the North Sea, which also forms part of the NWP as an 

appendix. The emphasis within the MSFD programme of measures is on cooperation with 

neighbouring countries, making usage sustainable, an area-based approach to the most significant 

sources, species policy and creating opportunities for active ecosystem recovery. Monitoring the 

developments is important as a basis for adaptive management. 

 

Guiding principles 
 

The marine strategy for the North Sea is founded on a vision of the future that involves a clean, 

healthy and productive sea, as elaborated on in the draft Policy Document on the North Sea 2016-

2021. The ecosystem will function optimally and will be resilient, the water will be clean and use of 

the North Sea will be sustainable. This will ensure that the North Sea provides prospects both for 

nature and the environment and for human use and economic sectors. The ecosystem approach 

and the precautionary principle constitute the starting point for the policy to enable a good 

environmental status to be achieved and maintained in the face of increasing usage of the North 

Sea. 

The Cabinet chose for a pragmatic approach to achieve and/or maintain a good environmental 

status. The emphasis is on ‘doing what is necessary’ so as to get the marine ecosystem back in 

shape and ‘seizing opportunities’ to combine sustainable economic growth with a healthy 

ecosystem. The Cabinet wishes to encourage cooperation between leaders in sustainable 

development, as in the case of the green deals for reducing litter. 

 

Cross-border approach 
 

The Cabinet seeks to further extend international harmonisation and cooperation. After all, the 

quality of the ecosystem and the marine environment in those parts of the North Sea belonging to 

different nations are inextricable. For that reason, the MSFD obliges member states to adopt a 

regional approach. Also within OSPAR, international cooperation and the coordinated approach to 

the marine strategy are given additional weight. The Netherlands is actively supporting initiatives 

for international cooperation within OSPAR, the EU and other relevant international frameworks. 
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Three starting points for policy 
 

The MSFD programme of measures has three starting points: 

 

1 making usage sustainable 

For the purposes of issuing permits for activities at sea, the government utilises a comprehensive 

framework of assessment, proceeding from the ecosystem approach and the precautionary 

principle. Within the scope of the IMO and Common Fisheries Policy, the Cabinet seeks to make 

shipping and fishing sustainable. In the case of reducing pollution from land-based sources, the 

Cabinet proceeds from the existing environmental policy and the implementation of the Water 

Framework Directive. 

 

2 Area-based and species-oriented approach 

Using an area-based approach, the Cabinet aims to safeguard the protection of vulnerable 

ecological species and areas, such as the Natura 2000 areas and the additional protection on the 

Frisian Front and the Central Oyster Grounds. These measures stem from the obligation arising 

from the Birds and Habitats Directives and MSFD to make progress towards achieving a good 

environmental status of the marine ecosystem and to contribute to a coherent and representative 

network of marine protected areas by means of protecting certain ecological/habitat areas in the 

Dutch part of the North Sea. The fundamental principle is area-based regulation or suppression of 

certain forms of use that disrupt the natural and biodiversity values to be protected or restored by 

the MSFD. 

 

3 Creating additional opportunities for ecosystem recovery 

The MSFD programme of measures includes a number of exploratory studies that might lead to 

actions and measures to restore ecosystems that have disappeared or been damaged. An example 

is exploring the possibility to create more hard substrate in the North Sea by encouraging the 

return of oyster beds or by using wind turbine foundations. 
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Concrete measures 
 

The measures contained in the MSFD programme of measures are categorised according to the 

eleven descriptors, four of which have been merged due to their interconnectedness. A concise 

overview is provided below. 

 

Marine ecosystem measures 
The policy objective for the condition of the marine ecosystem in the period leading up to 2020 is 

to reverse the trend of deterioration and move towards recovery. Measures geared towards 

achieving this objective relate to the determining descriptors of biodiversity, commercial fishing 

stocks, food webs and sea-floor integrity. The ultimate aim is a situation where habitats and 

species are in harmony with the prevailing physiographic, geographic and climatological 

circumstances. These objectives fit in with the Cabinet’s vision of the future focused on a North Sea 

ecosystem that is resilient and functions optimally. 

 

Measures related to the descriptor of biodiversity, food web and sea-floor integrity 

(areas and species) 
 

Existing measures 

 Within OSPAR a variety of recommendations have been accepted for the purposes of 

protecting threatened and declining species and habitats. Sixteen species and five habitat 

types are relevant in the case of the Netherlands, such as porpoises, sharks and rays. In 

2003 OSPAR accepted a recommendation to create a coherent European ecological network 

of marine protected areas. The Netherlands has registered five marine protected areas 

(designated under the Birds Directive and Habitats Directive) with OSPAR. These are the 

Natura 2000 areas North Sea Coastal Zone, Voordelta, the Raan Flats, Dogger Bank and 

Cleaver Bank. 

 Management plans have been drawn up for the Natura 2000 areas Voordelta, the Raan 

Flats and North Sea Coastal Zone. Activities are regulated by way of conditions for 

exemption, permit conditions for coastal/beach sand replenishment, cables and pipes and 

fishing, and mitigating measures such as codes of conduct and the temporary closure of 

areas. 

 The Natura 2000 areas Cleaver Bank and Dogger Bank are partly protected from fishing 

that disturbs the sea-floor (in accordance with the Habitats Directive), and for several 

months a year the Frisian Front is closed to fishing by means of standing rigging (in 

accordance with the Birds Directive). 

 The Haringvliet Locks Management Decree (Kierbesluit, 2011) has resulted in the 

Haringvliet locks being ‘left ajar’ if the water level in the Haringvliet is lower than sea level. 

This is important for international fish migration. 

 

Additional measures 

• With a view to protecting sea-floor ecology and biodiversity, protection is being provided 

for the sea-floor ecosystem in the areas of the Frisian Front and the Central Oyster 

Grounds in addition to the existing measures in Natura 2000 areas. After consulting 

stakeholders and EU member states engaged in fishing activities here, measures will be 

fleshed out in 2015 for the purposes of limiting the effects of fishing that disturbs the sea-

floor in these protected areas. 

 

Measures related to the descriptor of commercial fish 
As regards fishing measures, the EU has exclusive competence and the European Commission has 

the right of initiative. The Common Fisheries Policy should contribute to protecting the marine 
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environment, to managing all commercial species sustainably and to bringing about a good 

environmental status by 2020. 

National policy with regard to coastal and shellfish fishing is contributing to the development of 

ecosystem-based management. In time this will have to result in a stable and sustainable basis for 

fishing that matches economic, social and employment opportunity objectives, and which 

contributes to the food supply. 

 

Existing measures 

• The target is to manage stocks wherever possible at the level of maximum sustainable yield 

(MSY) by 2015 or by 2020 at the latest. The Dutch government is committed to producing 

management plans that enable better alignment of objectives for each species and actual 

catch composition. 

• Another priority is minimising unwanted by-catch by introducing the landing obligation. This 

obligation will have considerable consequences for the sector, individual firms, the market 

and future methods of fishing. The Dutch government’s commitment is a landing obligation 

that can be implemented, enforced and complied with. 

• In 2014 a scientific experiment was launched using pulse fishing, to study the extent to 

which this type of fishing can contribute positively to the introduction of the landing 

obligation. 

• Sustainability Certificates (such as that of the Marine Stewardship Council, MSC) can help 

increase support from society and make the sector more sustainable. The European 

Commission is looking into the possibility of developing criteria for an eco label for fishing 

and aquaculture that applies to the Union as a whole. 
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Measures related to the descriptor of invasive non-indigenous species 
A good environmental status for non-indigenous species is achieved if non-native species 

introduced as a result of human activities do not cause any changes within the ecosystem. It is 

anticipated that with the current policy on invasive non-indigenous species, as formulated in the 

Policy Document on Invasive Non-indigenous Species, the risk of new introductions of such species 

will have fallen drastically by 2020. 

 

Existing measures 

• When it comes to transporting shellfish for aquaculture and live shellfish to Natura 2000 

areas, transfer of invasive non-indigenous species must be prevented. This is possible by, 

for example, setting conditions in permits issued under the Nature Conservancy Act. The 

management programmes for the Natura 2000 areas include measures geared towards 

preventing the import of non-indigenous species and combating the presence of invasive 

non-indigenous species. 

• The International Convention for the Control and Management of Ships’ Ballast Water and 

Sediments (BWM) is not yet in force, but its implementation has already been enshrined in 

Dutch laws and regulations. The Convention obliges shipowners to purify ballast water. By 

means of protocols, OSPAR facilitates the work processes for exemptions to the Ballast 

Water Management Convention, subject to conditions, for vessels sailing in the 

HELCOM/OSPAR regions. 

• Within the International Maritime Organisation (IMO) there is discussion on a common 

approach to the implementation of the voluntary hull-fouling standards. These must limit 

the introduction of non-indigenous species by way of fouling on the ship’s hull. 

 

Measures related to the descriptor of eutrophication 
Eutrophication leads to loss of biodiversity, has adverse effects on the ecosystem and causes 

harmful algal blooms and aquatic hypoxia in the layers of water near the sea-floor. Consequently, 

efforts are focused on reducing concentrations of nutrients. 

Causes of eutrophication in the North Sea are sources at sea, the introduction of nitrogen and 

phosphates by rivers and atmospheric deposition from sources on land and at sea. The approach to 

sources at sea is governed by IMO frameworks. Measures for sources on land form part of the 

updated Basin Management Plans for the Rhine, Meuse, Schelde and Eems. These plans for the 

purposes of implementing the Water Framework Directive (WFD) form an integral part of the 

National Water Plan. 

 

Existing measures 

• Marine pollution caused by shipping is regulated in the International Convention for the 

Prevention of Pollution from Ships, or MARPOL Convention, drawn up by the IMO. MARPOL 

regulates emissions of substances and chemicals into the air and water as well as the 

discharge of domestic waste. 

• The Cabinet introduced mandatory manure processing on January 1st 2014. This measure 

obliges livestock farmers to have a percentage of surplus manure production processed, 

with this percentage being determined by the government. Measures pertaining to 

agriculture have been subsumed under the Fifth Action Programme for the Nitrates 

Directive. 

• In addition to the Fifth Action Programme for the Nitrates Directive, the agriculture and 

horticulture sector drafted the Delta Plan on Agricultural Water Management. The sector is 

working with water managers on a cohesive, integrated approach in order to devise 

customised solutions to fulfil objectives for nutrients, pesticides and water quantity. 

• The Netherlands has implemented the EU directive on urban waste water and fulfils the 

minimum area output requirements for phosphorus and nitrogen. All water boards have 

been fulfilling these minimum area output requirements since 2007. 
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• Water boards are planning to improve, or are already engaged in improving, purification 

efficiency at regional level in a substantial proportion of sewage treatment plants. This will 

be done prior to 2021. 

 

Measures related to the descriptor of hydrographic properties 
Large-scale interventions in the North Sea have the potential to result in changes in terms of 

hydrographic properties. The policy is geared towards preventing permanent large-scale negative 

effects and towards ensuring conservation of a good environmental status where new activities are 

under way. In the Netherlands, the EU directive governing environmental impact assessments for 

such projects has been implemented in the Environmental Impact Report Decree. The effect of 

large-scale developments, such as the creation of Maasvlakte 2 and the Sand Engine in the recent 

past, will have to be studied by way of environmental impact reports. Relatively limited 

interventions, such as sand replenishment and dredging work, are regulated by the issuance of 

permits; in general, an environmental impact report is mandatory. If the environmental impact 

assessment reveals that the effects will not change the ecosystem permanently and irreversibly on 

a large scale, then no further action will be required. Adverse effects on the marine ecosystem 

have to be mitigated. The procedure under the Nature Conservancy Act (alternative solutions, 

imperative reasons of overriding public interest, mitigation and compensation) applies in the case 

of significant effects on species and habitats. Thus the sea-floor protection measures in the 

Voordelta area are compensation for the construction of Maasvlakte 2 in this Natura 2000 area. 
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Measures related to the descriptor of contaminants 
Efforts are geared towards reducing concentrations of contaminants in the sea and preventing the 

polluting effects of substances such as TBT, which is used to combat hull fouling. The most 

significant sources of contaminants are marine sources, such as shipping and offshore mining, and 

sources on land, such as industry, transport and agriculture. 

EU regulations, agreements made within the framework of OSPAR and agreements made within the 

framework of the IMO have resulted in huge falls in concentrations of contaminants in the marine 

environment since the 1970s. 

A sizeable proportion of the measures has been incorporated into the programmes of measures for 

the river basins pursuant to the Water Framework Directive (WFD). These measures also help 

reduce pollution in the North Sea. One matter that will require attention over the next few years is 

the potentially growing threat posed to the marine environment by the presence of medicines in 

surface water. 

 

Existing measures 

• Discharges from offshore installations in the Dutch part of the North Sea are regulated 

under the Mining Act, by way of such things as conditions attached to the issuance of 

permits for mining activities. 

• The significance of the MARPOL Convention in terms of combating discharges caused by 

shipping has already been stated under ‘eutrophication’. 

• Marine pollution with TBT caused by shipping has been reduced by means of the 

International Convention on the Control of Harmful Anti-fouling Systems on Ships (2008). 

• The change to shipping routes in 2013 in the Dutch part of the North Sea is increasing 

shipping safety, thereby also reducing the risk of adverse environmental effects from 

accidents. 

• The Bathing Water Directive was implemented by way of the Swimming Facilities Hygiene 

and Safety Act. This established standards that must be fulfilled in terms of bathing water 

quality, including bathing water in coastal waters. 

• Under the Ships’ Waste Decree Rhine and Inland Shipping, a ban on discharging domestic 

waste water into surface water has been in place for passenger vessels and cabin vessels 

since 1 January 2012. 

• The EU Directive on Industrial Emissions has been implemented by way of the 

Environmental Licensing (General Provisions) Act, the Environmental Management Act 

(Activities Decree) and the Water Act. The implementation of Seveso III in the Major 

Accidents (Risks) Decree 1999 limits the consequences of major accidents for humankind 

and the environment. 

• The EU Directive on sustainable use of pesticides has been fleshed out in the Netherlands 

to form the Sustainable Crop Protection Action Plan. National policy stemming from the 

Directive has been recorded in the 2nd Sustainable Crop Protection Document. 

• The most important agreements for preparation, cooperation and coordination for disaster 

response and dealing with incidents at sea have been recorded in the North Sea 

Contingency Plan, the Cooperation Regulation on Countering Coastal Pollution and the 

Emergency Response Plan (tactical/operational level). There is also international 

cooperation by way of the Bonn Agreement on cooperation on combating pollution in the 

North Sea. 

 

Measures related to the descriptor of contaminants in fish 
Current levels of contaminants found in fish and fish products do not exceed the standards set by 

national and international legislation. The measures described in the sections on eutrophication and 

contaminants are contributing factors in this regard. This means that in the current situation the 

environmental status is good. It is expected to remain so. If policy remains unchanged, the 

Netherlands will be able to maintain the status quo until 2020 and beyond. 
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Measures related to the descriptor of litter 
There is a growing awareness worldwide of the problem of plastics and other litter at sea causing 

harm to the coastal and marine environment. The programme of measures presents a set of 

measures to considerably reduce the volume of litter in and along the North Sea, including 

breakdown products such as microplastics. 

 

Existing measures 

• Initiatives such as Supporter van Schoon (‘Supporter of Clean’), the Landelijke 

Opschoondag (‘National Cleaning Day’) or Keep it Clean Day are geared towards positively 

influencing behaviour in terms of littering. The Plastic Heroes campaign is helping to 

increase awareness among Dutch consumers of the importance of collecting plastic 

packaging waste separately. 

• The site Duurzaam Doen (‘Sustainable Action’) aims to prompt citizens and entrepreneurs 

to make their activities sustainable, doing so by way of such things as inspiring examples. 

• Stakeholders and coastal communities are ensuring that the Netherlands’ North Sea 

beaches are made clean and kept clean. Initiatives and campaigns such as the Cleanest 

Beaches contest (instigated by the Netherlands Clean Foundation) and MyBeach (instigated 

by the North Sea Foundation) are helping to increase awareness among visitors to beaches. 

• SchoneMaas Limburg is a partnership comprising in excess of 25 parties. In addition to 

annual campaigns which see a sizeable proportion of the banks of the Meuse being cleaned, 

awareness and agenda-setting are integral parts of the programme. 

• The Netherlands enshrined the EU Directive on port reception facilities for ship-generated 

waste and cargo residues in legislation in 2005. Proper port reception facilities are available 

in all Dutch ports. 

• The revised Annex V of the MARPOL Convention from the IMO came into force on January 1 

st 2013. The revision takes as its point of departure an outright ban on ships discharging 

waste, with the exception of food waste. On the initiative of the Netherlands, it was agreed 

in the IMO that the marine environmental awareness course will become a mandatory 

component in maritime training throughout the world. 

  



11 
 

• Since 2000 some one hundred fishing vessels have been participating in the Fishing for 

Litter programme. Fishermen collect waste on board which is caught as by-catch. They can 

dispose of this waste free of charge in ports where it is processed. 

• The policy for waste/litter is based on directives and agreements such as the Waste 

Framework Directive, Packaging Framework Agreement 1, National Waste Management 

Plan 1 & 2, Packaging Management Decree, and the landfill ban. Domestic and industrial 

waste is collected separately, processed and reused in a sustainable way. Ambitions with 

respect to closing raw material chains and the transition to a circular economy have been 

established. 

• Cosmetics companies in the Netherlands are voluntarily replacing plastic microbeads in 

cosmetics products, resulting in a reduction in emissions of microplastics into the water. 

• The goal of the programme Van Afval Naar Grondstof (‘From Waste to Raw Material’, or 

VANG) is to halve the quantity of waste dumped or incinerated within a decade. The aim is 

to transition to a sustainable economy in which production and consumption cycles are 

closed. The following elements are relevant to reducing litter: 

o Packaging Framework Agreement with manufacturers, to reduce and to recycle 

packaging. 

o 20 million euros per annum are available to local authorities for the purposes of 

additional tackling of the litter problem. 

o In conjunction with local authorities, more wide-ranging use of collection 

systems for small drinks packaging. 

o Plastic Cycle Chain Agreement with companies, research institutes and NGOs to 

jointly take up measures from the VANG programme and the Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive. 

• The Cabinet is exploring the possibility of introducing suitable regulations to minimise the 

use of plastic bags in the Netherlands. Its efforts in this regard dovetail with the EU process 

geared towards reducing the use of plastic bags. The package of measures is being drawn 

up in conjunction with industry. 

 

Additional measures 

It is anticipated that, despite policy efforts and many initiatives, the volume of litter in the Dutch 

part of the North Sea will not decrease. Presumably, pollution by microplastics will increase. For 

that reason, supplementary measures have been formulated for 2020. 

• Tackling the problem of litter and the ‘plastic soup’ in curricular strands and teaching 

packages and promoting the subject among teaching and education professionals.  

• Coastal communities, entrepreneurs, volunteers and social organisations have signed up to 

the Green Deal Clean Beaches to reduce the volume of litter on beaches by means of such 

things as clean-up campaigns, cleaning and removal facilities at the beaches and the Green 

Key label for beach-based catering establishments. 

• The Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment is disseminating knowledge at local 

level, also among water managers, on the importance of reducing litter in the river basins. 

• The successful approach of SchoneMaas Limburg is being scaled up to include other river 

basis and water systems. In tandem with this, the Litter Collection Scheme of 

Rijkswaterstaat is being rolled out across the Netherlands. 

• In order to close the chain of plastic waste from ships, the Maritime Waste Chain Green 

Deal has been signed by port authorities, shipowners, ship chandlers, managers of port 

reception facilities, the North Sea Foundation and the Central Government. The goal is that 

ships will produce less waste when taking on supplies and will dispose of separated waste 

in ports where it will be recycled or converted into fuel. 

• The Fisheries for a Clean Sea Green Deal sees the fisheries sector, in conjunction with other 

parties (the Ministry of Infrastructure and the Environment, ports, waste processing firms, 

etc.), looking for ways to close the waste cycle by means of such things as removal and 

handing in of both household waste and nets and cables, collection facilities in port and 

recycling of nets. 
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• ProSea has set up an education pathway within the fisheries sector to increase awareness 

of the waste problem. 

• Two actions in the sphere of product development and more sustainable, more efficient use 

of plastics are: reducing the use of balloons and working towards an EU ban on microbeads 

in cosmetics. 

• On 28 June 2014 the OSPAR Regional Seas Convention established the Regional Action Plan 

for Prevention and Management of Marine Litter. The Netherlands is leading the 

development of the next OSPAR measures: regional coordination of implementation of the 

directive on port reception facilities and improving the implementation of ISO standards; 

reducing the impact of dolly rope; exchanging best practice to reduce waste in rivers; 

tackling microplastics in cosmetics products and other sources; and reinforcing Fishing for 

Litter agreements. 

 

Measures related to the descriptor of underwater noise 
The aim is to prevent the harmful effects of noise caused underwater by human activity. As soon as 

more knowledge is available, it will be possible to set more detailed targets in 2018 for underwater 

noise and accumulation of effects on populations or the ecosystem. 

 

Existing measures 

• The licensing regime for wind farms is being adapted. Where necessary, other conditions 

will be set for new permits for pile-driving for wind farms, such as noise abatement 

measures. 

• Since January 1st 2014, carrying out seismic surveys at sea in the EEZ often requires a 

permit under the Nature Conservancy Act and/or an exemption under the Flora and Fauna 

Act. The procedure provides for an appropriate assessment (under the Nature Conservancy 

Act), species protection review (Flora and Fauna Act) and accompanying mitigating 

measures to prevent or minimise possible harmful effects of underwater noise. 

• The IMO adopted guidelines in 2014 for reducing underwater noise caused by commercial 

shipping. 

• Responsible use of active sonar in the Instruction to the Royal Netherlands Navy Command 

must prevent or minimise harmful consequences of the transmission of anti-submarine 

sonars on marine mammals. 

• The code of conduct for explosive ordnance disposal sets out measures and a framework 

for assessment for disposal of explosive ordnance, with the aim of preventing potentially 

significant effects. The Ministry of Defence is looking at options for introducing alternative 

technologies or mitigating measures. 
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Tax measures 
Aside from all the measures cited above, tax incentives also help achieve a good environmental 

status on the Dutch continental shelf. The MIA scheme (offering a tax refund on environmental 

investment) and the Vamil scheme (providing for voluntary depreciation on environmental 

investment) encourage tax-efficient investment in environmentally friendly technologies. These 

schemes are already put to practice to support measures in terms of fisheries, invasive non-

indigenous species, eutrophication, contaminants and litter. In addition to Vamil and MIA, there are 

also other tax/economic tools in place to reduce emissions. 

 

Analysis of the package of measures in terms of comprehensiveness 
Using model calculations and expert opinion (ODEMM model), an analysis has been made of the 

extent to which the measures of the MSFD programme have any bearing on human activity and the 

effects thereof on the marine ecosystem. This is important to be able to ascertain whether the 

package of measures is sufficiently comprehensive or whether any additional measures are 

necessary. The analysis reveals that the package of measures covers virtually all relationships 

between use and effect. In other words, it shows that this MSFD programme of measures is 

potentially capable of reducing all the impact of human activities on the ecosystem satisfactorily so 

as to bring about a good environmental status. ‘Potentially’ because the actual reduction will 

depend on the extent of fulfilment and implementation of measures. 

 

Achieving a good environmental status 
Existing and proposed policy will allow a good environmental status to be achieved in terms of a 

great many elements. This holds for reducing pollution, eutrophication, developing healthy fish 

stocks, excluding invasive non-indigenous species, and mitigating and compensating for 

hydrographic interventions. This underscores once more the importance of implementing policy in 

these respects. It is anticipated that existing and new nature conservancy and anti-litter measures 

will make it possible to reverse the trend and ensure ecosystem recovery and a reduced volume of 

plastic in the sea. 

 

Despite these manifold efforts and positive expectations, it is not possible at present to ascertain 

the precise condition the Dutch part of the North Sea will be in by 2020. This is down to the 

dynamic nature of the North Sea, the multifarious elements that collectively determine the good 

environmental status and the diversity in activities that influence this status. Hence it is not 

possible to predict the extent to which, and how swiftly, an affected ecosystem will respond to 

measures. This also holds for the lag effects of a number of substances and plastics that have 

accumulated in the North Sea in the past. Additionally, further research is required into factors on 

which the available knowledge is still scant, such as microplastics and underwater noise 

accumulation. 

 

Exploratory studies and opportunities for the future 
The ambition to create a healthy sea and ensure a sustainable use calls for unfaltering alertness to 

opportunities to enhance the sustainable use of the North Sea, to further limit pressure on the 

marine environment and the ecosystem, and, where possible, to actively foster recovery of the 

North Sea ecosystem. Based on this line of approach to making the most of opportunities and 

solving problems (potential or actual), a number of exploratory studies have been formulated. The 

results of these exploratory studies will feed the targets and measures for the second MSFD cycle 

commencing as of 2018. 

 

Sustainable use 

• In 2014 a (follow-up) project was launched to find an alternative to dolly rope (litter as a 

result of wear and tear to the plastic protection for fishing nets). 
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• By way of the networking event iSea, Rijkswaterstaat aims to encourage people with 

ideas, entrepreneurs, investors, experts and policymakers to collectively develop new 

initiatives for sustainable use of the sea. 

• An exploratory study of the possibility of preventing bottom trawl  fishers getting their nets 

caught up in standing rigging. 

• Exploratory studies into reducing use of lead in angling. 

• Reduction of emissions of microplastics by sources on land. 

• Together with the other North Sea countries, the Netherlands is discussing the possibility 

of designating the North Sea as a NOx Emission Control Area (NECA) for shipping pursuant 

to MARPOL. 

• Keeping in mind the importance of the sea for the food supply, various studies and pilots 

are performed to ascertain whether or not ideas surrounding aquaculture and mariculture 

are technically and economically feasible. 

 

Area-based and species-oriented approach 

• An exploratory study is under way to determine the ecological significance of artificial hard 

substrate for the marine ecosystem in combination with sustainable usage. 

• An action plan for the recovery of vulnerable sharks and rays in the North Sea is in 

preparation. 

• In 2011 the Cabinet drew up a Porpoise Protection Plan for the Dutch part of the North Sea. 

The plan aims to contribute to the favourable conservation targets for the porpoise and for 

that reason it is also to be taken up at international level within the framework of OSPAR 

and Ascobans (Agreement on the Conservation of Small Cetaceans of the Baltic and North 

Seas). Attention is pointedly being given to research into the disruptive effects of fishing 

activities and loud impulsive noise. 

• The status of Brown Ridge and Borkum Reef Ground as additional Birds Directive and 

Habitats Directive areas respectively is also being examined. 

 

Active ecosystem recovery 

• Pilots are in the pipeline on the recovery of oyster beds in the North Sea and on the 

reintroduction of the European sea sturgeon. 
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Knowledge agenda and research programming 

Knowledge development is required for a number of topics within the marine strategy. This is the 

case for both existing and new measures. Areas for attention include sources and effects of litter 

and underwater noise, protection of species (porpoise, shark and ray), sea-floor integrity and the 

cumulative effects of human activity on the quality of the ecosystem. In order to chart the 

knowledge-related questions and steer research, the Ministry of Infrastructure and the 

Environment and the Ministry of Economic Affairs have drawn up a knowledge agenda, which is 

updated on an annual basis. Furthermore, the Netherlands is participating in the international 

knowledge networks for identifying important knowledge-related questions in connection with 

OSPAR and the EU. The important knowledge topics from the MSFD are presented below: 

 

Litter 

Within OSPAR, the Central Government is contributing to the development and use of common 

indicators, including an indicator for waste lying on the sea-floor. In partnership with the 

international Rhine Commission and Meuse Commission, knowledge is being amassed on the 

quantity of litter (including microplastics) entering the sea via rivers. 

 

Underwater noise 

Research into underwater noise will have to provide greater insight into the scale of the problem. 

The aim is to set environmental targets for background noise and accumulation of effects by 2018, 

and to develop and implement systematic monitoring. Where possible, this research should be 

international, enabling an assessment at regional level and allowing policy targets to be drawn up 

by 2018 if possible. 

 

Protected areas 

Cooperation with other North Sea countries on the further development of criteria for the 

evaluation of the intended coherent and representative Birds and Habitats Directives and MSFD 

network of protected areas in the North Sea is an important topic, one the Netherlands is taking up 

within the context of OSPAR and the EU. 

 

Cumulative effects of human use 

Within OSPAR, the Netherlands is investing in testing and applying methods for evaluation of 

cumulative effects. This subject is high on the OSPAR agenda. 

 

Nature and biodiversity 

Investments are continuously being made in MSFD policy research and monitoring in the policy 

areas of nature and biodiversity and fishing. Examples include the research associated with 

investigating an action plan for sharks and rays and the Porpoise Protection Plan. In addition, 

investments are being made in increasing the understanding of the function of the marine 

ecosystem’s resilience, the development of research tools to implement protective measures for 

the sea-floor on the Frisian Front and the Central Oyster Grounds, and the development of common 

indicators for biodiversity within the compass of OSPAR. For the purposes of fisheries, knowledge is 

being developed on sustainable fishing methods, such as pulse fishing, and healthy fish stocks. 

Furthermore, contributions are being made to developing common indicators for commercial fishing 

stocks within ICES. 

 

Long-term developments 

Within OSPAR, the Central Government contributes towards effective monitoring of acidification, in 

order to gain a better understanding of changes in the ecosystem against a backdrop of long-term 

global processes such as climate change. 


