Leading Marine Scientists Release New Evidence Marine Reserves Produce Enormous Benefits within Their Boundaries and Beyond

 From SeaWeb Monday, February 19, 2001 SAN FRANCISCO, CA -- Today at the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) Meeting in San Francisco, past president Dr. Jane Lubchenco will release a scientific consensus statement signed by 150 of the world's leading marine scientists declaring that there is now compelling scientific evidence that marine reserves conserve both biodiversity and fisheries, and could help to replenish the seas.  "All around the world there are different experiences," says Dr. Lubchenco, "but the basic message is the same: marine reserves work, and they work fast.  It is no longer a question of whether to set aside fully protected areas in the ocean, but where to establish them.  We urge the immediate application of fully protected marine reserves as a central oceans management tool." 
The new scientific theory of marine reserves which will be presented today is the culmination of three years of study by an international group of leading marine scientists.  At the 1997 AAAS in Seattle, scientists reviewed the state of the oceans and identified research priorities.  In response, this international team of scientists was established at the National Centre for the Ecological Analysis and Synthesis (NCEAS), University of California, Santa Barbara, and charged with developing a better scientific understanding of marine reserves.  This new analysis now provides the scientific evidence necessary to establish additional reserves that scientists can be confident will work.
The declining state of the oceans and the collapse of many fisheries creates a critical need for more effective management of marine biodiversity, populations of exploited species and the overall health of the oceans.  While marine protected areas (MPA's) and Marine Sanctuaries have been designated to enyance conservation, they often allow extractive activities whereas marine reserves do not.  Fully protected marine reserves are viewed by many as a key tool to help reverse widespread over-fishing and habitat disturbance.  Yet becuase there are gaps of knowledge about how reserves work and because they are perceived to be taking something else away from dwindling fisheries, encompass only 1/100 of 1% of the seas.
"The results are startling and consistent," States Dr. Robert Warner of the University of California, Santa Barbara.  Furthermore these averages were attained after only 1-2 years of protection:
· population densities were on average 91% higher
· biomass was 192% higher
· average organism size was 31% higher
· species diversity was 23% higher.
The size and abundance of exploited species also increases in areas adjacent to reserves.  Reserves serve as natural hatcheries, replenishing populations regionally by larval spillover beyond reserve boundaries.  Cr. Callum Roberts of Harvard University, has worked closely with the fishermen and will highlight case studies from around the world.  new Zealand, despite violent opposition at the outset, fishers have now become the champions of reserves where they have seen populations of snappers in crease 40 fold.  Closer to home, in 1994, three large areas totaling 17,000 km2 in the Gulf of Maine were closed to all fishing methods that put groundfish at risk.  Coincidentally, scallops flourished in the undisturbed habitat.  Within five years their populations rebounded to 9 to 14 times their density in fished areas.  Monitoring showed scallop fishers hugging the edge of closed areas, benefiting from high catches as a result of adult movement and export of scallop offspring on ocean currents.
Marine reserves differ from parks on land because most marine species disperse through the water as larvae or spores, moved by tides and currents. Dispersal distances of 20 to 50 kms are not uncommon and 500 to 1000 kms is possible in some cases due to currents. "You want to design reserves so that they have a spillover effect in helping replenish the ocean beyond the protected area," says Dr. Steve Palumbi of Harvard University. "Well-designed networks are the key."
Using new knowledge of larval dispersal patterns, scientists can determine the optimal span, spacing and size of the pieces. The NCEAS studies demonstrate that networks of fully protected marine reserves linked ecologically (through larval dispersal) and physically (through currents) are much more likely to achieve the full array of benefits that marine resource managers are being called upon to deliver&endash;rather than the current tendency to establish single isolated reserves.
The scientists will also present a new computer-based tool that can map and design reserve systems for fishery managers across the U.S. and the world. Fisheries managers will be able to map out reserves based on specific conservation goals -- such as how representation of 20% of all habitats might translate in the water in ways that make stakeholders happy. This new technology has the potential to revolutionize the design of future protected areas such as in the Channel Islands where it is being currently applied in their efforts to establish fully protected marine zones.
Yet even with the new scientific consensus emerging, the future of reserves in the U.S. is uncertain. Questions about the efficacy of marine reserves are being raised again by the new administration in response to Clinton's recent Executive Order directing federal and state agencies to work together to develop a national system of marine protected areas. The new science should allay concerns voiced in a letter to President Bush by the new Chair of the Resources Committee James Hansen that "no goals or purposes of the MPA for a system of MPA's have been identified; and no research has been identified to determine whether the goals of MPAs are being achieved. . . MPAs must be done in a scientifically defensible manner."
"Conservationists can be reassured that marine reserves are protecting biodiversity, and while fishermen may lose access to some areas, they will reap the benefits outside the reserves. The overall lesson is that all stakeholders can be served by well designed networks of marine reserves," states Dr. Jane Lubchenco.
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