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Speech by Dr. Simon Cripps Director, WWF's International Endangered Seas Programme at the Gifts to the Earth ceremony in the Azores, Portugal, 20 June, 2002.

Introduction

· Honourable Secretary, ladies and gentlemen, as has been said, my name is Simon Cripps, Director of the Endangered Seas Programme, WWF's global marine programme of action.

· It is an honour and a great personal pleasure for me to be here today to present our highest award for conservation achievement to the Regional Government of the Azores and in particular  Dr Helder Marques da Silva, on behalf of WWF.

· I should say at this point that the Chairman of the OSPAR
 Programme on Marine Protected Areas, Dr Henning von Nordheim, is unfortunately not able to attend this ceremony, but would like to convey his congratulations to the Regional Government for your outstanding conservation achievement.

Overview
· The designation of the Lucky Strike and Menez Gwen hydrothermal vent fields and the application of an effective management plan for these offshore, deep-sea areas is a huge step forward for the marine environment and is of national, European and global significance. 

· WWF is proud to have the opportunity to honour and publicise the outstanding work of the Secretary of Environment, the authorities, the scientists, managers, environmentalists and NGOs who have played a part in the creation of these protected areas. 

Azores environment

· The wealth of marine life in the waters off the Azores is outstanding and a great heritage for mankind to preserve and use with care.  Here you find seamounts around which a rich diversity of fish, shellfish and birdlife aggregate to spawn, feed and live.  The sea-floor itself is of course of vital importance hosting a world of its own, with structures and animal communities only recently discovered by man.

· Specialists and the public alike cannot help but be intrigued and inspired by the unique and fascinating life-forms that inhabit these extreme, almost alien environments. 

· Indeed if they were alien we would probably know more about them, because the surface of the moon and Mars are better known than the deep seas of our own planet - those very seas that sustain life on Earth.

· These areas are unique in so many ways and their importance and significance though only recently understood does not need the precautionary principle to be invoked for their protection.  The need is clearly there.

· Recent article in Nature and other important journals even suggest that life on Earth itself may have originated at these vents.  The Government of the Azores is then the custodian of the heritage of all life on Earth - quite some responsibility, but one which they have clearly shown they can live up to. 

· The Azores has before now hosted several important meetings which have helped to protect North-East Atlantic biodiversity. For example the OSPAR Workshop on Species and Habitats in Horta, July 1999.  This meeting follows in that honourable tradition - the support of the government and the University of the Azores and others is gratefully acknowledged.

Regional significance

· Let us briefly put this designation into context by looking at the national, European and global significance and thus indicate why we think this is so important to merit a Gift to the Earth. 

· The commendable decision of the Regional Government of the Azores to designate the Lucky Strike and Menez Gwen vent fields as Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) is a huge step forward in our effort to create a network of ecologically significant and coherent protected areas in the North-East Atlantic. By acting to protect these fragile and vulnerable sites, when formal internationally recognised criteria are still under development, the Government of the Autonomous Azores Region is helping to accelerate the development of these criteria while setting an example of best practice.

· This initiative is also ahead of other EU and OSPAR countries to designate offshore MPAs with attached management plans. And it follows the most recent legal interpretation with regard to the geographic scope of the EU Habitats Directive in that these sites are in offshore waters towards the 200 nautical miles Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) limit.

· The actions to protect these sites is to be highlighted at the OSPAR Commission meeting starting on 24 June and a related workshop on MPAs in the OSPAR maritime area starting two weeks later. The aim is to have further MPAs in the North-East Atlantic declared at the OSPAR Ministerial Meeting in Bremen, Germany, June 2003.  The action to conserve these sites is also expected to promote the ratification of the OSPAR Annex V
 by the Government of Portugal and other countries.  Within the OSPAR Convention, criteria for management and selection of areas to be protected are underway, following the commitment adopted by Environment Ministers in Sintra 1998
 “ to promote the establishment of a network of marine protected areas to ensure the sustainable use and protection and conservation of marine biological diversity and its ecosystems.”

· So in summary then this designation inspires the EU to include offshore sites for the Natura 2000 network, it kick-starts the OSPAR process to establish a network and candidate list of MPAs, sets a precedent for management criteria for such sites and hopefully will help complete the ratification of an important amendment to the OSPAR Convention to protect the marine environment.

Global offshore significance

· This should be enough you would think, but the significance does not end there.  There are global consequences which are personally of interest to me, as one of those working at the United Nations to further the prospects of creating better management and governance for high-seas areas.

· Globally there is a crisis in the oceans.  Few are aware of the seriousness of the situation.  Habitats such as coral reefs and mangroves are being degraded by climate change and insensitive development, pollution is taking its toll on marine species from mammals to worms.  Overfishing is destroying fish stocks, other species and the very fishing communities that depend on fishing for income and food.

· WWF is this year running a high profile campaign in support of the reform of the EU's Common Fisheries Policy (CFP).  In order to save the marine environment and fishing communities we are calling for a range of measures from fleet reductions, through re-focusing of harmful subsidies to the creation of protected areas to restore fish stocks. 

· These two protected areas will hopefully also form a component of a system of measures that will promote the recovery of fish stocks in the EU and mitigate the harmful effects of fishing practices to non-target marine wildlife.  To that end much more needs to be done. The outcome of the Workshop on Planning the Management of Deep-Sea Hydrothermal Vent Fields MPAs in the Azores Triple Junction held in these premises over the past two days was primarily addressing the issue of environmentally sound deep sea research activities. However, it is expected to serve as a model for developing voluntary stakeholder commitments for other offshore MPAs, including those for which fishing practices have been identified as the main human impact. As one of the important next steps in this context, WWF promotes the designation of and agreement on a management plan for the Darwin Mounds, a cold water coral habitat off Scotland already affected and threatened by deep water trawling.

· 50 % of the Earth's surface is covered by the High Seas - areas outside the 200 nautical miles EEZ of coastal states.  50 % of the Earth's surface has almost no governance or effective, let alone sustainable, management.  50 % of the Earth's surface is under threat and needs some forms of appropriate protection before it is too late - the classic tragedy of the commons.

· The Endangered Seas Programme is also involved in the High Seas and the United Nations Informal Consultative Process on the Law of the Sea (UNICPOLOS).  We have a two track strategy: to encourage the focusing of existing international law to offer protection and management of resources; to promote the establishment of pilot MPAs in order to set a precedent. 

· Together with the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) we commissioned and published a report in 2001 on the status of natural resources on the high seas. In this report hydrothermal vents are highlighted as being of high conservation value.  Hydrothermal vents are almost exclusively located in the High Seas, and are susceptible to commercial exploitation.  Mining of polymetallic sulphide deposits, deep sea tourism, bioprospecting, gas and oil exploration are all potential threats to these fragile environments, and must be regulated. 

· The Azores government's decision is a shining example to other States that may be, and should be, considering setting up protected areas on the High Seas.  We hope Australia, New Zealand, France, Canada and the EU in particular are watching.

Gift to the Earth (GttE)

· WWF launched the Gifts to the Earth scheme in 1996 to recognise conservation commitments of global importance.  Since then only 76 Gifts have been made, so this is not an award that is given lightly.  We have recognised the protection of more than 100 M ha of forest, hugely important wetlands and some significant advances in marine management, for example the Marine Stewardship Council.

· In general a GttE needs to be: new, additional, credible, significant and public.  The designation and management of these two sites is most certainly that, and is more than worthy of international recognition.  

Presentation

· In presenting this certificate, signed by our Director General Dr Claude Martin, WWF recognises the huge contribution you personally have made to the marine environment and our common natural heritage, it also acknowledges the work of others, such as InterRidge and the Department of Oceanography and Fisheries of the University of the Azores (DOP UAç), who have been instrumental in progressing this initiative.

· Sir, WWF thanks you for your global leadership and stewardship and looks forward to working with you and other such innovators in the future.

� OSPAR Convention for the Protection of the Environment of the North-East Atlantic, signed 1992 in Paris, entry into force 1998


� Annex V to the OSPAR Convention on the The Protection and Conservation of the Ecosystems and Biological Diversity of the Maritime Area, signed by Environment Ministers in Sintra, Portugal, July 1998. Entry into Force: August 2000





� Ministerial Meeting of the OSPAR Commission, Sintra, Portugal, July 1998
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