Avon Estuary is designated as a new Marine
Conservation Zone
DEFRA has announced the designation of the third tranche of Marine Conservation
Zones (MCZs) following a public consultation on their original proposals. All 41 new
sites and the addition of new features to 12 existing MCZs proposed during last
summer’s consultation are now designated as of 31st May 2019.
The Devon Avon Estuary is one of the newly designated sites, extending from the
estuary mouth up to Venn Weir i.e. the full tidal zone (see map).
This third tranche builds on the 50 MCZs already in place and essentially completes
DEFRA's contribution to the ecologically coherent network of Marine Protected Areas
in terms of species and habitat representation. In total there are now 175 Marine
Protected Areas of different types, conserving 40% of English seas and providing
vital protection for a diverse array of wildlife.
Devon Avon Estuary - a summary
Protected features

General Management Approach (GMA)

1. Coastal saltmarshes and saline
reed beds

Maintain in favourable condition

2. Intertidal mud

Maintain in favourable condition

3. Intertidal sand and muddy sand

Maintain in favourable condition

4. Moderate energy intertidal rock

Maintain in favourable condition

5. Tentacled lagoon worm
(Alkmaria romijni)

Maintain in favourable condition

Summary of main consultation responses
• Of the non-campaign responses received, all were in support of this site.
• There was support for Bantham Bay in particular due to concerns over possible
damage caused by recreational activities and planned developments that could risk
over exploitation of the area.
• Two responses asked that the boundary of the proposed site be extended to
include the South Efford nature reserve and the sea bass nursery area.
Evidence changes since consultation
• Evidence assessments undertaken by Natural England were updated using a
broad range of sources including new surveys as well as evidence submitted during
the consultation. Full details of evidence used can be found in Natural England’s
final report.
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• The updated evidence assessments did not result in any significant changes in
terms of data certainty and sufficiency or the GMA for features within the site.
Government response
• The request for the site to be extended to cover the South Efford nature reserve
and a sea bass nursery area was considered but has not been taken forward. The
South Efford Marsh is a Local Nature Reserve, with different designation criteria to
that of MCZs. As such, for MCZ designation, the pioneer saltmarsh is not currently
considered sufficiently developed to be classed as the feature ‘Coastal Saltmarshes
& Saline Reedbeds’ included within this site. With regard to the sea bass nursery
area, site based protection is not considered to be the most effective tool for
conserving highly mobile species such as sea bass.
• After careful consideration of the consultation responses received, scientific advice
from Natural England and assessment of the proposed boundary amendments, the
site has been designated. The boundary proposed at consultation has been retained.

The Aune Conservation Association's reaction
The ACA is very pleased about the designation but it remains to be seen what
difference it will make. Of the agencies (e.g. Environment Agency, Natural England,
Devon and Severn Inshore Fisheries & Conservation Authority, Marine Management
Organisation, Local Planning Authorities, Salcombe Harbourmaster, Duchy of
Cornwall) responsible for managing the estuary and maintaining it in 'favourable
condition', most are seriously short of resources for carrying out this function but that
is where the ACA can play a useful role as a watchdog!
The ACA did respond vigorously to the consultation and provided extra data based
on research from Plymouth University about both the estuary and South Efford
Marsh, some of which we helped to fund. Unfortunately, the ACA’s request for
inclusion of South Efford Marsh and the Sea Bass Nursery Area in the MCZ was not
granted but the main estuary features of salt marsh, mud, sand and inter-tidal rock
were recognised. Perhaps surprisingly in the current atmosphere, no mention is
made of the important biological role of inter-tidal mud and salt marshes in carbon
sequestration.
Thank goodness for the Tentacled Lagoon Worm, which you - like me - have
probably never encountered! This tiny bristleworm, less than 5 millimetres long, is
scarce in this country. It lives in a tube made of mud in sheltered estuaries and
lagoons. It has six gills and a number of smooth thread-like tentacles, which it
pushes out from around its mouth to gather food from the surrounding mud. The
organisms appear to require muddy sediments in brackish water, which is not fully
salty and they are included in national conservation legislation because they are
scarce and are vulnerable to changes to, or loss of, the habitats in which they live.
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Tentacled Lagoon Worm
Threats to Tentacled Lagoon Worms include pollution of the mud and seawater;
changes in the currents and the nature of the mud; changes in saltiness of the water
and mud; and disturbance from dredging and bait-digging. Bait diggers beware!

Stuart Watts 2 June 2019
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