
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Background Information: application in Spain  

Regarding Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14, it seeks to conserve and sustainably use the 

oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development. In addition to scientific 

knowledge, there are several mechanisms that allow available resources to be used at levels that 

guarantee their maintenance capacity in sufficient conditions for successive generations. 

One of these mechanisms is the Marine Reserves of Fishing Interest that have completed now 

34 years of existence in Spain. In Spain, the Marine Reserve Network is made up of 11 fishing 

reserves (8 in the Mediterranean Sea and 3 in the Canary Islands). 

Marine reserves are protected areas according to Spanish fisheries legislation, whose main 

objective is the regeneration of fishery resources and the maintenance of traditional artisanal 

fisheries in the area. Its creation must be requested by the fishing sector, and its support and 

involvement is the basis for protecting these areas based on the consensus of the traditional users. 

The management of marine reserves must meet a series of clear criteria. Firstly, a zoning that 

establishes the limits of the reserve—always with a scientific study and prior characterization—is 

needed. Marine reserves must allow zoning within it and the corresponding definition of the 

permitted uses in each of those areas. Currently, they are an example of coexistence between 

different actors with different uses of the sea: professional fishers (establishing censuses and 

allowed gear), recreational fishers (also with precise definitions), and the practice of recreational 
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activities (always under responsibility and where responsible recreational diving stands out, for 

which pioneering criteria have been established at the international level). 

A fundamental pillar in such marine protected areas is the surveillance and control of the activities 

carried out, thus preventing them from being over exploited. All this, plus scientific monitoring, 

ensures the operation of the fishing marine reserve, including adapting the criteria based on new 

knowledge. Finally, disclosure is important: making society in general aware of the importance of 

the sea and its protection. 

The marine reserves management model is adaptive, based on scientific knowledge and 

information that is collected. In addition, they also act as integrators, with permanent contact 

between the managing administrations, the actors of the marine reserves, and society in general. 

The close scientific monitoring, as well as the human and material resources available, have also 

turned these areas into very interesting places for the study and monitoring of numerous aspects, 

highlighting those related to global change (e.g. Marine Reserve of the Columbretes Islands as 

sentinel of global change), monitoring of invasive species in several of the marine reserves, and 

even other collaborations such as heritage conservation. 

The experience in these 34 years of operation has been very positive, making marine reserves a 

standout tool for the conservation of unique, sensitive or essential habitats for the benefit of other 

species, in addition to fishing prospects for present and future generations.  

The so-called “reserve effect” has been scientifically documented and is an example that a well-

preserved space, which is not a sanctuary, but in which different activities are practiced, has the 

capacity to recover and that its surplus resources can even be used outside the limits of its 

authority. 

These marine reserves are part of the RED Natura 2000 (a network of nature protection areas in 

the territory of the European Union) and are created and managed under the Fisheries Law, having 

as priority principles the regeneration of the fishing sector and the maintenance of the traditional 

artisanal fishing sector in the area. Fishing marine reserves are one of the main exponents of 

the blue growth policy promoted in Spain by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. 

In this sense, the publication of sustainable diving criteria applicable to all marine reserves has 

been an international milestone, and represents the union of sustainable quality diving, increasing 

the added value of the activity itself, which results in a higher quality of tourism for the area. Of 

course, it has to be interpreted under specific and serious rules for compliance (control and 

inspection schemes and a regime of sanctions to supervise compliance). 



 
 

  
 

Marine fisheries reserves can also help mitigate the effects of climate change, according to 

international scientists, who evaluate and confirm in these reports the impact of the reserves on 

different parts of the planet. Both governments, scientific oceanographic institutions, and the 

artisanal fishing sector claim that such reserves can help maintain marine ecosystems and 

societies dependent on fishing. 

 

In Spain, studies are being made into whether these reserves can be a good practice for people to 

adapt to five main impacts of climate change: ocean acidification, sea level rise, increasing 

intensity of storms, changes in the distribution of species, and decreased productivity and oxygen 

availability. Limited to artisanal fleets, this further reduces carbon dioxide emissions in the case of 

vessel size.  

 

Furthermore, marine reserves are a starting point for outreach activities on the protection of the 

sea and the importance of maintaining the traditional fishing heritage is focused, above all, on 

activities aimed at children, but also at the rest of society. 

 

 

Islas Columbretes Marine Reserve: an example of success  

 

A view of the protected area, Credit: Silvia Revenga 

The Islas Columbretes Marine Reserve has a current area of 5,493 ha and is located about 30 miles 

off the coast of Castellón, halfway between the Balearic Islands and the Valencian coast of Spain. It 

is a flagship reserve and is located in the catchment area of the river Ebro. 



 
 

  
 

The seabeds of the reserve are home to many species, some already rare in other parts of the 

Mediterranean. In its varied environments of rock walls and dimly light crevices, diverse 

communities of coralline gorgonians and detrital sand and gravel beds can be found, as well as 

beds of maërl, Cymodocea nodosa sea grass meadows, and small coral reefs of Cladocora 

caespitosa. Laminaria rodriguezii, kelp associated with absorbing carbon dioxide, form a unique 

enclave in the area of maximum protection. Meanwhile, spiny lobsters (Palinurus elephas) are the 

central species of this marine reserve, whose population—having increased in abundance and 

average size, has benefited from the protection afforded by the marine reserve. It is easy to see 

groupers (Epinephelus marginatus) in shallow waters as well. 

 

Spiny lobster, Credit: Diego K. Kersting 

This lobster recovery phenomenon was observed by scientific studies developed by the Spanish 

Institute of Oceanography. It was verified that the reserve acted as a repopulation locus for 

adjacent areas that the lobster larvae can reach. Subsequently, research has been carried out 

comparing the long-term evolution of the protected shoreline fish community. These investigations 

have shown that the cessation of fishing allows these commercial species to live longer, reach adult 

size, and develop their reproductive potential to the maximum and, therefore, their contribution to 

the next generation. Studies also show that since the creation of the Marine Reserve, the 

production of eggs and larvae has increased between 6 and 20 times, compared to both exploited 

and highly-exploited fishing grounds. Only this data gives an idea of the magnitude and importance 

of protecting certain marine areas. 

 

Marine Reserve’s Ecosystem Benefits and Impact on Climate Change  
  

Although fishing is an important and widely practiced activity, over-fishing can deplete populations 

and negatively alter marine ecosystems. It is in this context that marine reserves, as protected 



 
 

  
 

areas, focus on maintaining artisanal fisheries and offer a unique opportunity to control and limit 

human impacts, while at the same time allowing the recovery of exploited species to the benefit of 

fishing outside reserve boundaries.  

 

Marine reserves, as protected marine areas, are also an available tool for the conservation of 

unique, sensitive or critical habitats for the benefit of non-commercial species as well. Marine 

reserves protect habitats and sea communities from human activities that can lead to a loss of 

biodiversity.  

 

As such, marine reserves protect habitats which can translate to benefits both in terms of 

biodiversity and monetary value. For example, they can sustain catches over the long run. In 

summary, benefits include some of the following: 

 

 Marine reserves act as reference areas, used to spread knowledge and understanding of the 

natural systems at sea. They play a role in understanding the impacts of human activities 

on nature and act as benchmarks to determine if observed changes are due to natural 

factors or human actions. 

 Marine reserves protect habitats and promote regeneration of species and not just those 

targeted by fisheries. In doing so, they sustain both biodiversity (including of endangered or 

critical species, and future catches. 

 “Exported” biomass from marine reserves contributes to marine life beyond their borders, 

thanks to the “reserve effect.” 

 

Some data, however, shows a worrying situation for fishery resources around the world. The 

United Nations Organization for the Food and Agriculture (FAO) claims that 75% of the world's 

fishing grounds have problems with full exploitation, overexploitation, or depletion. 

 

The conservation organization WWF even maintains that marine reserves are perhaps the only way 

to save some species from imminent extinction. They are based on the conclusions of their report 

Fully Protected Marine Reserves (2000), which shows that after protecting these areas, there is a 

rapid increase both in the abundance of fish and in the average size of their biomass. They also 

estimate that fisheries reap direct benefits within three to five years. 

 

 



 
 

  
 

In this sense, the NGO Greenpeace recalls that these marine reserves can also benefit neighboring 

fisheries, due to the migration of adult and young fish beyond the borders of the reserve and the 

release of larvae and eggs. 

 

A part of their benefits, marine reserves can help mitigate the effects of climate change and help 

ecosystems and people adapt to the aforementioned five key impacts of global warming. A study 

published by 12 scientists in the National Academy of Sciences of the USA indicated that marine 

reserves can promote long-term capture and storage of carbon from greenhouse gas emissions, 

especially in coastal wetlands, helping reduce the impact of climate change. 

 

Scientists also note that marine reserves and other marine protected areas can protect coasts from 

rising sea levels, storms and other extreme weather events and, furthermore, help offset declines 

in ocean and fishery productivity caused by climate change, provide havens for species, and help 

combat acidification. 

 

 

 

In conclusion, this case study on Marine Reserves of Fishing Interest which have been implemented 

in Spain by the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food with the supervision of 

the National Scientific Institute of Oceanography , and with the interest of 

the fishing sector and local authorities together with the approval of the Ministry for Ecological 

Transition, highlights the success of an initiative that provides benefits in both the environmental, 

social, and economic dimensions of sustainable development in marine ecosystems, free from 

unauthorized industrial fishing. It is an example that allows for a low-emission, green economy 

and growth based on the decisions of a government committed to change in the way of sustaining 

our oceans and resources for future generations. 
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