
What we did

In 2017, Prof. Mel Austen along with 
Prof. Martin Attrill, Dr Sian Rees, Dr 
Matthew Ashley and Tom Mullier from 
the University of Plymouth’s Marine 
Institute began work with key project 
partners (Detra, Marine Management 
Organisation, North Devon Biosphere 
Reserve, World Wildlife Fund, 
Natural England, Devon & Severn 
Inshore Fisheries and Conservation 
Authority and the Devon Local Nature 
Partnership) to support the delivery of 
the North Devon Marine Pioneer.

The SWEEP team co-developed three 
novel natural capital assessment tools 
and approaches:

1) Natural Capital Asset and Risk
Register - a ‘first of its kind tool’ for
the marine environment. The Natural
Capital Asset and Risk Register was
developed to document the extent and
condition of natural capital assets, and
stocks and flows of ecosystem
services in the North Devon Marine
Pioneer. It was used to identify threats
to key natural capital assets and
recommend optimal future
management strategies. Development
of this tool was preceded by the
Geodatabase which consolidated
existing economic, social and
environmental data for the area to
develop indicators for evaluating
impact, natural capital, ecosystem
services and benefits.

2) Innovative framework for
integrating Natural Capital into
Sustainability Appraisals. In direct
response to stakeholder requests, the
team developed a framework and
guidance for incorporating the natural
capital approach into Sustainability
Appraisals - a legal requirement for
planning authorities. They created
a preliminary assessment for the North
Devon Marine Natural Capital Plan and
demonstrated that it could enhance
methods for assessing impacts on
natural capital assets and ecosystem
services.

3) Options for application of a
marine ‘net gain’ approach to
planning. The 25YEP seeks to embed
‘biodiversity net gain’ within planning -a
requirement that will feature in
the forthcoming Environment Bill, but
only for terrestrial developments. The
team generated recommendations on
how the ‘net gain’ principle could be
applied to the marine
environment for both biodiversity
specifically, and natural capital and
ecosystem services more widely.

Impact Summary

Integrating Natural Capital Approaches into 
marine management and beyond

In Phase 1 of this project, SWEEP directly informed the 
UK government’s approach to marine management 
through its role in delivering the North Devon, Marine 
Pioneer. Central among the wide range of stakeholders 
involved, the team provided the scientific underpin for 
the novel tools and approaches produced to test the 
natural capital approach for marine systems.

Why it mattered?

The region’s marine sector supports 
over 29,000 jobs and contributes direct 
impact Gross Value Added (GVA) of 
£1.4bn and aggregate GVA (including 
sector multipliers) of £3.6bn1. The 
marine environment influences the 
region’s culture, shapes coastal 
communities and benefits human 
health and wellbeing. Marine habitats 
have the potential to mitigate climate 
change by storing carbon, supporting 
sustainable marine industries and 
underpinning a blue economy. 
However, this marine’s natural capital, 
with a national estimated value of 
£211bn2, is threatened by human 
activities, population growth and 
climate change. 

The UK government’s 25 Year 
Environment Plan aims to improve the 
environment by adopting a natural 
capital approach, encompassing a 
longer-term, more holistic approach 
than in previous policies. Four Pioneer 
Projects, including the North Devon 
Marine Pioneer, were established in 
2016 to develop guidance around how 
a natural capital approach could be 
applied to a specific geographical area 
in order to best manage it for the benefit 
of the environment, economy and 
people. The Pioneer explored a range 
of management topics such as joining-
up planning and delivery, exploring 
novel funding mechanisms and sharing 
lessons3. 
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1  The economic contribution of the UK Maritime 
Sector. Cebr report (Apr 22).
2  Marine accounts, natural capital, UK (2021)
3  MMO Guidance: Marine Pioneer project, 
updated 17 January 2019

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/25-year-environment-plan
https://www.northdevonbiosphere.org.uk/marine-pioneer.html
https://safety4sea.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Cebr-UK-Maritime-Sector-2022_06.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/marineaccountsnaturalcapitaluk/2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/marine-pioneer/marine-pioneer-achievements


Impacts & benefits delivered
Attitudinal/Capacity 
Enhanced marine stakeholder 
engagement and changing perceptions: 
The team’s approach to stakeholder engagement 
connected over 120 individuals from 60 organisations.
building social capital between academics and 
stakeholders which, in turn, positively influenced 
attitudes towards using natural capital approaches to 
inform marine management decisions.

Policy & Legislation 
Influenced marine policy and 
implementation nationally and in North 
Devon: SWEEP accelerated the delivery of the 
North Devon Marine Pioneer Programme and 
provided the underpinning evidence to many of its 
recommendations. This pioneering application of the 
natural capital approach in North Devon, underpinned 
by the Natural Capital Asset and Risk Register, is 
informing implementation of the UK government’s 
25YEP and decision-making in the North Devon 
Biosphere Reserve, a UNESCO World Heritage site.

Delivered innovation in Marine Protected 
Area (MPA) management and funding: 

SWEEP helped (us) to develop 
(our) perception and use of natural capital 
approaches and increased... consideration 
of social and economic data (in fisheries 
management).” 

James Stewart, Devon & Severn IFCA

Without going on that journey with 
SWEEP and the decision-makers, I don’t think 
we would have reached the point of thinking 
about having a Marine Natural Capital Plan.” 

Aisling Lannin, Marine Management Organisation

Underpinning NERC Science 

• NE/L003279/1 - Marine Ecosystems Research Programme

About SWEEP

The South West Partnership for Environmental & Economical 
Prosperity (SWEEP) is a partnership between the University of 
Exeter, the University of Plymouth, and Plymouth Marine Laboratory. 
Funded by the Natural Environment Research Council and 
stakeholders together to solve key challenges faced by those working 
with our natural resources. www.sweep.ac.uk

Other funding bodies
European Union (Framework Programme 7 and INTERREG), Natural England, 
Department for Environment, Food and Rual Affairs, Blue arine Foundation, 
World Wildlife Fund, Devon & Severn Inshore Fisheries & Conservation Authority, 
European Maritime & Fisheries Fund, and Marine Conservation Society

For more information contact sweep@exeter.ac.uk

Looking to the future
The SWEEP team continues this pioneering work by:
• Creating further opportunities for integrating marine natural capital into plans and policies;
• Piloting and refining the Sustainability Appraisal framework and expanding its use into 

marine Net Gain and environmental impact assessment;
• Supporting Cornwall Council to develop key performance indicators for marine natural

capital;
• Developing options for Sustainable Fisheries and certification schemes;
• Exploring sustainable recreation futures linked to green/blue natural capital.

...over coming years the 
UK intends to use a ‘natural 
capital’ approach as a tool to 
help us make key choices and 
long-term decisions..” 

25 Year Environment Plan, page 19

Working alongside the WWF UK Seas Project - which seeks to improve management of MPAs - SWEEP directly 
contributed to development of the Compass tool, designed to assess the effectiveness of MPAs. Following 
successful application in North Devon, the Compass was rolled out for use in the UK and overseas. SWEEP also 
informed WWF’s work on Sustainable Financing Mechanisms for MPAs which led to development of the Blue 
Impact Fund, a new approach seeking to catalyse investment in MPAs.

Strengthened inshore approaches to sustainable fisheries management: SWEEP’s Asset 
and Risk Register provided robust scientific evidence to inform Devon and Severn IFCA activities and MMO 
licensing decisions. providing additional leverage to promote a more holistic ecosystem-based approach to marine 
decision making. It is anticipated that SWEEP outputs will also strengthen the North Devon ‘Fisheries Research 
and Management Plan’. SWEEP’s work also enabled the Isles of Scilly IFCA to trial a new approach to fisheries 
management, where decisions are based on a wider understanding of benefits from natural capital and impacts 
under different fisheries management scenarios.

Developed methods to incorporate natural capital into marine planning: SWEEP developed 
an innovative framework for incorporating a natural capital approach into Sustainability Appraisals bringing existing 
planning systems in line with government ambitions. Streamlined reporting within impact assessments ensures the 
natural capital of an area - at strategic and site levels - is properly valued and considered in planning decisions, 
and environmental improvement ambitions are realised.

SWEEP provided the gold-standard
for how to create an ecological and socio-
economic baseline for an MPA.” 

Sarah Young, WWF

mailto:sweep%40exeter.ac.uk?subject=General%20Enquiry
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/693158/25-year-environment-plan.pdf



