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Section 1: Introduction 
Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) cover more than 35% of Welsh territorial waters; a well-managed 

network of MPAs can enhance the health of the marine environment as a whole, helping it to recover 

from past impacts and mitigating the effects of current pressures. MPAs are of central importance to 

marine conservation; European Marine Sites (EMS) make up the majority of our current MPA network 

in Wales; ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ w!a{!w ǎƛǘŜǎΣ {{{LΩǎΣ ¦b9{/h .ƛƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜǎ ŜǘŎΦ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ aŀǊƛƴŜ {ƛǘŜǎ 

were firstly designated and protected under European legislation, this legislation then became ratified 

and adopted into UK law. These sites include Special Protection Areas (SPAs) which are protected for 

bird species, and Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) which are designated for other habitats and 

species. 

The MPAs in Wales are multiuse sites, with the management of activities being defined by the 

features and objectives of the site. Management authorities have established Relevant Authority 

Groups (RAGs) a voluntary working collaboration between the authorities with management 

responsibilities to deliver their obligations for the site. Special Area of Conservation (SAC) Officers 

work closely with the w!Dǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ²ŀƭŜǎΩ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ at!ǎ ό{!/ǎύΦ There are 

fifteen SACs within Welsh marine waters, including two cross border sites with England (the Severn 

Estuary SAC and the Dee Estuary SAC). The Welsh Partnership of MPAs was formed to ensure 

coherence and collaborative working across the Wales MPA network on sites where SAC Officers are 

ƛƴ ǇƻǎǘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜΤ tŜƴ [ƭȈƴ ŀΩǊ {ŀǊƴŀǳ {!/Σ /ŀǊŘƛƎŀƴ .ŀȅ {!/Σ tŜƳōǊƻƪŜǎƘƛǊŜ aŀǊƛƴŜ {!/Σ 

Carmarthen Bay and Estuaries SAC, and a cross border site ς the Severn Estuary SAC. The SAC Officers 

from these five sites work together closely and collaboratively to share resources, good practice and 

to ensure consistent messaging between the sites and across the network. 

 

Figure 1-0: Map of Special Areas of Conservation (SAC)/Special Protection Areas (SPA) around Wales, 
JNCC 
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Section 2: Summary 
Disturbance of marine mammals and seabirds from water user activity is recognised as being an issue 

in both ǘƘŜ /ŀǊŘƛƎŀƴ .ŀȅ ŀƴŘ tŜƴ [ƭȈƴ ŀΩǊ {ŀǊƴŀǳ {!/ǎ. Adverse impacts on these animals, particularly 

the internationally important semi resident population of bottlenose dolphins, include deliberate acts 

of disturbance; physical injury from collisions with high-speed craft, and most frequently, the subtler 

effects of constant low-level disturbance to dolphin behaviour resulting from the number of water 

user interactions with animals that can contribute to net energetic loss. For example, water user 

interactions that cause the animals to stop feeding and disperse, to take longer and deeper dives, or 

changes in behaviour such as leaping and tail slapping, may reduce resting time, reduce prey 

consumption and increase time spent travelling in searching of prey. This type of disturbance can 

come from all types of water craft; commercial wildlife trip boats, recreational motor boats and jet 

skis, canoes and stand up paddleboards. The presence of bottlenose dolphins in Cardigan Bay has 

proved a great visitor attraction; as there are only two places in the UK that support a semi-resident 

population. The importance of tourism development along the Ceredigion coastline is identified in a 

number of Welsh Assembly Government Strategies, including the Wales Spatial Plan and the Wales 

Tourism Strategy. 
Relevant authorities (collectively known as the Relevant Authorities Group (RAG)) are responsible for 

exercising their statutory duties to secure compliance with SAC objectives; this includes undertaking 

appropriate assessments on plans or projects ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ άǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘέ ƻƴ ǎƛǘŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ 

and making sure that activities that are under their management do not have an adverse effect on 

these sites. These assessments ensure that mitigation action is identified to prevent operations having 

an adverse effect on site integrity and the features of the site.  

 

Section 3: Historical Context of Marine Codes in North and West 

Wales 
The inshore waters of Ceredigion are recognised as being of international importance for wildlife and 

ŀǊŜ ƘƻƳŜ ǘƻ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ƻǘǘƭŜƴƻǎŜ 5ƻƭǇƘƛƴǎΦ Management of water users to limit 

adverse impacts on Cardigan .ŀȅΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ōƻǘǘƭŜƴƻǎŜ dolphin population has been taking place in 

Ceredigion ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мффлΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ /ŜǊŜŘƛƎƛƻƴ /ƻǳƴǘȅ Council (CCC) established the Marine 

Heritage Coast (MHC). CCC has pursued an approach of raising 

awareness and providing advice via a Marine Code. The Ceredigion 

Marine Code was developed and promoted via information at launch 

sites, mooring-holder mail-outs, leaflets, and in the annual tide-table 

booklet. In 1996 the status of the voluntary MHC changed when the 

area was included in the larger statutory Cardigan Bay Special Area of 

Conservation (SAC). This SAC, plus the Pen [ƭȈƴ ŀΩǊ {ŀǊƴŀǳ {!/Σ ŎƻǾŜǊ 

approximately 70% of the Ceredigion coastline. Bottlenose dolphins 

and Atlantic grey seals are features of both SACs. The Marine Code 

for commercial and non-commercial users continued to be the main 

tool for managing water user activity within the SAC. The Ceredigion 

Marine Code was originally established by Ceredigion County Council  

as part of its duties as a member of the Cardigan Bay SAC RAG. The 

Cardigan Bay SAC Management Scheme identified the need to 

provide interpretation of over ten years of compliance data and to 

promote education that would generate appreciation, understanding 

and a commitment to conserve the features of the SAC.  
  Figure 1-1: Ceredigion Marine Code 
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Authorisation given by Cabinet in 2002, permitted Officers to pursue measures to strengthen the 

Marine Code, and to prepare a review of the seaside pleasure boat byelaws and harbour issues for 

further consideration. Accordingly, Officers developed the Ceredigion Recreational Boating Scheme 

for an Objective One bid (Support for Recreational Opportunities and Management of the Natural 

Environment) to cover eight launch sites along the length of the Ceredigion coastline as well as the 

ƛƴǎƘƻǊŜ ǿŀǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅΦ wŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ нллн ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ǊŜŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

boating traffic along the MHC had indicated that the voluntary Marine Code was having a limited 

effect in terms of improvements in the separation distance from any dolphins encountered and 

stopping rates when the animals were in close proximity. It was clear that further work was needed to 

communicate and promote the Marine Code. Cabinet considered this scheme in 2003 and resolved 

an allocation of £93k contribution costs. However, the scheme did not secure funding under Measure 

5:8, and Officers therefore revised the scheme and obtained reduced grant aid in 2004 from the 

Crown Estate Marine Stewardship Fund to commence Phase One.  Phase One of the scheme was the 

establishment ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ŀǊŘƛƎŀƴ .ŀȅ .ƻŀǘ tƭŀŎŜΩΣ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ aŀǊƛƴŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ !ǊŜŀ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ƻƴ 

New Quay harbour wall. In May 2003, Cabinet had authorised Officers to utilise an under-used 

Council owned building on New Quay harbour to set up a small marine information centre aimed at 

skippers and members of the public. The Crown Estate grant funded the development of 

interpretation material and interactive games to help promote compliance to the Marine Code and to 

ensure that water users launching from Cardigan Bay would know about the presence of marine 

wildlife and the issues related to disturbance by watercraft. 

 

   

 

Figure 1-2: The ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ψ/ŀǊŘƛƎŀƴ .ŀȅ .ƻŀǘ tƭŀŎŜΩ 
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The Marine Code was initially promoted by the CCC Conservation Officer and MPA Officer and from 

the visitorΩs centre on New Quay harbour wall. Several staff changes in MPA Officer took place over 

this time, due to the post being grant funded year on year. From 2008, promotion of the Marine Code 

was supported by boat patrols between May and August; conducted by the MPA Officer between 

2008 ς 2015, and by a dedicated water ranger in 2016 ς 17.  

 

Figure 1-3: The Cardigan Bay SAC patrol boat 

Information panels about the SAC and the Marine Code are present at launch sites.  

 

    

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1-4: Ceredigion Marine Code interpretation panels installed at launch sites 
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Historically, 8 knot speed limit buoys were put out during the season to highlight the voluntary speed 

restriction and importantly, to encourage water users to travel on the seaward side of the buoys in 

the wildlife sensitive areas containing the breeding sea bird colonies and seal haul-out sites. These 

have not been put out since 2019, due to the loss of the majority of the buoys in 2017-18 and lack of 

funding to replace lost buoys.  

 

Lƴ нлмрΣ ǘƘŜ /ŀǊŘƛƎŀƴ .ŀȅ .ƻŀǘ tƭŀŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨaŀǊƛƴŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ !ǊŜŀ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜΩΣ ƴŜǿ 

panels and additional binoculars were installed, along with the continued delivery of 7 day a week 

opening and delivery of events to promote the Marine Code and raise awareness of the SAC.  
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Figure 1-5Υ  bŜǿ ΨǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ōƻŀǊŘΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀǊƛƴŜ tǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ !ǊŜŀ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ōƻƻƪΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ engagement 

Since the end of the 2017 season no funding has been available for a water ranger post. The code has 

continued to be promoted by the MPA Officer, through the Cardigan Bay SAC website, Ceredigion 

County Council website, Harbour Policy and CCC social media; from the Marine Protected Area 

VƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ƻƴ bŜǿ vǳŀȅ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊ ǿŀƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ bŜǿ vǳŀȅ 

and educating those water users not following its recommendations. The Marine Code is distributed 

to all mooring holders and published in the CCC tide table booklet. During the summer season 

(March-October) a significant amount of the MPA hŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ promoting and 

monitoring the Marine Code. Lack of funding for appropriate levels of staff time impacts on the ability 

to deliver adequate promotion and enforcement of the Marine Code. Iƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΣ 

Dolphin and Porpoise Watch, public events and educational activities, and monitoring and promotion 

of the Marine Code were managed by both a full time MPA Officer and a full time education ranger; 

collectively equivalent to 10 days of staff time per week. Due to staff changes, this was then replaced, 

and the budget cut, to a MPA Officer post of four days a week, and a seasonal water ranger for 24 

hours a week. Further budget cuts and a lack of external funding has resulted in delivery solely by the 

MPA Officer; who is contracted for just 29 hours a week. The provision of additional essential cover 

relies on the MPA Officer working additional hours each week throughout the season.  

The effectiveness of the Marine Code is monitored through the Dolphin and Porpoise Watch project. 

The Ceredigion Dolphin and Porpoise Watch project is instrumental in enforcing and monitoring the 

Ceredigion Marine Code. Dolphin Watch was established in 1994 in response to a community-led 

initiative that raised concerns that perceived increases in powered craft activity may have potential 

adverse effects on the local bottlenose dolphin population. The aim was to obtain further information 

on the relationship between cetacean site use and boat traffic, this data then helped to guide future 

management of the then recently designated voluntary Marine Heritage Coast (MHC). ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ 

creation aimed to encourage local people to participate in monitoring the dolphins, to both build 

support for the MHC and to raise public awareness of the issue of boat disturbance. Dolphin Watch 

has now completed 28 years of data collection. 

The key aims of the project are to: 

ü Monitor the presence of bottlenose dolphins to improve our understanding of bottlenose                                                

dolphin site usage and to monitor trends in dolphin occurrence 

ü Monitor levels of boat traffic to aid coastal zone management and to assess the effectiveness 

of the Marine Code 

ü Investigate interactions between bottlenose dolphins and boats 

ü Increase public awareness and appreciation of the marine wildlife in Cardigan Bay 
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Volunteers help to collect important data that is vital to managing the boat traffic in the Cardigan Bay 

SAC. These volunteers form a dedicated team; the value of volunteers being involved in the land-

based monitoring programme is immense. Not only do they provide the Council with a long-term data 

set on the relationship between bottlenose dolphin and harbour porpoise site usage and boat traffic 

and feedback on the effectiveness of water user management in a robust, scientific manner; they are 

also key to helping to raise awareness. Local skippers have also become accustomed to seeing the 

Dolphin Watch volunteers at these sites every summer. Monitoring is conducted between 1st March 

and 31st October by conducting two hour watches at eight locations along the Ceredigion coast ς 

Borth, Aberystwyth, New Quay HarbourΣ .ƛǊŘΩǎ wƻŎƪΣ bŜǿ vǳŀȅΣ ¸ƴȅǎ [ƻŎƘǘȅƴΣ Aberporth and Mwnt. 

In an average year, approx. 1375 watches are completed, equivalent to over 2,700 hours of effort. 

This project was renamed Dolphin and Porpoise Watch in 2018 to raise the profile of harbour 

porpoises in Cardigan Bay. It is important to note that at the New Quay harbour site, volunteers from 

the CBMWC are instrumental in monitoring compliance with the Marine Code and contribute 

significantly to the data collection and consequently, the effectiveness and success of the project.  

 

Figure 1-6: Dolphin and Porpoise Watch volunteers and training new volunteers 

In the first ten years, Dolphin Watch data demonstrated that ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿŀǎ working; 

improved trends in boats complying with the Code were recorded, along with the evidence that 

shows that compliance with the Marine Code does reduce the risk of disturbance to animals.   

However, in the last ten years, the significant increase in both wildlife trip boat traffic and recreational 

users, has placed vastly increased pressure on the animals; while compliance with the Marine Code 

has been decreasing. In January 2022, to encourage stakeholders and the public to report instances of 

disturbance, the MPA Officer added a disturbance reporting page to the Cardigan Bay SAC website: 

https://cardiganbaysac.org.uk/disturbance/  

 

In 2016 the tŜƴ [ƭȈƴ ŀΩǊ {ŀǊƴŀǳ {!/ Officer secured funding to develop and launch the Gwynedd 

Marine Code; this Code used the already established Ceredigion Marine Code as a template and is 

aimed at all recreational water craft. In 2017 further funding was secured by the PLAS SAC Officer to 

develop Marine Codes for Anglesey and Conwy, again using the Ceredigion Marine Code as a 

template. The North Wales Marine Codes used the same advice on distances and utilised the existing 

infographics. They apply to all recreational water users. However, no contact number is provided for 

reporting non-compliance. The development of all three Codes was led by the PLAS SAC Officer in 

partnership with a number of organisations including Local Authorities and The Welsh Fishing 

Association. A number of stakeholder workshops were also conducted across the three counties to 

ensure stakeholders could input into the process and also to raise awareness of the issue of 

disturbance and the need for Marine Codes. The three Marine Codes are available from the PLAS SAC 

https://cardiganbaysac.org.uk/disturbance/































