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1.0 Introduction 

In 2011 a report entitled “Ecologically significant marine sites in Marlborough, New Zealand” 

was produced for the Marlborough District Council (MDC) and Department of Conservation 

(DOC) (Davidson et al., 2011). The authors of that report developed and followed a set of 

criteria to assess the relative biological importance of marine sites in Marlborough. Sites 

that received a medium or high score were listed as “significant” sites in the report. A total 

of 129 significant sites were recognized during this process. 

The authors stated that their assessment of significance was based on existing data or 

information, but was not complete. They stated that many marine areas had not been 

surveyed, remained undiscovered, were poorly known or in some cases existing significant 

sites required more investigation. The authors also stated that many sites that did not 

achieve sufficiently high scores had the potential to reach a higher status in the future as 

more data became available. Further, they recognized that some existing significant sites 

may lose their status over time due to natural or human related events or activities. The 

authors therefore acknowledged that their report would require updating on a regular basis.  

In response to these issues, this document aims to establish: 

(A) A protocol on what to submit in relation to a new candidate site. 

(B) A protocol outlining assessment of new sites and the reassessment of existing 

sites. 

(C) A protocol for record keeping, selection of experts and publication of an 

updated ecologically significant marine sites report.  

The goal of this protocol is to establish consistency and ensure a rigorous and consistent 

process for site identification, data collection and assessment.  

2.0 The process 

The process of ranking of a site as significant generally follows a standard series of actions 

(Figure 1).  
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2.1 Identification of a potential significant site 

Candidate sites enter the process after a submitter (usually a scientist or someone with a 

good local knowledge of the area) proposes a site be considered for ecological significance 

status. A minimum level of information is required for any suggested site (Table 1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Series of events leading to an updated ecologically significant marine sites 

report. 
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Table 1. Initial information required for any candidate site 

Attribute Required Comment 

Site name & location Yes Name of bay or locality 

Person or organization and contact 

details 

Yes Name, address, contact phone 

number and e-mail address 

Date Yes Present date 

Site location & GPS coordinates Yes Specific details of location and 

centroid GPS position 

Approximate boundaries No Include if known or approximated 

List biological attributes that make it 

potentially significant 

Yes Comment on biological features that 

make the site a potential significant 

site 

New assessment: 

List known information and any 

survey data or reference reports 

No Provide details of any reports or 

survey carried out 

Reassessment: 

Source of information 

Yes Provide source or sources of new 

information , including details, 

reports or surveys carried out 

*Information should be submitted in writing to the Marlborough District Council with the 

heading “Suggested significant marine site”. 
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2.2 Compilation or collection of data 

Any new assessment or reassessment of a site’s significance should be based on quality 

biological information. Existing literature in the form of surveys, research or descriptions 

may be sufficient to enable an assessment. If the existing literature is, however, old or 

incomplete, new information or a field survey may be needed before an assessment can be 

conducted. 

Collection of new data for candidate sites should, where possible, be coordinated by a 

science qualified person. For sites suggested by non-science individuals or groups, a 

scientific survey to validate biological attributes and determine the sites boundaries is 

recommended. Collection of field samples may be helpful and should be sent for 

identification to appropriate experts. 

Scientific surveys should be undertaken by suitably qualified marine science providers and 

where applicable aim to: 

1. Describe biological attributes, including dominant species, habitats and substrata. 

2. Describe relative abundance or percentage cover of important biological attributes. 

3. Determine physical extent of important attributes using systematic surveys and 

techniques such as sonar, drop camera, ROV (remote operated vehicle), grab 

sampling or divers. 

4. Collect samples of key species or habitats. 

5. Collect GPS references of visual material such as video and photographs. 

Any data collected by non-science providers or individuals should, where possible, include 

GPS fixed photographs and/or video with depths recorded. Good quality, GPS referenced 

visual records are considered helpful to experts to justify survey work. This visual 

information will also assist experts to assess an area’s potential as a significant site and may 

also assist with identification of species, communities and other biological features. 

Proposed new sites and any data collected for each candidate site should be stored by MDC 

in an ecologically significant marine sites database or file.  

2.3 Expert panel 

The first marine significant area report was compiled by a group of experts with 

considerable field experience in the Marlborough region. In order to maintain continuity, it 
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is recommended that the same panel be used for updates to the original report and for 

assessing new or reassessing existing sites.  

Due to a variety of logistical constraints this may not always be possible, especially as time 

goes on. In these circumstances it is suggested that replacement experts be selected who 

have a blend of field experience and science expertise. In this instance, it is critical that new 

experts apply assessment criteria in a manner consistent with previous experts.  

On occasion, existing or new experts may be required to stand aside should they be involved 

with a Resource Consent application, legal action or political issue that may compromise or 

lead to a conflict of interest.  

2.4 Assessment of new sites 

For the first significant marine sites report, experts assessed candidate sites (see Davidson 

et al., 2011 for details). The experts generated a list of candidate sites based on their 

personal knowledge, the literature and from discussions with other experts and interested 

groups. Many of the candidate sites were investigated and additional data on their 

biological attributes and their physical extent were collected. Some sites were assessed 

based on the literature, while others were ranked based on descriptions provided by 

individuals or groups. The source and level of detail for each site was documented and 

included in the report. 

Experts assessed sites using seven criteria (Appendix 1). Each site was assessed relative to 

biological values and attributes known for the whole study area (i.e. Marlborough) as well as 

a sound knowledge assembled from the literature. Without this comprehensive field 

knowledge, it would be impossible to assess the relative importance of sites in the context 

of Marlborough and New Zealand. 

There is no doubt that new candidate sites will be discovered over time. Before the 

biological attributes of each site can be assessed for their level of significance, a number of 

criteria should be fulfilled. These include: 

1. The site has been sufficiently well described in the literature or from historic or 

recent field work to enable the biological attributes to be assessed. 

2. The biological attributes still exist and have not been damaged or destroyed since 

they were last described. 

3. The boundaries of the site are known or have been estimated using scientific 

principles, such as depth contours, substratum, currents, and wave exposure. 
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If these criteria are not fulfilled the site cannot be reliably assessed.  

Assessment of sites can occur on a “site by site” basis or across a number of sites. 

Assessment results should be documented and stored on a significant marine site database 

or file. For each assessed significant site, a small summary report should be generated by 

the expert panel. The site summary report should include the following and be stored on 

the ecologically significant marine sites database. 

 Site name, location, GPS centroid coordinate. 

 A map showing the site location and boundaries (size in hectares). 

 Name of individual and/or organization who submitted the site. 

 Information provided by submitter. 

 Literature relevant to the site. 

 Information detailing any field work conducted and data collected. 

 Summary of biological attributes. 

 Summary of the assessment process and the ranks achieved by the site (L, M, and H 

for each of the seven criteria). 

 Comments and recommendations regarding issues, threats and management of the 

site. 

 

2.5 Assessment of existing sites 

At periodic intervals or due to particular events, existing significant sites may require 

reassessment. Examples when this would be required include: 

A. Additional biological information such as site size, impacts and biological attributes 

has been collected since the initial assessment. 

B. The site has or may have been adversely affected by an activity or a natural event 

and its attributes may no longer meet the significant site criteria. This should be 

verified by a field survey. 

C. The criteria have been altered or changed and all sites require reassessment. This 

may occur if assessment criteria are standardized across New Zealand. 

 

It is expected that reassessment of existing sites would occur at periodic intervals, or at a 

time that the significant area report is updated and published. 
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2.6 Update and publication of significant area report 

The first marine significant site report was produced by MDC and DOC in 2011 (Davidson et 

al., 2011). This report built on a DOC study identifying ecologically important marine, 

freshwater and terrestrial areas in Marlborough (Davidson et al., 1995). The time between 

reports was 16 years.  

Over time, new significant sites will be discovered, existing sites will be reassessed, and our 

knowledge of the marine environment and the human activities that threaten and degrade 

it will also increase. This is unlike the terrestrial environment where the existence of new 

sites is relatively rare, but their values may change as more scientific information is 

collected. In the marine environment, new sites will be regularly found as more general 

surveys and site investigations are undertaken.  

Moreover, some existing marine sites may continue to be adversely affected by human 

activities raising the potential for sites to lose their significance status. The marine 

ecologically significant marine sites report will therefore quickly become outdated. 

It is therefore suggested that the ecologically significant marine sites report be updated and 

published when either: 

(A) >35 new sites have been identified, assessed and stored in the significant site database 

or file (i.e. sufficient sites to represent a large addition or change to the ecologically 

significant marine sites database), or  

(B) 10 years have elapsed since the previous report (i.e. 2021).  
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Appendix 1. Criteria used in Davidson et al. (2011) 

The following provides explanations for the criteria used to evaluate the ecological 

significance of sites. Each sites ranking can be a composite of biological attributes (i.e. 

habitat, species, community features).  

Rankings for each criterion are: H = high, M = medium and L = low. They collectively 

contribute to the overall ranking, indicating the degree of significance. Any site for which all 

criteria rank L is not ecologically significant however, if any criteria rank M or H, the site is 

significant. Sites with an L ranking have not been discussed or included in the present 

report. 

Representativeness 

The site is significant if it contains biological features (habitat, species, community) that 

represent a good example within the biogeographic area. 

H: The site contains one of the best examples of its type known from the biogeographic 

area. 

M: The site contains one of the better examples, but not the best, of its type known from 

the biogeographic area. 

L: The site contains an example, but not one of the better or best, of its type known from 

the biogeographic area. 

Rarity 

The site is significant if it contains flora and fauna listed as nationally threatened nationally 

endangered, nationally vulnerable, or in serious decline. The site is also considered 

significant if it supports flora and fauna that are sparse, locally endemic, or at an extreme in 

their national distribution. The site is also significant if it supports a habitat or habitats or 

community assemblages that are rare nationally, regionally or within the biogeographic 

area. 

H: The site contains a nationally important species, habitat or community; or the site 

contains several species, habitats, communities that are threatened within the 

biogeographic area. 
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M: The site contains one or a few species, habitats or communities that are threatened but 

not nationally, or contains rare or uncommon species, habitats or communities within the 

biogeographic area. 

L: The site is not known to contain flora, fauna or communities that are threatened, rare or 

uncommon in the biogeographic area, region or nationally. 

Diversity and pattern 

The site is significant if it contains a range of species and habitat types notable for their 

complexity (i.e. diversity of species, habitat, community). 

H: The site contains a high diversity of species, habitats or communities. 

M: The site contains a moderate diversity of species, habitats or communities. 

L: The site contains a low diversity of species, habitats or communities. 

Distinctiveness/special ecological characteristics 

The site is significant if it contains ecological features (e.g. species, habitats, communities) 

that are outstanding or unique nationally, in the region, or in the biogeographic area. 

H: The site contains any ecological feature that is unique nationally, in the region, or in the 

biogeographic area, or it contains several features that are outstanding regionally or in the 

biogeographic area. 

M: The site contains any ecological feature that is notable or unusual but not outstanding or 

unique nationally, in the region or in the biogeographic area. 

L: The site contains no known ecological features that are outstanding or unique nationally, 

in the region or in the biogeographic area (i.e. ecological features are typical rather than 

distinctive). 

Size 

The site is significant if it is moderate to large in size relative or other habitats or 

communities of its type in the study area. 

H: The site is large in size. 
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M: The site is moderate in size. 

L: The site is small in size. 

Connectivity 

The site is significant if it is adjacent to, or close to other significant marine, freshwater or 

terrestrial areas. 

H: The site is close to or well connected to a large significant area or several other significant 

areas. 

M: The site is in the vicinity of other significant areas, but only partially connected to them 

or at an appreciable distance. 

L: The site is isolated from other significant areas. 

Adjacent catchment modification 

Catchments that drain large tracts of land can lead to high sediment loading into adjacent 
marine areas. A site is significant if the adjacent catchment is >400 ha and clad in relatively 
mature native vegetative cover resulting in a long term stable environment with markedly 
reduced sediment and contaminant run-off compared to developed or modified 
catchments. 

H: The site is dominated by a stable and relatively mature native vegetated catchment 
(>400ha) that is legally protected. 

M: The site is dominated by a stable and native relatively mature vegetated catchment 
(>400ha) with partial or no legal protection. 

L: The site is surrounded by a catchment (>400ha) that is farmed, highly modified or has 
limited relatively mature vegetative cover.  

 


