The Right Honourable Rishi Sunak MP
10 Downing Street
London SW1A 2AA

Letter not sent due to General Election being called and Offshore Petroleum Licensing Bill failing to
proceed further.

May 2024
Dear Prime Minister,

Delivering on marine protection commitments

When standing to be Conservative Party leader, you signed the ‘Ocean Pledge’ published by
Conservative Friends of the Ocean. When signing the pledge, you stated:

‘I want to ensure that the UK continues to be a global leader in protecting our seas, the ocean and marine
life. I am committed to introducing pilots of Highly Protected Marine Areas in English waters, providing
the highest level of protection for our seas, and safeguarding the 372 Marine Protected Areas (MPAs).’

We are writing, as scientists and experts working to protect the ocean, to warn you that measures
pursued by your Government will break that pledge. Both the 31 new oil and gas licences granted on
34 May and the Offshore Petroleum Licensing Bill will perpetuate and expand environmentally
damaging oil and gas activity within UK seas, including in MPAs; 21 of the new licences overlap with
MPAs. This undermines the environmental safeguarding purpose of MPAs and tarnishes the UK's global
leadership on marine protection.

The International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) defines an MPA as an area of ocean

reserved by legislation ‘to protect depleted, threatened, rare or endangered species and populations and,
in particular to preserve habitats considered critical for the survival of such species’, stating protections
must ‘prevent outside activities from detrimentally affecting the marine protected areas’.

Oil and gas exploration results in activities which detrimentally affect MPAs. Exploratory drilling destroys
seabed habitats, seismic surveys produce loud sounds which displace and damage marine species
(including commercial fish species) and harm the sensitive hearing of marine mammals and oil,
chemicals and microplastics all leak from exploration infrastructure. Where oil and gas exploration has
already been licenced in UK MPAs, these harms are regularly taking place. For example, the recently

approved Rosebank project includes a new pipeline through the Faroe-Shetland Sponge Belt MPA, an
irreplaceable habitat which provides protection to commercially important fish species.

Attempts by your Government’'s own expert environmental advisors in the Joint Nature Conservation
Committee (JNCC) to highlight these harms have been ignored. Lords committee stage of the Offshore
Petroleum Licensing Bill on 23 April revealed that the JNCC have been strongly advising against new
oil and gas infrastructure located in MPAs. Despite this, licenses in MPAs continue to be approved.

If passed into law, the Offshore Petroleum Licensing Bill will require the North Sea Transition Authority
(NTSA) to run an annual oil and gas licensing round, perpetuating and likely increasing these oil and
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gas harms. It is a charter for continued oil and gas damage to MPAs, at a time when ocean health is on
a knife edge.

Many marine species are in significant decline or facing extinction. A quarter of commercially exploited

species in UK waters are now at critically low population levels. Seabird numbers are falling, with declines
found across 62% of UK seabird species. Demersal fish, those living close to the sea floor including
iconic species such as cod and haddock, have declined by 23% since 1993 in the North Sea. These
vulnerable species will struggle to cope with the further degradation of the MPAs intended to give them
some refuge from increasing adverse pressures.

The UK's global leadership on marine protection will suffer along with marine species. In 2022, the UK
was a leading signatory to the global agreement to protect and effectively manage 30% of the land and
sea for nature by 2030 (known as the 30x30 commitment). In England, that promise is backed by targets
for nature recovery set under the Environment Act 2021. The Office for Environmental Protection warned
in January that these targets were looking increasingly hard to reach. A new wave of oil and gas activity
could make it impossible to effectively protect and manage the MPA network for nature, providing a
killing blow to target achievement at sea.

MPAs degraded, marine species pushed over the brink, landmark targets missed, a Prime Ministerial
Ocean Pledge broken; such will be the consequences of the drive towards new licences.

We ask you to both withdraw the licences you granted on 3 May and the Offshore Petroleum Licensing
Bill, or at the very least to amend the Bill, to avoid these outcomes and wider climate impacts. An MPA
amendment tabled in the Lords, benefitting from strong crossbench and cross-party support provides
a strong option for the latter route. The amendment, tabled by Baroness Willis of Summertown, The
Lord Bishop of Norwich, Lord Randall of Uxbridge, and Lord Berkeley would prohibit NSTA from inviting
any licensing applications for oil and gas exploration and development activities in any MPAs, effectively
taking them off the table for new licensing. This would safeguard MPAs from new exploration activities,
and the damage this would cause.

With World Ocean Day approaching in June, we urge you to remain true to your Ocean Pledge and act
now to ameliorate the harms that the Offshore Petroleum Licensing Bill could cause. Government
acceptance of the MPA amendment at Lords report stage is the absolute minimum required to
safeguard the marine environment and the UK’s global reputation for leadership on ocean protection.

Yours sincerely,

Diva Amon, Benioff Ocean Science Laboratory, University of California Santa Barbara
Claire Bass, Senior Director Campaigns & Public Affairs, Humane Society International/UK
Dr Richard Benwell, CEO, Wildlife & Countryside Link

Chris Butler-Stroud, CEO, Whale & Dolphin Conservation

Kevin Cumming, Rewilding Director, Rewilding Britain

Antidia Citores, Spokesperson, Surfrider Foundation Europe.

Chris Dixon, Ocean Campaign Leader, Environmental Investigation Agency

Joan Edwards OBE , Director Policy and Public Affairs, The Wildlife Trusts
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Sally Hamilton, CEO, ORCA

Erich Hoyt, Research Fellow, Whale & Dolphin Conservation

Dan Jarvis, Director of Welfare and Conservation, British Divers Marine Life Rescue
Sarah Fowler OBE, Co-Founder, The Shark Trust

Dr Fiona Gell, Author of ‘In Deep Water’ report

Charlotte Howell-Jones, Co-Director, Parents for Future UK

Tessa Khan, Executive Director, Uplift

Sophie Lewis, CEO, the World Cetacean Alliance

Katie Jo Luxton, Executive Director of Global Conservation, RSPB

Will McCallum, Co-Executive Director, Greenpeace

Sue Sayer MBE, Founder and Director, Seal Research Trust

Jacki Sime MSc, Director, Pembrokeshire Seal Research Trust & Phd Researcher, Durham University
Dr Ben Sturgeon, CEO, Crustacean Compassion

Costanza Poggi, Managing Director, Seahorse Environmental

Hugo Tagholm, Executive Director, Oceana UK.

Steve Trent, CEO, Environmental Justice Foundation

CcC
Lord Callanan, Minister for Energy Efficiency and Green Finance
The Rt Hon Lord Benyon, Minister for Climate, Environment and Energy



