
EU Restoration Law provides opportunities 
for the return of reefs to the North Sea  
On June 22, 2022, the Restoration Law is expected to be published by the European 
Commission. The aim of the law is to protect and restore nature in the EU. The law stems 
from the EU Biodiversity Strategy and is quite a milestone: it is the first major nature law 
since the 1979 and 1992 Nature Directives that led to the well-known N2000 areas. These 
have led to a network of EU sites intended to protect the most threatened and ecologically 
important natural areas. It is high time to step up our efforts in the field of nature protection 
and to show as much ambition for the protection and restoration of nature as for the 
increasing human activities taking place at sea, such as wind energy. 
 
The teeth of the EU Biodiversity Strategy 
Nature in Europe is not in good shape. Many marine habitats and species are under threat 
and under decline or in some form of a degraded state. The nature targets of the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy were not yet legally binding. This is where the Restoration Law comes 
in: it can be seen as the 'teeth' of the Biodiversity Strategy. With this law, EU countries have a 
legal obligation to restore their nature. What is not yet clear is how much area of nature 
this should be. In our view, the objectives should be clear, quantified and achieved by 2030. 
We advocate restoring at least 15% of Europe's seas and coasts by 2030. This can be done 
through active restoration, such as bringing back oyster reefs in the North Sea (see below), 
or through passive restoration, which simply means leaving an area alone and thus 
allowing nature to thrive.  

Nature has intrinsic value, but a healthy ecosystem also benefits us all. In fact, it is essential 
for combating the climate crisis, as the ocean is one of the world's largest CO2 stores. The 
ocean removes a quarter of the CO2 emitted by human activity. Other important 
ecosystem services include providing oxygen, food, sand, coastal protection, energy and 
contributing to general enjoyment and human well-being. These should also be enjoyed by 
future generations.  
 
The need for seabed protection 
The extinction of oyster reefs is one of the greatest 
losses of Dutch marine nature. These cold-water reefs 
were an important part of the ecosystem of the North 
Sea. Reefs allow many species to shelter, live and eat.  
This creates an abundance of life, and thus greater 
biodiversity. The North Sea Foundation is working with 
partners to bring these reefs back. For example, The 
Rich North Sea program of The North Sea Foundation 
and Natuur & Milieu is working on cultivating oysters in 
offshore wind farms, where there is protection from 
seabed-disturbing fisheries such as beam trawling. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/
pii/S0272771414003229 

https://www.derijkenoordzee.nl/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw4uaUBhC8ARIsANUuDjXSx454hIJaqchuby-tOcxrztxEOZDypTmCoz4BgNpK_GHOBOs4NxcaAv5kEALw_wcB
https://www.derijkenoordzee.nl/?gclid=Cj0KCQjw4uaUBhC8ARIsANUuDjXSx454hIJaqchuby-tOcxrztxEOZDypTmCoz4BgNpK_GHOBOs4NxcaAv5kEALw_wcB


Because yes, where you want to restore these 
reefs, the seabed must be protected. At the 
moment, unfortunately, only 0.3% of the Dutch 
North Sea seabed is protected. 
 
Unique structures on the seabed 
It is necessary to protect areas of the North Sea. 
These areas can also be used to strengthen other 
reef builders, because not only oysters make reefs. 
In the North Sea, some worms also create structures that act as reefs on the sea floor. 
Lanice and Sabellaria worms are two examples of species that build such so-called 
biogenic reefs. Sabellaria were not thought to occur in the Dutch North Sea until they were 
found in 2018 during a DISCLOSE and OCEANA expedition on the Brown Bank, an ecologically 
important area. However, this area is still open to all kinds of fishing and other human 
activities.  
 
Raise the bar 
The Restoration Law is an opportunity for North Sea nature. We call for the Restoration Law 
to be introduced and used to restore these types of important reef structures in the North 
Sea. We also call for legal protection of these species under the N2000 legislation. It is time 
to raise the bar when it comes to our nature ambition. Especially with the increasing 
demand for further exploitation of the already busy North Sea: such as more oil and gas, 
more shipping, more offshore wind energy, capture and storage of CO2 and potential 
energy islands. We want the same ambition to be shown for the protection and restoration 
of nature as for these economic activities, to ensure that human use can take place in 
harmony with nature. 

  

 
 

 

 
Sabellaria spinulosa reefs on the Brown Bank 



Links/references: 

https://www.noordzee.nl/ontdekking-riffen-bevestigt-noodzaak-bescherming-bruine-
bank-op-de-noordzee/ 

https://www.noordzee.nl/een-wet-voor-een-gezonde-noordzee-waarom-we-de-natuur-
nu-moeten-herstellen/ 

https://www.noordzee.nl/de-noordzee-onder-druk-het-belang-van-daadwerkelijk-
beschermde-gebieden-op-zee/ 

https://www.icos-cp.eu/science-and-impact/global-carbon-budget/2021 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/355914324_Global_Carbon_Budget_2021 

https://research.wur.nl/en/publications/north-sea-reefs-benthic-biodiversity-of-artificial-
and-rocky-reef 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0308597X22001038#tbl1fnd 

https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/noordzee/app/uploads/2022/03/15134930/202203-
SDN-Ecological-risks-Wind-at-Sea.pdf 
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