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Abstract
In The Netherlands, a new policy framework for limits to human use was proposed in 2004. The framework consists of a system of ‘natural limits’ for which scientific consensus exists that as long as these limits are not exceeded, natural processes in the Wadden Sea would go undisturbed. The framework thus sets limits to human use, based on the premises that the Wadden Sea should function as a nature area. Once the limits are established, it should make the appropriate assessment of a new plan or project in the light of the EU Habitats Directive easier.  

This proposal gave rise to a lot of discussion and also confusion on definitions. Should we speak of ‘natural limits’ or rather ‘user limits’? Are the limits set by the natural processes of the Wadden Sea, or rather by policy makers? And, last but not least, how do we quantify these limits in the light of the complexity and dynamics of the Wadden Sea ecosystem, and can they stand in legal procedures? 
In this study we evaluated the feasibility of the proposed framework from an ecological and juridical perspective. We compared with existing theories, such as resilience, regime-shifts and the Normal Operating Range of ecosystems. We distinguished between two types of limits, those set by policy, such as the EU Habitats and Birds Directives or the trilateral Eco-targets, and those set by ecological knowledge, such as carrying capacity and minimal viable population size. We extensively studied available knowledge and attempted to define limits based on natural processes for salt marshes, mussel beds, bird populations and habitat type 1040 (intertidal areas). 
We concluded that defining natural limits is an implicit requirement for the Natura2000 regime. We formulated a stepwise approach for setting limits to human use based on clear definitions for nature types that should lead to spatio-temporally defined user limits agreed upon by policy. Since the Wadden Sea is highly dynamic, the system of user limits should be made flexible. This, in turn, requires that continuous monitoring is needed and that a system of adaptive management is most at its place. 

We also concluded that a system of generic user limits, valid for all types of activities in all of the Wadden Sea is not feasible. Each proposed plan or activity needs a location specific assessment for which cumulative effects need to be weighed, which could be well supported by known natural limits.



