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Document 2-3 

ICES background information 

This information document is provided to support the discussions of the joint meeting by giving some 
background information on ICES cooperation with OSPAR and/or HELCOM, both proposed and on-going. 
The document is not an exhaustive description of all bilateral cooperation between ICES and the respective 
RSCs.  

The meeting is to take note of this information and use it as appropriate to support the discussions on 
proposals for how OSPAR and HELCOM could cooperate on biodiversity indicators. 

 

 

Background 

ICES has been involved in providing scientific input to policy through its many projects, data management, 
and specific advice requests for both HELCOM and OSPAR through its network of 4000 scientists and >100 
ICES working groups from 20 member countries. ICES has extensive expertise and experience in the 
development, assessment, and use of indicators for management of human activity, and for the state of the 
ecosystem (e.g. Ecological Quality Objectives for OSPAR, Marine Strategy Framework Directive). ICES is in 
the process of regionalizing its advice and building the scientific foundation for a more integrated approach. 
This is required to inform policy decisions and enable the exploration of options for action on the basis of 
trade-offs and risks.  
 
Special requests can be submitted to ICES as and when required, however, to ensure that specific ICES 
working groups will meet in the time frame required it is recommended that requests are developed and 
submitted in close consultation with the secretariat (ideally 6 months before commencing of work, though 
shorter timeframes are possible). In the following document recent ICES work of relevance to synergetic 
indicator development under HELCOM CORESET II and OSPAR ICG-COBAM is highlighted.  

 

Ongoing RSCs cooperation 

Joint ICES, HELCOM, OSPAR working group are being established or under discussion (OSPAR 2014, ANNEX 

27, Ref. 8.1-) to work on issues, such as Litter, Seabirds, Mammals, Fish, Food webs. The groups (acronym 

JWG) are science based and participants have competence within the area(s) considered. The aim of these 

joint working groups is to further the scientific understanding, in some instances by providing options, and 

consequences of various options.  JWGs usually have one or more physical meetings a year where this is 

required, but preferably work inter-sessionally via e-mail or virtual meetings. 

 

Coordination workshop between ICES and RSC’s 

ICES has also recently met with partners (28 May, 2014) to discuss synergies with regard to requirements 

under the MSFD. Together with the RSC, ICES is in the process of regionalizing its advice and building the 

scientific foundation for this regional approach. ICES aims to complement the on-going OSPAR and HELCOM 

activities to provide data, science, and advice relevant and useful to the RSCs. ICES has a programme of 

groups that are developing methods for integrated ecosystem assessments. These are regionally based: the 

Greater North Sea, western European continental shelf, NW Atlantic (USA & Canada), Baltic Sea (jointly 

with HELCOM), Norwegian Sea, Barents Sea, and the western part of the Mediterranean Sea. This construct 
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allows for the consideration of regional priorities. Although each group is at a different stage of 

development and have different priorities, they are all primarily tasked with creating tools to integrate 

ecosystem advice, test scenarios, and evaluate management plans. They must also explore the utility of 

indicators for management. Through an iterative and participatory process, the groups scope regional 

management objectives. All groups also advise on monitoring needs and have model development at their 

core. 

All of this work on developing integrated ecosystem assessments and providing regional ecosystem 

overviews hangs on the concept of providing robust indicators for the state of the ecosystem. This is 

required to inform policy decisions and enable the exploration of options for action on basis of trade-offs 

and risks. ICES has expertise and experience in the development, assessment, and use of indicators for 

management of human activity, and for the state of the system. 

In October 2014 an ICES workshop (WKRISCO) will be organized in Copenhagen with two main objectives; 

first to summarize progress made and methods used across the ICES integrated ecosystem assessment (IEA) 

groups and second to scope with OSPAR and HELCOM the science needs for upcoming regional 

assessments (QSR and HOLAS). This work should provide the IEA groups with a panorama of their work 

across the scope of regional seas commissions (RSC) activities. The workshop will also provide a forum to 

build a timeline for IEA work, in response to the scoping exercise. The four day workshop will take place in 

two phases; the first 2 days will synthesize the work of the IEA groups and the following 2 days will focus on 

the scoping exercise between ICES and the RSCs.  

 

Backbone for operational indicator development: the ICES Data Centre 

ICES is the Data Centre for HELCOM COMBINE and OSPAR CEMP oceanic physics and chemistry, 

contaminant and biological community data. Data are submitted in a common format1 agreed by HELCOM 

and OSPAR scientists, and stored in a common database. Data are quality checked before and during 

submission to ensure that relevant metadata such as methods, QA data and valid species lists are 

comparable to ease the work of assessors during assessments. These checks are continuously updated by 

assessment working groups to ensure that the quality of the datasets fit the assessment objectives, and this 

has enabled an automated yearly assessment of OSPAR contaminants (OSPAR MIME assessment tool2). 

Thematic and monitoring programme based data summaries are available for easily viewing who has 

provided data, while the ICES Data portal3 brings together all datasets in one interface and enables specific 

parameter, species and assessment area queries and data downloads. More specific mapping and 

downloads are available via thematic portals4, the GIS portal spatial facility and other web services. 

For HELCOM’s EUTRO-OPER project, automated data flows for the operationalization of their indicators 

(see Fig. 1) is being developed, and similarly for OSPAR’s EUT project. With regard to hazardous substances 

ICES manages, and has the capacity to, streamline data for both HELCOM and OSPAR needs. The ICES Data 

Centre is also exploring possibilities to host common bird survey data and noise registry data, and is already 

working with the coordinated trawl survey groups to establish the offshore marine litter data system.  

 

                                                           
1
 Biological and Contaminants are in an agreed fixed, whereas as oceanic data are in any well-described format 

2
 http://dome.ices.dk/osparmime/main.html 

3
 http://ecosystemdata.ices.dk/ 

4
 http://ices.dk/marine-data/data-portals/Pages/default.aspx 
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Figure 1. Conceptual diagram showing data flow of HELCOM’s EUTRO-OPER projects, with ICES 

contributions indicated in orange. 

The ICES Data Centre is an integral part of indicator development under ICES, HELCOM, and OSPAR, and the 

working relationship has long been established. The working model developed in cooperation with the 

RSC’s and exemplified in D5 and D8, is seen as a model for other descriptors, and for other regional 

processes. This can be seen in the present cooperation and synergies in data management (i.e. OSPAR 

ODIMS – providing input to the concept paper, call for tender and ongoing steering, and HELCOM GIS). In 

addition ICES also provides support to EEA/DGENV on the implementation of data aspects of MSFD (i.e. 

input to WG-DIKE, TG DATA, WISE Marine portal, art 19.3). ICES has been sub-contracted by HELCOM 

BALSAM project WP2 to develop an action plan on integrated monitoring and integrated/streamlining of 

reporting. The ICES Data centre is also working in the EMODnet projects to ensure that the products that 

will be realized under the biology and chemistry portals are fitting to the needs of the RSC’s and other 

users. The ICES data centre is also a major provider of data management and data products for the Data 

Collection Framework (DCF), specifically through the Trawl Survey (DATRAS5) and Commercial catch 

sampling (RDB FishFrame). These data platforms are important to feed many of the advice requests from 

the Commission and RSC’s, but now have a prominent role to play in the MSFD. There is an obvious link to 

D3 (Commercial Fish and Shellfish), but also to the foodweb and seafloor impact descriptors (D1,4,6). There 

is a distinct advantage in the HELCOM and OSPAR areas in having an already regionally coordinated 

monitoring platform and data systems in place for this through ICES.  

                                                           
5
 http://datras.ices.dk 

http://datras.ices.dk/
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The ICES Data Centre thus plays a pivotal role in data management and indicator development, as well as in 

bringing these into an operational setting; a key challenge for indicator provision under the MSFD. In 

addition to this bottom up support to RSCs, ICES also develops new indicators through its network of 4000 

scientists working in >100 different groups incorporating the latest scientific developments to meet new 

demands from several marine policy initiatives. 

 

“Food webs”: an example of indicators developed and reviewed under ICES 

The ICES Working Group on the Ecosystem Effects of Fishing Activities (WGECO6) has focussed its work on 

the application of the Ecosystem Approach. WGECO, in collaboration with relevant OSPAR specialists, has 

recently reviewed foodweb indicators, including the preliminary results from a workshop to develop 

recommendations for potentially useful foodweb Indicators (WKFooWI7). This work has considered the 

functionality and operation of three distinct types of indicators;  

a) state indicators associated with a clear pressure/state relationship. These show responses of the 

ecosystem to management actions and can be used for tracking progress towards targets. 

b) pressure indicators. These can be proxies for assessing the likely impact on state and can be used to 

map trends in activity or likely pressure. These indicators are often cheaper to monitor than state 

indicators. 

c) state indicators associated with no clear pressure/state relationship. These are often influenced 

more by the environment than anthropogenic activities. These should be considered surveillance 

indicators. 

Surveillance indicators play an important role in assessment and management of foodwebs, where 

relations between pressures, drivers, state, and function can be complex and indirect. Potential foodweb 

indicators include Large Fish Indicators (LFIs) for ten regions: North Sea, Celtic Sea, Southern Bay of Biscay, 

Central-Southern Tyrrhenian Sea, Baltic Sea, Poland EEZ, Kattegat North, Kattegat South, The Sound and 

Gulf of Cádiz. ICES groups have also recently considered the consequences of “balanced fishing” regimes, 

the effects of fishing on the seabed, the ecosystem effects of a landing obligation, and the ecosystem 

consequences of rebuilding predatory stocks. 

 

Impacts on seafloor integrity: ICES management tools / indicator development  

ICES has worked with HELCOM to identify joint topics that could be reported jointly by EU Member States 

to present regionally coordinated measures. Specifically ICES has been suggested that joint measures 

regarding seafloor integrity and activities that damage the seafloor could be developed via ICES working 

groups at the Baltic Sea scale with regard to fishing pressure and anoxia (eutrophication). Joint measures 

will be presented to HELCOM GEAR-7 2014 (Tallin 8-10.09.2014). ICES has advised OSPAR on the spatial and 

temporal distribution of bottom fishing intensity in the OSPAR area on the basis of VMS and logbook data. 

Such initiatives have cross-cutting links to ongoing/future OSPAR and HELCOM initiatives under BENTHIS 

project, OSPAR COBAM, and the CORSET II seafloor pressure indicator. Further work incorporating habitat 

location and sensitivity will be needed to map and assess impacts. Subject to a formal request, such work 

could be undertaken in 2015–2016 by ICES working groups. Three ICES Groups would be tasked to work on 

                                                           
6 

http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WGECO.aspx 
7
 http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WKFooWI.aspx 

http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WGECO.aspx
http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WKFooWI.aspx
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such a request: Benthic Ecology Working Group8 (BEWG), Working Group on Marine Habitat Mapping9 

(WGMHM) and Working Group on Spatial Fisheries Data10 (WGSFD. Once an evaluation of the spatial 

distribution of impacts on the seafloor has been made, it would be possible to consider further specific 

indicators (e.g. degree of habitat fragmentation) and assessment of deviatations from GES (Good Ecological 

Status). 

 

MSFD developments (ICES Revision of Decision 2010/477/EU) 

ICES has (since June 2014) been working on a formal request from EC to review Descriptors 3, 4, 6, and 11 

and in collaboration with JRC on Descriptor 1. To address this request three small expert teams were 

established. Three workshops were arranged: D4: 26-27 August, D6: 2-3 September and D3: 4-5 September. 

D11 was dealt with by the already established European Group TG-Noise. Updated information about MSFD 

work e.g. indicators developed by OSPAR and HELCOM were taken into account. The small expert teams 

will finalize the revision texts for DG ENV following comments from ACOM. The reports from the workshops 

will be available online by the end of September. The WG GES meeting in Brussels on 20–21 October will 

discuss the outcome of the reviews of these and the processes addressing the other Descriptors being led 

on by JRC. 

ICES and JRC have previously suggested arranging a workshop on integration across indicators/descriptors. 

ICES Secretariat has highlighted that for some pressures it will not be possible from a technical/ scientific 

viewpoint to establish relevant reference points or targets before management goals are set to guide the 

science that will be required. A workshop for invited participants representing managers, scientists, and 

stakeholders could explore policy options. 

 

Cumulative effects of multiple pressures (STAGES project) 

ICES has used the STAGES11 project to conduct a pilot study “Towards management of multiple stressors in 

the context of the Marine Strategy framework Directive: a Baltic Sea pilot study”. The aim was to 

understand and model effects of synergistic and cumulative effects of multiple pressures, in order to 

enable managers to select and implement an effective set of measures. Focus was on eutrophication and 

fishing pressure in the Baltic Sea. Three different scenarios were tested. The results of the different 

methods were generally in agreement. As a recommendation concerning management implications, it was 

concluded that multiple approaches and models should be used, as the uncertainties in the causal links 

between activities, pressures, and the environmental state are high and even the best models include only 

the parameters that are currently understood.  

 

Common challenges, joint action (ICES and OSPAR) 

ICES and OSPAR have identified ways to improve the way in which the organisations work together, within 

their respective mandates. This was done in order to avoid duplication of effort and maximise efficiencies in 

making the best use of limited resources, particularly technical experts to address common challenges. 

                                                           
8
 http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/BEWG.aspx 

9
 http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WGMHM.aspx 

10
 http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WGSFD.aspx 

11
 http://www.ices.dk/explore-us/projects/Pages/STAGES.aspx /http://www.stagesproject.eu. 

http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/BEWG.aspx
http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WGMHM.aspx
http://ices.dk/community/groups/Pages/WGSFD.aspx
http://www.ices.dk/explore-us/projects/Pages/STAGES.aspx
http://www.stagesproject.eu/
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Furthermore the aim of this initiative is to rationalise the demands on the time of national experts who are 

often participating in groups within both OSPAR, ICES and elsewhere as well as reducing the risk of different 

groups arriving at different conclusions on common issues. In particular, (1) cumulative effects and 

progressing integrated ecosystem assessment for OSPAR wide assessments (2) identifying joint issues that 

can benefit from working closer together, either via joint working groups or via strategic cooperation, and 

(3) “Guiding principles” to be applied in connection with the establishment of joint working groups 

between ICES, OSPAR and potentially other Regional Seas Commissions or International Organisations 

(OSPAR 2014, Annex 27) 

 

ICES advice requests to OSPAR and HELCOM: in support of indicator development 

In the recent past ICES has been requested to provide advice to support OSPAR and HELCOM initiatives. 

These should also be taken into consideration in developing joint actions in developing and operationalize 

indicators. Below a list of delivered advice (with link) are provide: 

OSPAR 

2014 (as of 12 September) 

Advice 

1.6.6.1 OSPAR request on implementation of MSFD for marine mammals 

1.6.6.2 OSPAR request to investigate spatial representation of existing CEMP sediment monitoring stations 

1.6.6.3 OSPAR request for review and update of the Technical Annexes to JAMP Guidelines for Monitoring 

of Contaminants in Biota and in Sediments 

1.6.6.4 OSPAR request on interactions between wild and captive fish stocks 

1.6.6.5 OSPAR request towards spatial and temporal description and analysis of bottom fishing intensity in 

the OSPAR area on the basis of high resolution VMS and logbook data (not yet published) 

2013 

Advice 

1.5.6.1 Ecological quality objective for seabird populations in OSPAR Region III (Celtic Seas) 

1.5.6.2 Data collection and storage to implement the OSPAR seabird recommendations  

1.5.6.3 OSPAR special request on review of the technical specification and application of common 

indicators under D1, D2, D4, and D6 

1.5.6.4 OSPAR special request on maximizing the use of available sources of data for monitoring of 

biodiversity 

1.5.6.5 OSPAR/NEAFC special request on review of results of the Joint OSPAR/NEAFC/ CBD Workshop on 

EBSAs 

1.5.6.6 OSPAR/NEAFC special request on Existing and potential new management measures for EBSAs  

1.5.6.7 OSPAR/NEAFC special request on review and reformulation of four EBSA Proformas 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_Implementation_of_MSFD_for_marine_mammals.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_CEMP_sediment_monitoring_stations.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_Technical_Annexes_to_JAMP_Guidelines.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_Technical_Annexes_to_JAMP_Guidelines.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_%20Interactions_of_wild_and_captive_fish_stocks.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_EcoQO_region_III.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_Data_collection.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_3-2013.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_3-2013.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_4-2013.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_4-2013.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20management.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%202nd%20Round.pdf
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1.5.6.8 OSPAR request on spatial design of a regional monitoring programme for contaminants in 

sediments 

1.5.6.9  OSPAR request on an update of the ecological quality objective (EcoQO) on seabird population 

trends 

2012 

Advice 

1.5.5.1 EcoQO for seabird populations in Region II  

1.5.5.2 Review and update of the JAMP Technical Annex on lysosomal stability  

1.5.5.3 Review of Environmental Assessment Criteria or equivalents  

1.5.5.4 Development of a JAMP guideline on monitoring of contaminants in seawater  

1.5.5.5 Spatial design of a regional monitoring programme for contaminants in sediments  

1.5.5.6 Revision of JAMP guidelines on nutrients and oxygen 

2011 

Advice 

1.5.5.1 Further development of guidance on integrated monitoring and assessment of chemicals and 

biological effects  

Technical Services 

11.2.3.1Review of Draft OSPAR ICG-COBAM Advice Manual on Biodiversity 

 

HELCOM 

2013 

Technical services 

11.2.2.1 ICES-organized external peer review of the BALTFIMPA Generic Tool (to be published as part of 

ICES Advice 2013 Book 11) 

11.2.2.2 ICES-organized external peer review of the BALTFIMPA Generic Tool - Stage Two (to be published 

as part of ICES Advice 2013 Book 11) 

2011 

Technical services 

11.2.2.1 ICES organised external peer review of the Salar project draft report, December 2010-January 2011 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/Ospar_Spatial_design_regional_monitoring_programme_for_contaminants_in_sediments_2013.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/Ospar_Spatial_design_regional_monitoring_programme_for_contaminants_in_sediments_2013.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_EcoQO_on_Seabird_Population_Trends.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR_EcoQO_on_Seabird_Population_Trends.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2012/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_EcoQO_for_seabird_populations.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2012/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_lysosomal_stability.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2012/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_Environmental_Assessment_Criteria.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2012/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_JAMP%20guideline%20on%20monitoring%20of%20contaminants%20in%20seawater.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2012/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_regional%20monitoring%20programme%20for%20contaminants%20in%20sediments.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2012/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_Revision%20of%20JAMP%20guidelines%20on%20nutrients%20and%20oxygen.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2011/Special%20Requests/OSPAR%20Guidance%20on%20integrated%20monitoring.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2011/Special%20Requests/OSPAR%20Guidance%20on%20integrated%20monitoring.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2011/Special%20Requests/OSPAR%20Review%20of%20Draft%20Advice%20Manual%20on%20Biodiversity.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/ICES%20Advice/2011/ICES%20ADVICE%202011%20BOOK%2011.pdf

