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Background 
This document contains information supplied to the OSPAR meeting of Biodiversity Committee, held in 
Madeira, 19–23 February 2018. The information contained in this document was used as a basis when the 
meeting considered proposals for actions to orientate OSPAR biodiversity indicator development work in 
relation to the EU Commission Decision on GES (2017/848) criteria and the revised Annex III of the Marine 
Strategy Framework Directive. Builds on the information provided in the HELCOM GEAR 18-2018 document 
3-2. 
 
Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information, together with the information provided in document 
3-2 and 3-4 (Outcome of OSPAR BDC meeting), and use as needed to support the discussion on strategic 
guidance on future indicator work in HELCOM. 
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Proposals for future orientation of OSPAR biodiversity indicator 
development work taking into account the revised EU Commission 
Decision 2017/848/EU 
Originally Presented by the ICG-COBAM Conveners 

Actions requested 

1. BDC is invited to  

a. examine the attached summaries of the state of development of OSPAR common and candidate 
indicators in relation to the revised EU Commission Decision and to; 

(i) address the priority actions and resource issues highlighted in bold text in each 
summary;  

(ii) agree the overall linkage shown in the summary tables between the existing OSPAR 
Common and Candidate Indicators and the D1, D4 and D6 criteria in the revised 
Commission Decision;  

(iii) note that the alignment between OSPAR indicators and D4 criteria should be further 
developed through expert discussion; 

(iv) confirm all indicator leads shown in orange text in the attached tables (it is suggested 
that this is done in the sidelines of the meeting); 

b. draw out any clear conclusions on the emphasis that should be given to requirements of the 
European Union Commission Decision within OSPAR regional biodiversity indicator development 
work as guidance for ICG-COBAM’s future work;  

c. note that at the moment there is no OSPAR group working on turtles and agree whether it would 
be appropriate to initiate work on turtles in relation to Descriptor 1 requirements; 

d. note that at the moment there is no OSPAR group working on cephalopods and agree whether it 
would be appropriate to initiate work on cephalopods in relation to Descriptor 1 requirements 
(noting that commercially exploited species should be assessed through relevant organisations 
addressing under D3). 

Background 
2. During the meeting cycle 2016/2017 ICG-MSFD asked the OSPAR thematic committees to consider 

the match between adopted OSPAR common indicators and the criteria in the revised EU 
Commission Decision on MSFD criteria and methodological standards for GES (2017/848) to propose 
new indicators where criteria are not fully covered and where possible, to give a first indication 
regarding the resources and procedures needed to address further work, especially on lists of 
elements, thresholds and aggregation rules. 

3. BDC 2017 asked ICG-COBAM to respond to this request for advice from ICG-MSFD. ICG-COBAM 
prepared the initial advice document as presented at BDC 18/4/Info.1 over summer 2017, including 
through its meeting in Marseille in May 2017 and a WEBEX meeting in September 2017. ICG-MSFD 
considered this initial response at its meeting in October 2017. ICG-MSFD recognised that ICG-
COBAM had done a good job of addressing the questions asked and had submitted a very clear view. 
The communication from ICG-COBAM was considered an ideal communication, which ICG-MSFD 
appreciated. Issues and problems such as on resources were highlighted in a very helpful way. ICG-
MSFD(2) 2017 proposed a meeting between representatives of the two ICG’s to guide the further 
identification of clear development actions for BDC 2018 and, as necessary, CoG (1) 2018.  
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4. This dialogue meeting between representatives of ICG-MSFD and ICG-COBAM was held back-to-back 
with ICG-COBAM (2) 2017 in Gothenburg. The meeting reviewed ICG-COBAM’s interpretation of the 
Commission Decision and the state of play with development of OSPAR regional indicators in relation 
to the revised Commission Decision GES criteria. The dialogue was very useful in addressing questions 
raised in the initial ICG-COBAM advice and identifying actions that could be taken to orientate 
OSPAR’s regional level biodiversity indicator development work to respond to the Commission 
Decision. The meeting also considered issues raised by ICG-MSFD such as which secondary MSFD 
criteria are important to address, consideration of risk to ecological components to help prioritisation 
of work and the use of assessment methods from the Habitats and Birds Directives.     

5. During and after the meeting a series of summaries were developed showing the state of 
development of OSPAR common and candidate indicators in relation to Commission Decision 
requirements (see pages 4-21 of this document). These summaries each provide a table aligning 
current OSPAR common and candidate indicators with revised Commission Decision criteria and 
expressing the state of development of the data flows, thresholds, lists of elements and integration 
rules using the following colour scheme.  

 State of play on data flows, thresholds, elements and integration rules 
(where needed) 

 Available (although may not be adopted) 
 Mostly developed but some further work is needed 
 Further work is needed to develop a basis for what is needed 
 There are barriers to delivering this (not including personnel resources) 

 
6. The table also indicator lead countries for indicators. Where these are shown in orange font, it would 

be helpful if the Contracting Party could confirm during BDC that they are continuing this role. An X 
(red font) means there is no lead for the indicator.  Each summary then draws out priority actions for 
BDC 2018 to consider (decisions that need to be taken by BDC2018 or key actions that need to be 
take forward during 2018) as well as other important additional actions that should be seen as 
priorities for ICG-COBAM and its expert groups. 

7.  Several resource issues are highlighted given that currently the possibilities to make progress on 
indicator development is restricted for food webs, pelagic habitats, mammals and fish. BDC may wish 
to recall that the EcApRHA project delivered the EcApRHA Action Plan that specifies the work needed 
to progress indicators for food webs, benthic and pelagic habitats and describes the resources 
needed. 

8. Continued resourcing of the expert groups is vital to maintain progress. Recognition of this 
organisation of work by the expert groups within the annual BDC work programme products 
concerned with ICG-COBAM would assist in making the structure and organisation of work more 
clear, additionally more information about the expert groups will be made available on the OSPAR 
website. Referring more clearly to the work of the expert groups could be one way to acknowledge 
the inputs of the technical expert leads, noting that acknowledgement is particularly important for 
academics.  

9. With an aim to finding additional resources, experts within ICG-COBAM and the expert groups will 
look carefully at participating in a tender to the new EMFF call (as well as other opportunities), if 
relevant for the field of biodiversity. Such projects can boost the work of ICG-COBAM, as has been 
proven by the successful EcApRHA project.  
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10. It was noted during the joint session of ICG-COBAM and ICG-MSFD that CoG has adopted a strategic 
approach to projects (18/2/Info1) that proposes coordination and communication within OSPAR on 
project proposals during the development phase.  

11. ICG-MSFD has raised questions over the development of indicators for reptiles (turtles) and 
cephalopods in relation to Descriptor 1. Turtles are primarily relevant in Regions IV and parts of V 
being relatively rare visitors to Regions II and III. ICG-MSFD has raised the question of whether 
indicators developed for Macaronesia under the EMFF-funded MISTIC Seas project could be built on. 
Contact has been made with researchers involved in MISTIC Seas but there is a need for Contracting 
Parties in Region IV to support these initiatives. 

12. Commercially-exploited cephalopods species will be assessed under D3. There are no clear routes at 
this stage for addressing non-commercially exploited cephalopods. 

13. ICG-COBAM’s considerations over the Commission Decision raise questions over how OSPAR regional 
indicator should be developed to support and provide a platform for regional coordination of MSFD 
implementation. There are several modes that OSPAR work can assume, for example: providing a NE 
Atlantic regional level implementation mechanism, pioneering developments of indicators, providing 
a regional context for national MSFD implementation. BDC may want to draw out aspects of the 
discussion as guidance for ICG-COBAM’s further work.  
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D1 – Birds summary 
 

Criterion OSPAR Indicators1 Lead2 Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

 Relevant Other      
D1C1(p) By-catch (B5)  X    n/a 
D1C2(p) Abundance B1  UK/DE    EU level 

rules when 
they 
become 
available 

D1C3(s) Demograph.  
 

B3  
(B2) 

UK 
X 

   

D1C4(s) Distribution  (B6) DE    
D1C5(s) Habitat  (B4) X    

 
15. The main barrier to addressing the revised Com Dec criteria is the lack of systematic monitoring for 

incidental by-catch of birds (D1C1). 

16. The developed common Indicators B1 and B3 closely fulfil the relevant criteria: D1C2 and  D1C3. 
D1C3 is considered the most important of the secondary criteria for assessing birds, using indicator 
B3 – marine bird breeding success/failure. This is because, breeding success or productivity can be a 
valuable indicator of population health and can provide an early warning of changes in the 
environment. JWGBIRD already plan to test a revised threshold-setting approach for B3 during 2018. 

17. JWGBIRD also plan to review assessments prepared by Germany and UK on distribution of birds 
(D1C4). Germany have offered to provide a lead or co-lead for an indicator for this criterion.  

18. It is unlikely that assessments of D1C5 - Habitat for the species will add any value to the assessments 
of marine birds. It is likely that changes in species abundance (D1C2) and in species distribution 
(D1C4) will reflect impacts on the extent of habitat available. Furthermore, measuring the extent of 
habitats available for wise-ranging, migratory marine birds will be extremely difficult. 

19. There is an important mismatch between current approaches for integrating species results within 
each of the B1and B3 indicators and the integration of criteria assessments within species, as 
required by the COM Dec. Methods for integrating the results of each criterion within a species need 
to be developed. This will not be straight forward because not all species are assessed using the same 
criteria. Integration will be possible but careful consideration needs to be given to the methods used 
in order to avoid any bias in species status assessments.  

 

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
20. BDC is invited to: 

a) agree that ICG-COBAM Convenors, the Secretariat and the expert group/indicator leads should 
develop proposals to connect OSPAR better with DC-MAP to address data poor incidental by-
catch. This should be linked to the process for mammals, birds and fish and take into account 
similar work in other European Regional Seas Commissions. (see also §§ 23f, 32d)  

b) agree that ICG-COBAM Convenors, the Secretariat and relevant expert group/indicator leads 
should develop a proposal for a workshop (or another appropriate process) to examine needs 
and possibilities for developing indicators for incidental by-catch of birds, seals, cetaceans, 
turtles and non-commercial fish. This process should also seek to improve characterisation of 
incidental by-catch risk and the areas where these species groups are vulnerable to incidental 

                                                           
1 Candidate indicator codes are shown in brackets/parentheses, i.e. (B5) is a candidate indicator. 
2 X – indicator has no lead; Country code in orange text – Can CP confirm lead role during BDC? 
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by-catch. This should be linked to related work by HELCOM and ICES3 as relevant. (see also §§ 
23f, 32d) 

 
21. Additional steps: 

• JWGBIRD to consolidate B3 indicator on breeding success through the trial of a new threshold 
setting approach (developed in 2017 JWGBIRD report). 

• JWG-BIRD will review UK and DE assessments on distribution of birds and develop advice to 
COBAM and BDC 2019 on whether further action is needed to develop candidate indicator on 
distribution (D1C4). 

• JWGBIRD will  develop rules for the integration of criteria assessments within species . 
  

                                                           
3 For example, ICES WGBYC, ICES Advice 2013 section 1.5.1.3 and review of risk per region/metier undertaken for ENV several years 
ago (reference needed). 
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D1 – Fish summary 
 

Criterion OSPAR Indicators Lead Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

 Relevant Other      
D1C1(p) By-catch (FC4)  UK    n/a 
D1C2(s) Abundance FC1 

 
 
(FC5) 

UK 
DE 

   EU level 
rules (when 
they become 
available, 
currently 
Commission 
has tasked 
ICES to 
develop 
integration 
rules for D3-
fish, and D1 
species not 
covered by 
Habitats 
Directive or 
D3) 

D1C3(p) Demograph.  
(D3 species) 

D3  ICES    

D1C3(s) Demograph. (FW3 
method) 

 
(FC6) 

    

D1C4(p) Distribution 
(Habs Dir. 
species) 

       

D1C4(s) Distribution (FC7) (FC8) DE    
D1C5(p) Habitat 

(Habs Dir. 
species) 

      

D1C5(s) Habitat       

 
22. The revised D1 criteria for the element ‘fish’ trigger a need for redevelopment of the current OSPAR 

fish indicators, or the development of new indicators.  

23. Data is availability is considered limited for incidental by-catch assessments (D1C1) and development 
of related indicators should be linked to possible data collection efforts though EU DC-MAP.  

24. The revised Commission Decision requires that D1 assessments at species group level should, where 
relevant, include assessments of spawning stock biomass (D3C2) and age and size distribution of 
commercial species (D3C3) from D3 under D1C2 and D1C3 respectively. ICES have been asked to 
develop rules for integrating D1 and D3 criteria assessments as well as integrating D1 criteria for non-
commercially exploited species. OSPAR should therefore focus its indicator development on non-
commercially exploited fish species under D1, such as threatened and declining shark, skate and rays 
species. Close OSPAR cooperation with ICES groups can be expected to be required in order to 
achieve a relevant integrated overall assessment result for each ‘fish’ species group. Routes to 
address secondary criteria for D1C3 and D1C4 can be identified but require integration with Habitats 
Directive results. D1C5 may be important for estuarine, diadromous and some offshore species.  

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
25. BDC is invited to: 

a) agree that the focus for continued work on fish biodiversity indicators in respect of D1 should 
be on non-commercially exploited fish species under D1; 

b) note that indicators FC2 (Large Fish Index) and FC3 (Mean maximum Length) are now 
considered more relevant under D4; 

c) agree that there is therefore a need to adapt existing common indicators (FC1, FC3 method), 
develop candidate and new indicators (FC7, D1C5) and consider approaches developed by 
ICES for integrating criteria assessments of non-commercially exploited species and for 
integrating D3 and D1 assessment at species group level; 
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d) review possibilities to reconvene the fish expert group taking into account that this needs to 
be strongly linked with work by ICES groups in relation to D3 Contracting Parties are invited 
to confirm possible members to the Secretariat and whether they are able to support an 
expert group lead or co-lead; 

e) agree that during 2018, ICG-COBAM should organise a targeted OSPAR workshop of CP 
experts to revise approaches for indicators and thresholds for (i) abundance of non-
commercial species, (building on FC1) (ii) demographic features of non-commercial species 
building (building on FW3) and (iii) distribution of non-commercial species. Revised 
approaches to these indicators should take account of related approaches for commercial 
species under D3; 

f) Cf §18, agree to progress work on incidental by-catch for non-commercial fish. 

 

26. Additional steps: 
• OSPAR Secretariat to follow up the ICG-COBAM Biodiversity Flows Workshop by working 

towards a a more sustained data flow to support OSPAR indicator assessments based on the 
IBTS surveys reported to the ICES DATRAS database (see output from Biodiversity data flows 
workshop). 

• ICG-COBAM and the Fish expert group (if reconvened) should review proposals from ICES for 
integration rules between D1 criteria and between D1 and D3 and develop advice to BDC 2019.  

 

Background to the fish summary 

27. Progress had been made in developing fish community indicators (FC1, FC2, FC3) as reported in 
IA2017 based on the MSFD DATRAS data product which now needs to be put on a sustained 
operation (see BDC 18/4/7).  

28. All revised D1 criteria imply a need for redevelopment of the current OSPAR fish indicators, or the 
development of new indicators.  

29. Firstly, the revised Commission Decision D1 criteria put increased emphasis on population and 
species aspects and transfers emphasis on community and functional criteria to D4. As a result, two 
fish indicators (FC2 and FC3) no longer fit under the D1 criteria as they are calculated at community 
level. But these indicators could now be considered under D4 (food webs) with FC2 reported under 
D4C3 and FC3 under D4C1.  

30. With regard to each revised Commission Decision criteria 

• D1C1 - Data is not readily available to OSPAR for incidental by-catch assessments (D1C1) and 
development of related indicators needs to be linked to EU DC-MAP. 

• D1C2 - Indicator FC1 provides a useful indicator of the impact of fishing on the abundance of the 
most sensitive commercial and non-commercial species, but does not fit the approach in the revised 
Commission Decision. FC1 would need revision to fit D1C2 to exclude commercial species and is 
suitable for demersal shelf fish only. 

• Size based metrics (D1C3) could be computed based on FW3 method and based on DATRAS data, but 
thresholds require further work. 

• Distributional metrics (D1C4) can be computed for selected species, but methods require discussion 
within fish sub-group and thresholds require further work.  Germany would prefer working further 
on FC7 than on FC5, because with FC1 (if reworked) there is already a useful indicator in place for 
D1C2. Therefore, it could be more useful to put resources into the development of an indicator for 
D1C4 instead of development of a second indicator (FC5) for D1C2. 
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• Habitat requirements (D1C5) require further work. It may help to focus considerations on the 
'essential fish habitat' concept and whether this is at risk for certain species (and hence need 
assessment), e.g. spawning grounds, nursery grounds. Relevance to migratory fish species may make 
this is a relevant topic for discussion with ICG-POSH. 

31. Progress has been made to deliver indicator assessments for D1 despite there being no functioning 
fish expert group. Wider expert input from Contracting Parties would be required to progress further 
in OSPAR in relation to the COM Decision requirements.  
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D1 – Marine mammals summary 
 
Seal indicators 

Criterion OSPAR Indicators Lead Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

 Relevant Other      
D1C1(p) By-catch None      n/a 
D1C2(p) Abundance M3  UK    Habitats 

Directive 
rules 

D1C3(s) Demography M5  UK    
D1C4(p) Distribution M3  UK    
D1C5(p) Habitat None      

 
32. There is a lack of systematic monitoring of incidental by-catch of seals and there is a need to develop 

appropriate thresholds for such an indicator for D1C1. Existing indicator M3 (seal populations) is 
suitable to address the priority criteria D1C2 and D1C4, although distribution aspects require 
development. Although D1C3 is a secondary criterion for seals, population condition (D1C3) is 
already assessed through M5 (grey seal pup production), which provides valuable early indication of 
when changes occur in populations of seals as they are long-lived species. Changes in distributional 
range (D1C4) and habitat of seal species (D1C5) are generally not detectable at the wider scale, 
although disturbance or loss of haul-out and pupping sites could be detected at the colony level. 
Current common indicators for seals only apply in the Greater North Sea. Extension to cover the 
Celtic Seas region requires participation from relevant Contracting Parties. The marine mammal 
expert group is currently not functional and needs to be reinstated to address remaining gaps.  

 
Cetacean indicators 

Criterion OSPAR Indicators Lead Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

 Relevant Other      
D1C1(p) By-catch M6  UK    n/a 
D1C2(p) Abundance M4  NL    Habitats 

Directive 
rules 

D1C3(s) Demography None      
D1C4(p) Distribution M4  NL    
D1C5(p) Habitat None      

 
33. The existing common indicators for cetaceans have the potential to address the most relevant 

Commission Decision criteria (D1C1, D1C2 and D1C4), given development work to improve 
confidence of future assessments (through better data coverage in space and time) and to develop 
an appropriate basis for defining thresholds. The need to expand the incidental by-catch indicator 
beyond harbour porpoise also needs analysis. Priority should be given to common dolphin in any 
such expansion. D1C3 and D1C5 are not considered to yield sufficiently relevant assessment 
information to warrant the assessment effort needed. The marine mammal expert group is currently 
not functional and needs to be reinstated to coordinate work to address these remaining gaps. 

 

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
34. BDC is invited to: 



GEAR 18-2018, 3-3 
 

 

Page 11 of 20 
 

a) confirm whether Contracting Parties can support experts to engage in a reinvigorated OSPAR 
marine mammal expert group, which Germany have offered to co-lead or possibly lead4; 

b) confirm whether relevant Contracting Parties can support work towards a wider regional 
coverage of the seals indicators (i.e to Region III); 

c) agree that the Secretariat should contact the ASCOBANS secretariat to explore what plans they 
have for development of combined by-catch indicators for harbor porpoise and other small 
cetaceans and explore possible collaboration as well as potential for harmonization of 
approaches; 

d) Cf §18, agree to progress work on incidental by-catch for marine mammals. 
 
Additional steps 

35. The marine mammal expert group should address the following tasks:  

• identify models for increasing the frequency of SCANS surveys to every 3 years or 6 years and 
and/or consider development of mechanisms to collate data from a variety of sources in 
order to better detect trends through time and space. This will require the development of 
possible financing options, presenting costs and options to BDC 2019. 

• participate in EU workshop on MSFD-HD reporting (March 2018) to emphasise that regional 
sea level assessments ’would be beneficial for progressing transboundary reporting under 
the Habitats Directive for wide ranging highly mobile species such as cetaceans. 

• develop advice on possibilities for linking changes in distribution of seals with anthropogenic 
activities and the need for development of M3 in relations to D1C4.  

  

                                                           
4 ICG-COBAM (2) 2017 invited Contracting Parties to nominate experts who could be involved in a reconstituted expert group on marine mammals. In 
parallel to nominations Contracting Parties are invited to indicate whether the nominated expert is also active in the ICES WGMME. 
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D1 - Pelagic Habitats summary 
 

Criterion OSPAR Indicators Lead Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

 Relevant Other      
D1C6(p) Condition PH1/FW5  UK     
 PH2  FR/SE    
 PH3  FR    

 
36. Development of a set of pelagic habitat indicators has progressed through the involvement of 

national experts in the Pelagic Habitats Expert Group. Common indicators PH1, PH2 and PH3 were 
assessed as part of IA2017, but the expert group currently suffers from reduced support. There is a 
need to confirm the leads for indicator PH2. The development of the PH indicators was particularly 
accelerated through the EC-funded EcApHRA project. The EcApHRA Action Plan defined several 
development actions which are among those needed to consolidate and strengthen the assessments 
provided by these indicators. 

37. Key challenges in relation to the Commission Decision developing (i) a relevant regional coverage 
(especially PH3) (ii) developing a sufficiently robust basis with which to define thresholds that is 
linked to assessment of plankton communities under D2 and D5 and (iii) developing the other aspects 
of these indicators (as identified in the EcApHRA action plan). 

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
38. BDC is invited to: 

a) review possibilities to ensure an active and, as far as possible, stable expert group for pelagic 
habitats by:  

i. confirming indicator leads for PH2 and PH3. It is understood that France will continue to 
co-lead PH2 and lead PH3; therefore confirmation that Sweden can also continue to co-
lead is needed.  

ii. confirm whether additional Contracting Parties are able to support experts to provide a 
wider-range of expertise in the expert group, which should meet at least once but 
preferably twice a year. 

b) confirm whether there is, in principle, support for working towards a wider regional coverage of 
PH3 (i.e. Region II and IV in addition to Region III).  

c) consider and agree how to support efforts to secure resources (either sustainable financing or 
additional project funding) to take forward the actions to address the following knowledge gaps 
(including those identified in the EcApRHA Action Plan): methods and monitoring, data access, 
reference conditions, pressure-state relationships as a basis for threshold setting, indicator 
testing and integration. This action is relevant to progressing work on benthic habitats and food 
webs as well as pelagic habitats. 

39. Additional steps 
• BDC will also consider the options set out in BDC 18/14/7, including establishing an operational 

data stream and maintaining it through a data center and the assessments produced by the 
OSPAR Pelagic Habitats expert group. 
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D1 and D6 – Benthic Habitats summary 

 
Criterion OSPAR Indicators Lead Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

 Relevant Other      
D6C1(p) Physical loss 

extent 
(part of 
BH4) 

 UK/DE x  n/a n/a 
 

D6C2(p) Physical 
disturbance 
extent 

Part of 
BH3 

 UK/DE x  n/a n/a 

D6C3(p) Extent of 
habitats 
adversely 
affected by 
physical 
disturbance  

BH3 
BH2 
(BH1) 
(BH5) 
 

 UK/DE 
FR/NL 
ES 
X 

    

D6C4(p) Total extent 
loss 

(BH4)  UK/DE   EU guidelines will be 
applied when they 
become available D6C5(p) Total extent 

adversely 
affected 

BH1 
BH2 
BH3 
(BH5) 

 ES 
FR 
UK/DE 
X 

  

 
40. Development of a set of benthic habitat indicators has progressed through the involvement of 

national experts of several Contracting Parties in the Benthic Habitat Expert Group (OBHEG) and 
continues to be actively supported, although it would benefit from a wider geographical spread of 
Contracting Parties (e.g. Belgium, Iceland, Ireland, Norway, Portugal). Common indicators BH2 and 
BH3 were assessed as part of IA2017. Development of other (candidate) indicators was particularly 
accelerated through the EC-funded EcApRHA project. The EcApHRA Action Plan defined several 
development actions needed to consolidate and strengthen the assessments provided by these 
indicators. Existing common and candidate indicators for benthic habitats have been matched to the 
revised Commission Decision criteria as above. It should be noted the BH indicators are also relevant 
for assessment under D5, D7 and D8, and vice-versa, and linkages need discussion with relevant 
groups. 

41. Key challenges in relation to the Commission Decision are (i) to continue indicator development 
addressing gaps identified under EcApRHA and OBHEG where resources are lacking (ii) data 
availability and (iii) how to set thresholds for D6C3, D6C4 and D6C5 using best available science 
alongside the precautionary approach (contributing to the EU process). There are related initiatives 
under MSFD-CIS where the EU Commission has asked ICES to lead a process to establish threshold 
values, maximum allowable extent of loss and impact, and integration rules for benthic habitats. In 
addition some Contracting Parties have proposed that, similar to Noise and Litter, an EU level 
technical group needed to be established to progress common work on benthic habitats at EU level. 
Such a TG should have clear links to work under the Regional Seas Commissions and the relevant 
expert groups. Thresholds for habitat condition could be quantified, based on scientific evidence but 
thresholds for the proportion of habitat to be lost or adversely impacted are difficult to justify 
scientifically at present. 

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
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42. BDC is invited to: 

a) agree that ICG-COBAM Convenors, the Secretariat and the expert group/indicator leads 
should organize a policy- science discussion on the development of proposals for a threshold 
in relation to D6C3 (Indicators BH3 and BH2) based on best available science and guided by 
the precautionary approach. This could be organised in two stages: (i) expert group meeting 
of the OSPAR Benthic Habitats Expert Group (OBHEG), to collect national 
thresholds/assessment values relevant for the OSPAR indicators to develop a scientific 
proposal; (ii) a workshop involving policy representatives from ICG-COBAM and other groups 
(BDC, ICG-MSFD) to discuss their proposals more widely. Threshold development could be 
taken forward on two scales in two steps, first on a regional and general level, and in the 
future on a more detailed and specific scale (e.g. VMS data products currently are considered 
sufficient only for regional scale assessments). 

b) consider whether the above proposal should also consider proposals for thresholds for D6C4 
and D6C5. 

c) agree that OBHEG members and the Secretariat should ensure appropriate awareness of 
OSPAR work amongst initiatives under the EU MSFD CIS process, (e.g. the development of 
guidance on threshold setting), including any workshops organized by ICES to respond to 
requests from the European Commission or participation within an EU level technical group 
on Benthic habitats, and provide advice to ICG-COBAM and BDC of the relevance of proposals 
to OSPAR work as they develop. 

d) consider and agree how to support efforts to secure either sustainable financing or additional 
project-funding to take forward actions to address the following knowledge gaps (as identified 
in the EcApHRA project and collected and prioritised in the OBHEG action plan): methods and 
monitoring, data access, reference conditions, pressure-state relationships as a basis for 
threshold setting, indicator testing and integration. (action to be addressed under D1 – Pelagic 
Habitats) 

 
43. Additional steps 

• BDC will also consider the options set out in BDC 18/14/7 (data flows workshop) to facilitate the 
access to data for the testing and finalization of indicators; 

• OBHEG will continue work to fully implement and operationalise common and candidate 
indicators to the extent possible in the absence of project funds, in particular through addressing 
monitoring, data flow, reference conditions, development of thresholds and methods for 
integrating indicators in respect of the revised criteria (see OBHEG work plan); 

• ICG-COBAM will work to continue to strengthen the links and exchange of data/resources 
between ICG-COBAM, ICG-C and ICG-POSH; 

• ICG-COBAM should consider how to promote discussion of the relevance of benthic habitat 
indicators to regional work in relation to D5, D7 and D8 with HASEC and EIHA. 
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D2 - Non-Indigenous Species summary 
 

Criterion  Current 
Indicators 

Lead Data Elements Thresh. Integration 

D2C1 (p) Introductions NIS3 UK     
D2C2 (s) Abundance/spread NIS3  

BH3 
UK     

D2C3 (s) Effects BH2  
BH3  
BH4 

FR     

 
44. Common Indicator NIS3 has been developed and assessed as part of IA2017. NIS3 parameter 1 

(Introductions) covers D2C1 in the revised Commission Decision. NIS3 parameter 3 (spread) covers 
criterion D2C2 in part. NIS3 does not cover D2C3 although parameters 2 (community structure) and 
3 could feed into an indicator for D2C3, with benthic habitat indicators also being relevant. There is 
a close relationship between Introductions (D2C1) and spread (D2C2); it is also likely that for many 
Contracting Parties the assessments of the D2C1 will show no decline in the rate of introductions and 
that D2C2 will provide valuable information for assessments and management. The usefulness of 
D2C3 for assessment and management of NIS is questionable and it is not considered a priority at 
present. Regional watch lists or target lists of NIS Species could be relevant to the addressing all three 
criteria, including providing an elaboration relevant to D2C3. Development of thresholds based on 
regional baselines needs further work although a precautionary threshold could be defined for D2C1. 
The different options need further analysis. There are still gaps in monitoring and data for all criteria 
and further development and refinement of monitoring programmes to collect suitable data for 
assessment is needed. A higher monitoring effort is needed for high-risk areas such as ports and 
marinas. Potential for monitoring for D2C2 to also serve D2C3 requires further analysis.  

 

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
45. BDC is invited to: 

a) agree, in principle, that the current NIS3 indicator should be split into two indicators: one 
addressing introductions of NIS (D2C1) and a second indicator addressing abundance and 
spread (D2C2).  

b) agree that an indicator should continue to be developed for the secondary criteria D2C2 to 
provide information on the management of the spread of introduced species recognising the 
risk for adverse effects on the ecosystem by the continued introduction of non-indigenous 
species.  

c) confirm whether any Contracting Party is able to lead work to consolidate the development 
of an indicator of abundance and spread for D2C2. 

d) In respect of a-c, agree that the expert lead for NIS3 should adapt the current documentation 
for NIS3 and bring this forward to ICG-COBAM and BDC 2019. 

e) In respect of a-c, agree that the NIS expert group to develop a document setting out 
different options for a proposal to ICG-COBAM and BDC 2019 for a threshold for D2C1 
identifying pros and cons of each option and any resources needed to develop any option 
further. 

46. Additional Steps 

• The NIS expert group to elaborate options for developing regional target lists of species to 
support the implementation of the NIS indicators and bring forward proposals to ICG-COBAM 
and BDC 2019. 
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D4–Food Webs summary 
 

47. Development of food web indicators are one of the main routes to providing an improved integrated 
assessment of ecosystem functioning. Food web indicator development has progressed through the 
period up to the IA2017, and was particularly accelerated through the EC-funded EcApRHA project. 
The EcApRHA Action Plan defined several work strands to develop those candidate indicators that 
have already been defined. However, the expert group on food webs under ICG-COBAM is currently 
not functional. There is no expert group lead and several indicators do not have a nominated lead. 

48. The new Descriptor 4 Food Web criteria (D4) include two new priority criteria (D4C1 and D4C2) which 
are much more linked to ecosystem aspects than the criteria in the 2010 Commission Decision. The 
attached tables 1-4 provide for each of the revised criteria a mapping of existing food web indicators 
on the indicative trophic guilds cited by the Commission Decision (source ICES 2015 Advice Book 1). 
This is intended to support identification of a pragmatic route forward for food web indicators (by 
BDC 2018 or subsequent to BDC having been informed by further technical considerations within 
ICG-COBAM and the food web expert group). This includes identifying which existing candidate 
indicators need to be developed further and identifying new indicators that would need to be 
developed. Other potentially relevant common indicators which may lend themselves towards a 
pragmatic interim approach for D4 have been included in blue text, but it should be noted that to 
suit the needs of food web indicators there may need to be some modification of the assessment 
methods for these indicators. There are also linkages between benthic and pelagic habitat indicators 
and food web indicators which need to be further elaborated. Cooperation between pelagic, benthic 
and food-web groups, such as took place under the EcApRHA project, would help progress on this in 
the future. The final table (Table 5) summarizes the current development of food web and food web-
related indicators. 

 

Proposed way forward to be agreed on by BDC 2018 

Priority steps during 2018 
49. BDC is invited to: 
a) agree, in principle, that ICG-COBAM should continue to develop regional indicators and 

assessment approaches for food webs to address MSFD Descriptor 4; 

b) discuss and agree how to reactivate the food web expert group so that the group can develop a 
plan for the food web indicator technical development work required in response to the 
Commission Decision, giving priority to how to address the two primary Commission Decision 
criteria. This needs Contracting Parties to: 

i. support a lead or co-leads for the food-web expert group; 

ii. confirm whether they are still leading the indicators shown in orange text in Table 5, and; 

iii. support expert participants in a food web expert group, who could contribute to and, 
where necessary, lead indicator new development. 

c) if no progress can be made on re-establishing the food web expert group, BDC is invited to ask 
the ICG-COBAM convenors to organize a dedicated meeting during 2018/2019 to consolidate 
OSPAR’s approach under D4. 

 
50. The currently relevant indicators need some development. For example, PH3 could conceptually fit 

zooplankton but has not yet been applied to zooplankton data during the preparation of IA2017. 
Together these indicators could provide coverage of 3 trophic guilds including 2 non-fish guilds and 
a primary producer, but consolidation of data flows and regional coverage is needed (it also needs 
to be recognized that PH3 currently only applies in Region III and only a pilot assessment of data from 
Regions II and IV was possible for IA2017). Diversity indicators for trophic guilds that are higher in 
the food chain may be of limited value as, although the number of species of seabirds and marine 
mammal varies between regional seas depending on the overall productivity of the system (e.g. NE 
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Atlantic compared to Mediterranean), it is unlikely to vary much at smaller spatial scale. The expert 
group should develop advice on whether there are additional indicator development needs. 

Table 1. D4C1(Primary) - Diversity (species composition and abundance) of the trophic guild is not adversely 
affected due to anthropogenic pressures5.  

Guild/Taxonomic 
Group 

Phytoplankton Zooplankton Benthos Nekton  Seabirds Marine 
mammals 

Primary producers PH3 
 

     

Secondary 
producers 

 PH3     

Filter feeders       
Deposit feeders       
Planktivores       
Sub-apex pelagic 
predators 

   (FC3)   

Sub-apex 
demersal 
predators 

   (FC3)   

Apex predators       
 

51. While there appears to be a good coverage of the individual trophic guilds, an integrated indicator is 
needed to assess the balance between the trophic guilds and provide for an assessment of the food 
web overall and enable identification of where there are imbalances in overall food web structure. 
This integrated indicator should provide a hierarchical combination of the separate guild level 
metrics.  This would be complementary to the approach of FW4 which is based on both fish and 
benthic data. The extension of the FW5/PH1 life form pair approach should also be considered. 
Possibilities of developing indicators based on trophodynamic models (such as Ecopath) versus 
empirical data should also be considered. The abundance indicators for birds and mammals (B1 and 
M4) are based on relevant data but modification of the assessment methods may be needed to 
provide metrics suitable for food web assessment. Data supporting these indicators are biased 
towards the more numerous species and those that are easiest to monitor. 

 
Table 2. D4C2 (Primary) – The balance of total abundance between the trophic guilds is not adversely 
affected due to anthropogenic pressures 

Guild/Taxonomic 
Group 

Phytoplankton Zooplankton Benthos Nekton  Seabirds Marine 
mammals 

Primary producers FW5/PH1 
PH2(chl-a) 

     

Secondary 
producers 

 FW5/PH1 
PH2 
(FW6) 

    

Filter feeders   FW4 
(FW7) 

   

                                                           
5Tables 1-4 are based upon the list of Indicative trophic guilds presented in the ICES Advice on EU Revisions to MSFD 
manuals for Descriptors 3,4,6 (ICES 2015 Advice Book 1). Shading denotes where the ICES advice suggests that the 
taxonomic groups contribute significantly to each guild. In this context Nekton includes bony fish, elasmobranchs, and 
squids and excludes warm blooded species. 
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Deposit feeders   FW4 
(FW7) 

   

Planktivores     B1? M4 
Sub-apex pelagic 
predators 

   FW4 
(FW7) 

B1? M3, M4 

Sub-apex 
demersal 
predators 

   FW4 
(FW7) 

B1? M3?? 

Apex predators     B1? M3, M4 
 

52. Existing pelagic habitat and fish common indicators provide a coverage of size composition of 
plankton and fish trophic guilds, although work to consolidate data flows and thresholds is still 
needed. An indicator of size-frequency distribution of bivalve or other sensitive/indicator benthic 
species has been identified but has not so far been prioritized in the indicator development process 
and has no lead. The ultimate size of seabirds and marine mammals is unlikely to be a good indicator 
of the functioning of the food web, but growth rates may be. Data on seabirds and grey seals are 
available, although not currently very widespread and this is not the subject of indicator 
development. It is proposed that current indicators continue to be consolidated to support 
assessment under D4C3. The expert group should develop advice on whether there are additional 
indicator development needs. 

 
Table 3. D4C3 (Secondary) – The size distribution of individuals across the trophic guild is not adversely 
affected due to anthropogenic pressures 

Guild/Taxonomic 
Group 

Phytoplankton Zooplankton Benthos Nekton  Seabirds Marine 
mammals 

Primary producers FW5/PH1      
Secondary 
producers 

 FW5/PH1 
(FW6) 

    

Filter feeders   (BH5)    
Deposit feeders   (BH5)    
Planktivores    ?   
Sub-apex pelagic 
predators 

   FW3 
FC2 

  

Sub-apex 
demersal 
predators 

   FW3 
FC2 

  

Apex predators       
 

53. Current common and candidate indicators provide a coverage of productivity of trophic guilds at top 
and bottom of the food web. B2 (one species in Region II only) and B3, or some recalculation of the 
final B3 assessment, could be sufficient to cover birds (i.e. instead of FW1), although will not identify 
if impacts are anthropogenic. It is proposed that current indicators continue to be consolidated to 
support assessment under D4C4 A long-term development is candidate indicator FW9 (Ecological 
Network Analysis) which is the most integrative indicator and would contribute to improved 
understanding ecosystem functioning, however, it is not yet operational. There should continue to 
be some effort on its future development. The expert group should develop advice on whether 
additional indicator development needs are needed in the interim.  

 
Table 4. D4C4 (Secondary) – Productivity of the trophic guild is not adversely affected due to anthropogenic 
pressures (to be used in support of D4C2, where necessary) 

Guild/Taxonomic 
Group 

Phytoplankton Zooplankton Benthos Nekton  Seabirds Marine 
mammals 
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Primary producers (FW2) 
 

     

Secondary 
producers 

      

Filter feeders       

Deposit feeders       
Planktivores       
Sub-apex pelagic 
predators 

    (FW1) 
or B3 
B2 

M5 

Sub-apex 
demersal 
predators 

    (FW1) or 
B3 

M5 

Apex predators     (FW1) or 
B3 
 

M5 

 
(FW9) – Ecological Network Analysis is an integrative indicator across trophic guilds. It is not operational 
but will contribute to a better understanding of ecosystem functioning. 
 
 
Table 5. Summary of development main food web - related indicators – Contracting Parties invited to 
confirm lead for indicators in orange. 

Criterion  OSPAR Indicators  Lead Data Elements Thresh. 

  Relevant Other      

D4C1(p) Diversity PH3   Changes in 
biodiversity 
index(s) 

FR    

  (FC3)  Mean maximum 
length of 
demersal fish 
and 
elasmobranchs 

UK/NL    

D4C2(s) Balance of 
abundance 

PH2   Plankton 
biomass and/or 
abundance 

FR    

  PH1-
FW5 

 Changes in 
plankton 
functional types 
(life form) index 
Rati 

UK    

  (FW6)  Biomass, species 
composition and 
spatial 
distribution of 
zooplankton 

FR    

   (FW8) Biomass trophic 
Spectrum 

FR/UK    

  FW4  Change in 
average trophic 

ES/FR    
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Criterion  OSPAR Indicators  Lead Data Elements Thresh. 

  Relevant Other      

level of marine 
predators 

  (FW7)  Biomass and 
abundance of 
dietary 
functional 
groups 

UK/ES    

  B1  Marine bird 
abundance 

UK/DE    

  M3  Seal Abundance 
and Distribution 

UK    

  M4  Abundance and 
distribution of 
cetaceans 

NL    

D4C3(s) Size 
distribution 

PH1-
FW5 

 Changes in 
plankton 
functional types 
(life form) index 
Rati 

UK    

   (BH5)  X    
  FW3  Size composition 

in fish 
communities 

UK/NL    

  FC2   UK    
D4C4(s) Productivity  (FW1) Reproductive 

success of 
marine birds in 
relation to food 
availability 

X    

  B3  Marine Bird 
Breeding 
Success / Failure 

UK    

  (B2)  Breeding 
success of 
kittiwake 

UK    

  (FW2)  Production of 
phytoplankton 

FR/NL    

  (FW9)  Ecological 
Network 
Analysis 
diversity) 

FR/UK    
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