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 Background 
HELCOM is preparing HOLAS III to provide in 2023 its next assessment of the state of the Baltic Sea. The 
structure and content of HOLAS III have been developed bearing in mind its possible use by those Contracting 
Parties1 who are also EU Member States for the purposes of reporting updates of the Article 8 assessment of 
the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, next due in 2024. 
 
This paper describes issues relevant to the re-use of regional assessments for MSFD reporting purposes. 
These are described in relation to two perspectives: 

a. The relationship between HOLAS III and MSFD Article 8; 
b. How Contracting Parties could re-use HOLAS III for reporting under MSFD Article 8. 

 
Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to consider, discuss and agree on how to take forward the actions identified in the 
paper. 

  

 
1 Further reference to Contracting Parties in the context of implementation of the MSFD, in this paper, refers to those Contracting Parties who are 
also EU Member States. 
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Using regional assessments for MSFD reporting purposes 

Introduction 
The regional sea conventions (RSC) are preparing quality status reports (QSR)2, due in 2023, which are 
intended also to support EU Member States in fulfilling their obligations to report on environmental status 
for the Marine Strategy Framework Directive as updates of their Article 8 reports, due in 2024. 

The QSR reports are expected to be descriptive reports, supported by tables and graphs which summarise 
the results of the underlying data used; they are expected to follow a common structure for 
‘integrated/thematic’ and ‘indicator’ assessments (e.g. for biodiversity, eutrophication, pollution) and be 
presented online. The MSFD assessments are reported as structured e-reports, focused on provision of 
information in a categorised or numeric way, with only limited text. The e-reports make URL links to the more 
detailed and descriptive information presented in the QSRs (or national reports), such as via the indicator 
used. In this way, the regional and national reports complement the EU-level reports and provide a narrative 
that is not captured in the e-reports. The MSFD e-reports allow aggregation of the results across countries 
and regions for dissemination via the WISE-Marine web portal, and facilitate assessment of the reports by 
the European Commission, as required by MSFD Article 12. 

The European Commission is working with the RSCs on ways in which the ‘MSFD results’ for Article 8 e-
reporting can be prepared alongside the QSRs, by extracting the relevant information as the indicator and 
integrated assessments are being prepared. This parallel preparation of ‘MSFD results’ aims to ensure the 
QSR information is accurately extracted by the experts involved, doing the exercise once on behalf of all EU 
Member States. This would also make the results available to EU Member States well before their 2024 
reporting deadline and help speed up the preparation of their e-reports. 

This paper reviews the relationship between the Article 8 report and regional QSRs (HOLAS III in this case), 
including how reuse of the regional assessments for MSFD purposes is facilitated through having compatible 
structures and content. As EU Member States are responsible for reporting under the MSFD on the state of 
their national marine waters, this paper then considers the practicalities of using the QSR assessments for 
MSFD reporting purposes. 

MSFD Article 8 assessments and regional quality status reports 
Reporting on the extent to which GES has been achieved 
Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848 (hereafter, the ‘GES Decision’) sets out the criteria and methodological 
standards to be used by EU Member States to ensure consistency and to allow for comparison between 
marine regions or subregions of the extent to which good environmental status (GES) is being achieved, in 
accordance with Article 9(3) of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (Directive 2008/56/EC). The GES 
Decision sets out the elements, criteria, scales of assessment and how the criteria are to be used, for each of 
the MSFD Descriptors. Details of how to express ‘the extent to which GES has been achieved’ are included in 
the sections on ‘use of the criteria’. 

The requirements of the GES Decision are reflected in the guidance for reporting on environmental status 
(MSFD Guidance Document 14), which is to be done in the 6-yearly updates of Article 8. Worked examples 

 
2 HOLAS III for HELCOM, Quality Status Report 2023 for OSPAR and Quality Status Report for UNEP/MAP. 
Information not available for the Black Sea Commission. 

https://water.europa.eu/marine
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017D0848
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32008L0056
https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/5f09d0f2-6028-46f0-837b-b55eac5c5163/details
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of Article 8 reports per descriptor are given in Annex II of the guidance. Annex VI of the guidance summarises 
the assessments needed, indicating the features to be reported, and the units for expressing the extent to 
which GES has been achieved, per assessment (reporting) area. Examples of features are ‘eutrophication’, 
‘seals’, ‘benthic broad habitats’ and ‘litter in the marine environment’. The structure of the Article 8 report, 
indicating the features to be reported and associated criteria per descriptor, is presented in Annex 1. The 
assessments are increasingly being based on the analysis of data and models (from Article 11 monitoring 
programmes and other sources) which lead to an indicator assessment that addresses a particular GES 
criterion for a number of elements (e.g. species, habitats, contaminants, litter types). To provide an overall 
assessment of progress towards GES at feature level typically requires the integration of indicator 
assessments, firstly to criterion level (in the occasional cases where several indicators address the same 
criterion), then to element level (when several criteria are relevant) and finally to Feature level (when 
multiple elements are relevant). There is no requirement to integrate results across features or descriptors. 

HELCOM perspective: HELCOM has used the table in Annex I to map the thematic/integrated3 and indicator 
assessments that are expected to be included in HOLAS III (GEAR 24-2021, 3-1, 3-3). This exercise has 
indicated that, overall, the indicators and integrated assessments planned for HOLAS III provide a high level 
of compatibility with MSFD Article 8, in terms of structure and coverage. Contracting Parties can use this 
mapping exercise to know where they could rely on HOLAS III for their Article 8 reporting and where there 
are gaps that need additional national effort. It is understood that there is ongoing development at indicator 
and integrated assessment levels which will further refine their methodologies; nevertheless, the regional 
assessments prepared using common methodologies and datasets are an important contribution to 
delivering the coherent approaches required by MSFD Article 5(2) and the GES Decision. 

Action 1: In further developing the HOLAS III assessment methodologies, including integration of indicators, 
and producing the results, consider the MSFD reporting requirements, including the outputs needed on the 
extent to which GES has been achieved per feature. 

Scales of assessment 
The GES Decision sets out the scales for assessment per descriptor, sometimes differentiated between 
elements and criteria, and making interlinkages between descriptors (e.g. using the same scales for adverse 
effects on biodiversity in the ‘pressure descriptors’ as are used for the associated species groups and habitat 
types under the ‘state descriptors’). The general perspective of the GES Decision is to do the assessments at 
scales which are ecologically/hydrologically relevant, bearing in mind the need to accommodate 
management considerations (e.g. use of national boundaries or re-use of WFD assessment areas). 

The GES Decision scales are focused on the scales to be used for reporting at feature level on the extent to 
which GES has been achieved. For some assessments, such as eutrophication where integration methods 
are long established, the scale for assessing the indicators is the same as the integrated assessment scale. In 
other cases, where multiple elements, criteria or indicators are used to assess a feature, they are sometimes 
assessed at different scales within the assessment area used to report at the feature level. For example, 
assessment of the populations (stocks) of commercial fish according to (aggregations of) ICES, GFCM or FAO 

 
3 The level of integration of indicators followed for regional QSRs varies by topic and region. ‘Integrated 
assessment’ is used in this paper to indicate the level of integration to Feature for MSFD reporting, whilst 
further levels of integration to ‘thematic assessments’ may be followed in QSRs (e.g. from the five MSFD bird 
species groups to ‘all birds’, or from assessments of all birds, mammals, reptiles, fish and habitats to 
‘biodiversity’). 

https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/ce41fc38-1835-4810-b27c-cc2fc5cf6cd4/details
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areas can be reported at the regional (Baltic Sea, Black Sea) or subregional (NE Atlantic, Mediterranean Sea) 
level for the feature ‘commercial fish and shellfish’. 

Annex 1 includes information on the scale of assessments, as set out in the GES Decision, organised per 
descriptor and feature, which has aided discussions in RSCs on the scales to be used for each assessment and 
how this relates to national MSFD needs. Annex 2 provides a summary of these scales, but organised from 
broad (regional) to fine (WFD coastal waters) scales. From both Annexes it can be seen that the scales 
expressed in the GES Decision offer some flexibility (e.g. between two scales) and do not present a single 
approach that could be applied across all descriptors in an integrated manner. 

Guidance of assessment scales is provided in section 5.4 of SWD(2020) 62 which recommends that a low 
number of subdivisions are defined per region or subregion. It would, for example, be possible to assess and 
report all features using three principal scales: region/subregion, subdivision and national waters, with 
national waters divided into coastal and offshore (for eutrophication and contaminants) or by subdivision. 
Use of the same assessment areas for multiple features can help minimise the overall complexity of the whole 
assessment system, while also emphasising the interrelationships between descriptors (e.g. same 
scales/areas for related state and impact assessments). Table 1 sets out how the multiple scales expressed 
in the GES Decision could be brought together in such a more coherent manner. 

Table 1: Possible organisation of the scales of assessment in the GES Decision (Annex 1, 2) into four levels 
(region, subregion, subdivision and national), allowing for integration across related descriptors, and 
showing the relevant features and criteria per descriptor. 

Descriptor Scale of assessment for Features 

 

Region 
(Atlantic, 
Mediterran
ean) 

Sub-region (of Atlantic and 
Mediterranean) 
Region (Baltic and Black Seas) 

Subdivision of the 
(sub)regions (e.g. to reflect 
biogeographic/ hydrological 
characteristics) 

National part of 
subdivision 

D1 Birds  

Grazing birds 
Wading birds 
Surface-feeding birds 
Pelagic-feeding birds 
Benthic-feeding birds 
(D1C1-C5) 

  

D1 
Mammals 

Deep-diving 
toothed 
cetaceans 
Baleen 
whales 
(D1C1-C5) 

Small toothed cetaceans 
Seals 
(D1C1-C5) 

  

D1 Reptiles  Turtles (D1C1-C5)   

D1 Fish 
Deep-sea 
fish 
(D1C1-C5) 

Pelagic shelf fish 
Demersal shelf fish 
Commercial fish 
(D1C1-C5) 

Coastal fish 
(D1C1-C5)  

D1 
Cephalopo
ds 

 
Coastal/shelf cephalopods 
Deep-sea cephalopods 
(D1C1-C5) 

  

D3  Commercially exploited fish 
and shellfish (D3C1-C3)   

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=SWD:2020:62:FIN
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Descriptor Scale of assessment for Features 

 

Region 
(Atlantic, 
Mediterran
ean) 

Sub-region (of Atlantic and 
Mediterranean) 
Region (Baltic and Black Seas) 

Subdivision of the 
(sub)regions (e.g. to reflect 
biogeographic/ hydrological 
characteristics) 

National part of 
subdivision 

D1 Pelagic 
habitats   Pelagic broad (and Other) 

habitats (D1C6)  

D6 Benthic 
habitats   

Physical loss of the seabed 
(D6C1) 
Physical disturbance to the 
seabed (D6C2) 
Benthic broad (and Other) 
habitats (D6C3-C5) 

 

D4  

Coastal ecosystems 
Shelf ecosystems 
Oceanic/deep-sea ecosystems 
(D4C1-C4) 

  

D2  

Established NIS (species 
groups) (D2C2) 
Species groups (adverse 
effects D2C3) 

Established NIS (benthic, 
pelagic habitats) (D2C2) 
Pelagic, Benthic broad 
habitats (adverse effects 
D2C3) 

Newly introduced 
NIS (D2C1) 

D5   Eutrophication (offshore 
waters) (D5C1-D5C8) 

Eutrophication (WFD 
coastal water bodies 
or types) (D5C1-
D5C8) 

D7   

Hydrographical changes 
(D7C1) 
Benthic broad habitats 
(adverse effects D7C2) 

 

D8  Adverse effects (on species 
groups (D8C4) 

UPBT and non-UPBT 
substances and adverse 
effects (offshore waters) 
(D8C1, D8C2) 
Acute pollution events and 
adverse effects on habitats 
(D8C3, D8C4) 

UPBT and non-UPBT 
substances and 
adverse effects (WFD 
coastal and 
territorial waters) 
(D8C1, D8C2) 

D9  Contaminants in seafood 
(D9C1)   

D10  Adverse effects (on species) 
(D10C4)  

Litter (D10C1), 
Micro-litter (D10C2), 
Litter & microlitter in 
species (D10C3) 

D11  Impulsive sound (D11C1) 
Continuous sound (D11C2)   

 

HELCOM perspective: Methodologies for HOLAS III are likely to be at different stages of development, 
including considerations of the scales and areas to be used. HELCOM has a well-developed system of 
assessment areas which provide the basis for reporting results, but these offer some flexibility in how they 
could be applied per topic. 
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Action 2: In cases where assessment scales for indicators and integrated assessments are not yet defined, 
consider the assessment scales of the GES Decision and, in particular that indicator assessments need to be 
integrated up to feature level for MSFD reporting purposes (with indicator areas nested within feature 
areas, where possible). 

Action 3: Consider whether a more coherent approach to the scales used for reporting integrated HOLAS III 
results is desirable and feasible, and whether the outline in Table 1 could support this, especially in cases 
where decisions on scales and assessment areas are yet to be made. 

Assessment (reporting) areas 
From the general perspectives on defining the scales for assessing particular Features, it is necessary to 
define the actual areas to be assessed and reported on. When done via the preparation of maps and 
polygons, it facilitates the display of assessment results. 

The boundaries for the MSFD regions and subregions, national borders, and WFD coastal and territorial 
waters are already defined. The main action needed in each region is to define suitable subdivisions, based 
where possible on ecological and hydrological characteristics. 

HELCOM perspective: HELCOM has already a well-defined system of reporting areas, based on the sub-basins 
in the offshore zone and the WFD water bodies in the coastal zone. The sub-basins could be considered 
equivalent to the MSFD ‘subdivision’ scale, although for some topics aggregations of sub-basins could 
provide a more suitable scale for reporting (but still using the sub-basins, or grid systems, for aggregation of 
the underlying assessment data). 

Action 4: consider whether aggregations of HELCOM sub-basins might offer a more suitable scale for 
reporting on outcomes for some topics. This could, for example, be useful to reflect ecological consistency 
across multiple sub-basins, such as for pelagic and benthic habitats. The sub-basins could still be used for 
assessing the underlying data, e.g. on physical disturbance. 

Using RSC assessments for MSFD reporting purposes 
The MSFD and GES Decision require regional coordination in undertaking Article 8 assessments, firstly to yield 
results which are consistent and compatible between countries in a region or subregion, and secondly, to 
ensure the assessments are undertaken at ecologically or hydrologically relevant scales. This has led to the 
development of regional QSRs, including HOLAS III, which can fulfil, at least in part, the needs of EU Member 
States for MSFD Article 8 reporting. On the other hand, it is the responsibility of EU Member States to report 
to the Commission on the status of its waters under Article 8. This section aims to clarify how this regional 
process and national responsibility can be achieved. 

The use of RSC assessments for MSFD reporting has raised the following issues: 

a. how to report assessments undertaken at scales which span several EU Member States (i.e. 
assessments done at regional, subregional or subdivision scale); 

b. whether RSC assessments can include results that are directly relevant to an EU Member State’s 
national waters (e.g. to reflect a situation that is better or worse than at a wider regional scale. This 
has relevance for links to environmental targets and measures under Articles 10 and 13); 

c. how in practice can RSC assessment results be used for MSFD e-reporting. 
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Options for reporting regional assessments 
This section demonstrates three possible options for reporting RSC assessments for MSFD, based on a 
hypothetical (sub)region with several EU Member States and a non-EU state (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Hypothetical MSFD (sub)region showing marine waters of EU and non-EU states. 

Option 1: assessments undertaken at regional, subregional or subdivision scale and reported 
without change by the EU Member State 
[this is the so-called ‘cookie-cutter’ approach of OSPAR] 

In this option, assessments are undertaken at ecologically/hydrologically relevant scales in which the 
assessment area spans several national waters. For MSFD reporting, the EU Member State presents the 
results unchanged from the ‘regional’ assessment, signifying that the result is relevant to its national waters 
(i.e. a Marine Reporting Unit covering all or part of its marine waters). This is illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Option 1 –Assessment at subregion/subdivision scale reported without change. Top left: regional 
assessment areas (subdivisions of subregion); top right: corresponding national MSFD reporting areas 
(Marine Reporting Units – MRUs); bottom left: regional assessment results; bottom right: corresponding 
SAME national MSFD reports. 

This approach is particularly suited to assessments of wide-ranging mobile species, where assessments are 
undertaken per species or population and aggregated up to species group level, and for assessments focused 
on pelagic ecosystems, where spatial differentiation per country is less appropriate: 

• Descriptor 1 species groups (birds, mammals, reptiles, fish, cephalopods) 
• Descriptor 3 commercial fish and shellfish 
• Descriptor 9 contaminants in seafood (relating to fish populations)4 
• Descriptor 1 pelagic habitats 
• Descriptor 4 food webs 
• Descriptor 5 eutrophication (when the methodology for integrating data and criteria leads to a 

‘whole area’ result without spatial differentiation per country) 

Option 2: assessments undertaken at regional, subregional or subdivision scale, but reported at 
national level by the EU Member State 
[this is the so-called ‘parallel’ approach of OSPAR] 

In this option, assessments are undertaken at ecologically/hydrologically relevant scales in which the 
assessment area spans several national waters. For MSFD reporting, the EU Member State presents results 
that are relevant to its national waters (i.e. a Marine Reporting Unit covering all or part of its marine waters), 
thereby indicating specifically the state of the assessment in its own waters. This is illustrated in Figure 3. 

 
4 To be discussed: the GES Decision refers to FAO reporting areas where the seafood originates, so possibly similar to 
the scales/areas for D3 assessments, but in practice EU Member States have reported at national level based on their 
seafood monitoring systems. 



GEAR 24-2021, 3-5 
 

 

 

Page 9 of 20 
 

 

   

   

 

Figure 3: Option 2 –Assessment at subregion/subdivision scale reported also at national level (example: 
assessment for D6C2 on physical disturbance). Top left: regional assessment areas (subdivisions of 
subregion); top right: corresponding national MSFD reporting areas (Marine Reporting Units – MRUs); middle 
left: regional assessment results; middle right: regional assessment results in relation to national MRUs; 
bottom: corresponding national MSFD reports. 

This approach is particularly suited to assessments where the pressure/impact/state can be expressed 
spatially and thus attributed to each country within the broader area of the assessment: 

• Descriptor 2 non-indigenous species (established NIS and impacts) 
• Descriptor 5 eutrophication (when the methodology for integrating data and criteria can be 

attributed spatially, such as by using a grid method, or for criteria D5C3-D5C8 relevant to the seabed) 
• Descriptor 6 sea-floor integrity 
• Descriptor 7 hydrographical changes 
• Descriptor 11 underwater noise 
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This option allows for an ecologically relevant scale of assessment, but also to distinguish at national level 
the extent of good status, adverse effects or pressure. Reporting the national situation can be more relevant 
for management purposes (i.e. for environmental targets and measures). 

Option 3: assessments undertaken at national or subnational level 
[if the RSC additionally presents the results at a regional, subregional or subdivision scale, this would also 
equate to the so-called ‘parallel approach’ of OSPAR] 

In this option, assessments are undertaken at national or subnational level (but to a common regional 
methodology) and can therefore be reported by the EU Member State as one or several Marine Reporting 
Units covering all or part of its marine waters. This is illustrated in Figure 4. 

   

    

Figure 4: Option 3 –Assessment at national/subnational scale reported without change. Top left: regional 
assessment areas (national or subnational areas of subregion); top right: corresponding SAME national MSFD 
reporting areas (Marine Reporting Units – MRUs); bottom left: regional assessment results; bottom right: 
corresponding SAME national MSFD reports. 

This approach is particularly suited to pressure-based assessments that are sampled at specific locations: 

• Descriptor 2 non-indigenous species (new introductions D2C1) 
• Descriptor 8 contaminants (including acute pollution events?) 
• Descriptor 10 litter (D10C1-C3) 

[To be discussed by RSCs as to whether there is merit in also assessing at a wider regional scale, potentially 
leading to a different status result due to aggregating the data to different levels]. 

HELCOM perspective: HELCOM has consulted Contracting Parties on their possible preferences for these 
approaches in relation to each descriptor/feature for MSFD reporting. 
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Action 5: Based on the review conducted of Contracting Party’s perspectives on these possible options, 
consolidate which option would be used for each descriptor/feature. 

Using QSR results for MSFD e-reporting 
The MSFD reporting for Article 8 can be considered to fall broadly into two parts: 

a. Indicator assessment results 
b. Integrated assessment results 

The main fields of information needed are shown in Tables 2 and 3, drawn from Annex II of MSFD Guidance 
Document 14). Fields in yellow require values/results from the outcomes of the assessment, while all other 
fields can generally be prefilled at an earlier stage on the basis of the methodology defined for the 
assessment. 

Table 2: main fields for reporting an indicator assessment (note that the first three fields – MRU, GES 
component and feature – are included to facilitate use of indicator results at the integrated feature level). 

Schema class Schema field Description 
MarineUnit MarineReportingUnit Area where assessment of the feature applies 
OverallStatus GEScomponent Descriptor (e.g. D2) 
OverallStatus Feature Feature (e.g. seals, eutrophication, litter) 
ElementStatus Element Element of the Feature which is assessed (species, habitat, contaminant…) 

ElementStatus Element2 For D3, D9, D10C3 only - associated element (e.g. stock for commercial 
species, species used for assessing contaminant in seafood) 

ElementStatus ElementSource Source of the list of elements (e.g. HELCOM, or EU list) 
CriteriaStatus Criteria GES Decision criterion (e.g. D6C1) 
CriteriaValues Parameter Parameter assessed (e.g. concentration in water, species abundance) 
CriteriaValues ThresholdValue Value defined as threshold (for the parameter/indicator assessment) 

CriteriaValues ThresholdValueSource Source of the threshold value (e.g. from EU policy, or defined through 
regional processes) 

CriteriaValues ValueAchievedUpper/Lower Value(s) resulting from the indicator assessment 
CriteriaValues ValueUnit Unit in which the value is expressed 

CriteriaValues ProportionThresholdValue Proportion of MRU over which the threshold value set is to be achieved 
(e.g. extent of permissible adverse effect on habitat) 

CriteriaValues ProportionValueAchieved Proportion of MRU area over which the threshold value set has been 
achieved 

CriteriaValues ProportionThresholdValueUnit Unit for proportion value 

CriteriaValues Trend Trend in status (of the indicator) compared with previous 6-year reporting 
period 

CriteriaValues ParameterAchieved Yes/No (threshold value achieved or not over the required proportion of 
the MRU) 

CriteriaValues DescriptionParameter Description of the parameter assessment outcomes 
CriteriaValues RelatedIndicator Indicator used for the assessment (e.g. HELCOM indicator – URL link) 

 

Table 3: main fields for reporting an integrated assessment 

Schema class Schema field Description 
MarineUnit MarineReportingUnit Area where assessment of the feature applies 
OverallStatus GEScomponent Descriptor (e.g. D2) 
OverallStatus Feature Feature (e.g. seals, eutrophication, litter) 
ElementStatus Element Element of the Feature which is assessed (species, habitat, contaminant…) 

ElementStatus Element2 For D3, D9, D10C3 only - associated element (e.g. stock for commercial 
species, species used for assessing contaminant in seafood) 

ElementStatus ElementSource Source of the list of elements (e.g. HELCOM, or EU list) 
CriteriaStatus Criteria GES Decision criterion (e.g. D6C1) 

https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/ce41fc38-1835-4810-b27c-cc2fc5cf6cd4/details
https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/5f09d0f2-6028-46f0-837b-b55eac5c5163/details
https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/5f09d0f2-6028-46f0-837b-b55eac5c5163/details


GEAR 24-2021, 3-5 
 

 

 

Page 12 of 20 
 

 

Schema class Schema field Description 

CriteriaStatus CriteriaStatus Good/Not good - status of the criteria, based on the outcomes of the 
parameters used 

CriteriaStatus DescriptionCriteria Description of the criteria assessment outcomes 

ElementStatus ElementStatus Good/Not good - status of the element (species, habitat, contaminant) 
based on the outcomes of the criterion used 

ElementStatus DescriptionElement Description of the element assessment outcomes, when needed 

OverallStatus IntegrationRuleTypeParameter Integration rule type applied when more than one parameter is used to 
assess the criterion 

OverallStatus IntegrationRuleTypeCriteria Integration rule type applied when more than one criterion is used to 
assess the element 

OverallStatus GESextentThreshold Threshold defined  at feature level for achievement of GES 

OverallStatus GESextentAchieved Extent to which GES has been achieved for the Feature (e.g. proportion of 
species/habitats/substances in good state) 

OverallStatus GESextentUnit Unit for GES extent 
OverallStatus GESachieved Date by when GES has/will be achieved (categories) 
OverallStatus DescriptionOverallStatus Description of the Overall Status outcomes 
OverallStatus AssessmentPeriod Start and end date for the 6-year assessment period 
OverallStatus RelatedPressures List of pressures (from standard list in MSFD Annex III) 

From Tables 2 and 3 it can be seen that the more detailed information of an indicator assessment is important 
as it provides the basis on which GES is assessed, while the integrated assessment provides the valuable 
higher level information on the extent to which GES has been achieved. These Article 8 results are 
complemented by the text-based reports (with graphic, photos, tables etc) prepared at regional and national 
level, where the ‘narrative’ of the assessment can be fully presented. 

HELCOM perspective: The Article 8 information needed at indicator level will typically be held in the HOLAS 
III indicator assessment, and could be extracted into the table format of Table 2. The information needed at 
the integrated assessment level may be less complete at present, due to lack of agreed methodologies on 
integration rules. Note that MSFD reporting allows for varying levels of information to be reported, 
recognising that some aspects of the assessment process are still under development (e.g. threshold values, 
integration rules). Additionally, it is possible that EU Member States would build upon regional assessment 
results and add information for fields that are not available from the regional assessments (see below). 

Action 6: Consider whether the ‘MSFD results’ could be prepared alongside the indicator and integrated 
assessments being prepared for HOLAS III. This could be done, for example, by compiling relevant information 
following the tabular structure of the reporting guidance worked examples (GD14 Annex II). Preparation of 
such ‘MSFD results’ would have the following advantages for Contracting Parties: 

a. Information is prepared by the relevant experts, ensuring the correct interpretation of the HOLAS III 
assessments; 

b. Information is prepared once, on behalf of all Contracting Parties, thereby avoiding different 
interpretations of the same assessments between Contracting Parties; 

c. The results could be made available for MSFD purposes at an early stage and thereby help to avoid 
late MSFD reporting. 

Modifications to MSFD reporting schemas and guidance 
The reporting guidance (GD14) is due to be reviewed in 2021 so that it is available well in advance of the next 
reporting, due in 2024. As the structure of the Article 8 reporting is closely linked to the requirements of the 
GES Decision, it is expected that only minor changes will be made, to take account of lessons learnt from its 
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use for 2018 reporting (the first time for reporting assessments according to the 2017 GES Decision). This 
could, for example, reflect needs to better accommodate RSC assessments, as discussed in this paper, and 
improve the guidance based on reporting experiences across the descriptors, including the outcomes of the 
Joint Research Centre’s ‘in-depth assessments’ (GES_24-2021-02) and the updated Article 8 guidance (under 
preparation). 

Modification of the MSFD Article 8 schema and reporting guidance may be required to ensure the source 
regional assessment is better accommodated, including: 

a. EU Member States are expected to report MSFD results only for national/subnational MRUs. This will 
avoid having MRUs (from RSCs or fishing areas) which overlap5, and thereby allow MSFD results per 
descriptor/feature to be shown spatially in WISE-Marine for all countries; 

b. The original assessment scale/area of an RSC integrated assessment (e.g. region, subregion, 
subdivision) should be reported as well as the national MRU to which it is associated. This would be 
accommodated by including a field for the regional reporting unit in the ‘Overall status’ schema class; 

c. Some EU Member States may also wish to report the area used for an indicator assessment, as this 
may be different to the reporting area for the feature assessment. From an MSFD perspective this is 
not considered necessary, as the original indicator assessment is referenced and accessible via a URL. 
The indicator assessment area could be reported in the ‘Criteria values’ schema class; 

d. The use of an RSC assessment, and in particular which of the options 1, 2 or 3 has been used, should 
be reported; guidance may be needed on which option is recommended per descriptor and feature, 
to ensure consistency across EU Member States and regions; 

e. For option 2, the fields which report the assessment results (e.g. proportion value achieved) would 
need to accommodate the national result as a subset of the regional result (e.g. through relating the 
spatial extent of regional and national reporting areas). 

Action 7: Identify other aspects of the MSFD reporting, particularly in relation to use of regional assessments, 
which may need consideration in WG DIKE when updating the reporting guidance. 

Finalisation of MSFD e-reporting 
On the basis that the results of HOLAS III would be prepared according to the MSFD reporting structure, as 
described in previous sections, and made available to Contracting Parties for use in MSFD e-reporting, there 
are two main issues to be considered: 

a. The technical way in which the ‘MSFD results’ are handled and made available to Contracting 
Parties; 

b. What each Contracting Party may wish to do with the results before reporting them to the 
Commission. 

 
5 In 2018 reporting, several EU Member States used regional reporting areas (in line with the reporting 
guidance for 2018), which meant that assessment outcomes could not be displayed for adjacent countries. 
An interim solution is to clip the regional report to the national MRU area for display in WISE-Marine. 

https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/6375f50f-d15e-4bbb-9366-c817b2bde7fe/details
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Technical issues 
Technical handling of the results needs to be defined once there is greater clarity on the main issues 
discussed previously in this paper. The results could, for example, be prepared in spreadsheet templates 
per indicator, before compiling these to support preparation of integrated assessment results. 

The ‘MSFD results’ from HOLAS III then need to be made available to Contracting Parties for use for MSFD 
reporting. The results could be provided directly to Contracting Parties or, alternately, first processed in 
ReportNet 3.0 at the EEA and then made available to Contracting Parties as draft reports in the correct 
format. This latter step would need to be discussed with the EEA in terms of feasibility, including how to 
transfer spreadsheet results. In both cases, it is important to note that there is no intension for HOLAS III 
results to be submitted directly into ReportNet 3.0 as final reports for MSFD purposes. In all cases, the 
results would be made available to EU Member States for checking and possible amendment (see below) 
and the EU Member State retains the final responsibility for submitting the report to the Commission via 
ReportNet 3.0. 

Action 8: consider the technical process of collating HOLAS III results and making them available to 
Contracting Parties (either directly or via ReportNet 3.0), including quality control aspects, such as 
standardised use of elements and other terms. 

Content issues 
The MSFD results coming from the HOLAS III process will need to be checked and possibly amended by 
each Contracting Party, who are also an EU Member State, before submission as their MSFD report. This 
could involve one or more of the following, which may apply to all or parts of the results stemming from 
HOLAS III: 

a. Check the HOLAS III results and make no further changes (such as for option1 cookie-cutter’); 
b. Add assessments for descriptors and features that are not addressed by HOLAS III; 
c. Amend the assessment results from HOLAS III for a descriptor/feature by: 

i. Adding national indicators (leading to updating of the integrated assessment result); 
ii. Adding national data for regional indicators (i.e. redoing the indicator assessment and 

amending the values reported); 
iii. Removing parts of the regional results (e.g. those not considered relevant for national 

waters, such as where a species in the regional assessment does not occur in the national 
waters). 

NOTE: the Commission is NOT advocating any of these approaches to amending regional results, 
which should be used as far as possible, based on the outputs from options 1, 2 or 3. However, 
points i-iii merely indicate that the EU Member State has possible options to follow after receiving 
HOLAS III results and before submitting their MSFD report. Some of these options imply alterations 
to the regional assessment results that may lead to incoherence between countries for the same 
assessments. 

Action 9: consider whether there are further aspects concerning content issues that need to be raised (e.g. 
from experience in reusing regional results in the 2018 reporting exercise). 
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Annex 1: Structure of the MSFD Article 8 report 
The table indicates the features to be assessed per descriptor, together with the scale of assessment and 
the criteria to be used (based on Annex VI of MSFD Guidance Document 14). 

  Descriptor Features to be 
assessed Scale of assessment Criteria 

(primary, secondary) 

Source GD14 Annex VI Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848 

Pr
es

su
re

s a
nd

 th
ei

r i
m

pa
ct

s 

D2 Non-
indigenous 
species 

Newly introduced non-
indigenous species 

Subdivisions of the region or 
subregion, divided where 
needed by national 
boundaries. 

D2C1 Newly-introduced NIS 

Established non-
indigenous species As used for assessment of the 

corresponding species groups 
or broad habitat types under 
Descriptors 1 and 6. 

D2C2 Established NIS 

Benthic broad habitats 
Pelagic broad habitats 
Species groups 

D2C3 Adverse effects of NIS 

D5 
Eutrophication Eutrophication 

Within coastal waters, as used 
under Directive 2000/60/EC 
[WFD]. 
 
Beyond coastal waters, 
subdivisions of the region or 
subregion, divided where 
needed by national 
boundaries. 

D5C1 Nutrient concentrations 

D5C2 Chlorophyll-a concentration 

D5C3 Harmful algal blooms 

D5C4 Photic limit 

D5C5 Dissolved oxygen 
concentration 

D5C6 Opportunistic macroalgae of 
benthic habitats 

D5C7 Macrophyte communities of 
benthic habitats 

D5C8 Macrofaunal communities of 
benthic habitats 

D7 
Hydrographical 
changes 

Hydrographical 
changes As used for assessment of the 

benthic broad habitat types 
under Descriptors 1 and 6. 

D7C1 Permanent alteration of 
hydrographical conditions 

Benthic broad habitats 
[Other benthic 
habitats] 

D7C2 Adverse effects from 
permanent alteration of 
hydrographical conditions 

D8 
Contaminants 

Contaminants - non 
UPBT substances 

Within coastal and territorial 
waters, as used under 
Directive 2000/60/EC [WFD]. 
Beyond territorial waters, 
subdivisions of the region or 
subregion, divided where 
needed by national 
boundaries. 

D8C1 Contaminant in environment 

Contaminants - UPBT 
substances D8C1 Contaminant in environment 

Species 
Benthic habitats 

D8C2 Adverse effects of 
contaminants 

Acute pollution events 
Regional or subregional level, 
divided where needed by 
national boundaries.  

D8C3 Significant acute pollution 
events 

Species groups 
Benthic broad habitats 

As used for assessment of the 
species groups or benthic 
broad habitat types under 
Descriptors 1 and 6. 

D8C4 Adverse effects of significant 
acute pollution events 

D9 
Contaminants in 
seafood 

Contaminants – in 
seafood 

The catch or production area 
in accordance with Article 38 
of Regulation (EU) No 
1379/2013 of the European 
Parliament and of the Council. 

D9C1 Contaminants in seafood 

https://circabc.europa.eu/ui/group/326ae5ac-0419-4167-83ca-e3c210534a69/library/5f09d0f2-6028-46f0-837b-b55eac5c5163/details
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  Descriptor Features to be 
assessed Scale of assessment Criteria 

(primary, secondary) 

D10 Marine 
litter 

Litter in the 
environment Subdivisions of the region or 

subregion, divided where 
needed by national 
boundaries. 

D10C1 Litter (excluding micro-
litter) 

Micro-litter in the 
environment D10C2 Micro-litter 

Litter and micro-litter 
in species D10C3 Litter ingested 

Species 
As used for assessment of the 
species group under 
Descriptor 1. 

D10C4 Adverse effects of litter 

D11 Energy, 
including 
underwater 
noise 

Impulsive sound in 
water Region, subregion or 

subdivisions. 

D11C1 Anthropogenic impulsive 
sound 

Continuous low 
frequency sound 

D11C2 Anthropogenic continuous 
low-frequency sound 

[M
ob

ile
] s

pe
ci

es
 

D1 Birds 

Grazing birds 
Wading birds 
Surface-feeding birds 
Pelagic-feeding birds 
Benthic-feeding birds 

As used for assessment of the 
corresponding species or 
species groups under criteria 
D1C2-D1C5. 

D1C1 Mortality rate from 
incidental by-catch 

Ecologically-relevant scales for 
each species group shall be 
used, as follows: 
— for birds: region or 
subdivisions for Baltic Sea and 
Black Sea; subregion for 
North-East Atlantic Ocean and 
Mediterranean Sea 

D1C2 Population abundance 
D1C3 Population demographic 
characteristics 
D1C4 Population distributional 
range and pattern 

D1C5 Habitat for the species 

D1 Mammals 

Small toothed 
cetaceans 
Deep-diving toothed 
cetaceans 
Baleen whales 
Seals 

As used for assessment of the 
corresponding species or 
species groups under criteria 
D1C2-D1C5. 

D1C1 Mortality rate from 
incidental by-catch 

Ecologically-relevant scales for 
each species group shall be 
used, as follows: 
— for deep-diving toothed 
cetaceans, baleen whales: 
region, 
— for small toothed 
cetaceans: region or 
subdivisions for Baltic Sea and 
Black Sea; subregion for 
North-East Atlantic Ocean and 
Mediterranean Sea 
— for seals: region or 
subdivisions for Baltic Sea; 
subregion for North-East 
Atlantic Ocean and 
Mediterranean Sea 

D1C2 Population abundance 
D1C3 Population demographic 
characteristics 

D1C4 Population distributional 
range and pattern 

D1C5 Habitat for the species 

D1 Reptiles Turtles 

As used for assessment of the 
corresponding species or 
species groups under criteria 
D1C2-D1C5. 

D1C1 Mortality rate from 
incidental by-catch 

Ecologically-relevant scales for 
each species group shall be 
used, as follows: 
— for turtles: region or 
subdivisions for Baltic Sea; 
subregion for North-East 

D1C2 Population abundance 

D1C3 Population demographic 
characteristics 

D1C4 Population distributional 
range and pattern 

D1C5 Habitat for the species 
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  Descriptor Features to be 
assessed Scale of assessment Criteria 

(primary, secondary) 
Atlantic Ocean and 
Mediterranean Sea 

D1 Fish 

Coastal fish 
Pelagic shelf fish 
Demersal shelf fish 
Deep-sea fish 

As used for assessment of the 
corresponding species or 
species groups under criteria 
D1C2-D1C5. 

D1C1 Mortality rate from 
incidental by-catch 

Ecologically-relevant scales for 
each species group shall be 
used, as follows: 
— for deep-sea fish: region, 
— for pelagic and demersal 
shelf fish: region or 
subdivisions for Baltic Sea and 
Black Sea; subregion for 
North-East Atlantic Ocean and 
Mediterranean Sea 
— for coastal fish: subdivision 
of region or subregion, 
— for commercially-exploited 
fish and cephalopods: as used 
under Descriptor 3. 

D1C2 Population abundance 
D1C3 Population demographic 
characteristics [primary for 
commercial species] 
D1C4 Population distributional 
range and pattern [primary for HD 
fish] 

D1C5 Habitat for the species 
[primary for HD fish] 

D1 Cephalopods 
Coastal/shelf 
cephalopods 
Deep-sea cephalopods 

As used for assessment of the 
corresponding species or 
species groups under criteria 
D1C2-D1C5. 

D1C1 Mortality rate from 
incidental by-catch 

Ecologically-relevant scales for 
each species group shall be 
used, as follows: 
— for cephalopods: region or 
subdivisions for Baltic Sea; 
subregion for North-East 
Atlantic Ocean and 
Mediterranean Sea, 
— for commercially-exploited 
fish and cephalopods: as used 
under Descriptor 3. 

D1C2 Population abundance 

D1C3 Population demographic 
characteristics [primary for 
commercial species] 

D1C4 Population distributional 
range and pattern 

D1C5 Habitat for the species 

D3 
Commercially 
exploited fish 
and shellfish 

Commercially 
exploited fish and 
shellfish 

Populations of each species 
are assessed at ecologically-
relevant scales within each 
region or subregion, as 
established by appropriate 
scientific bodies as referred to 
in Article 26 of Regulation (EU) 
No 1380/2013, based on 
specified aggregations of 
International Council for the 
Exploration of the Sea (ICES) 
areas, General Fisheries 
Commission for the 
Mediterranean (GFCM) 
geographical sub-areas and 
Food and Agriculture 
Organisation (FAO) fishing 
areas for the Macaronesian 
biogeographic region. 

D3C1 Fishing mortality rate (F) 

D3C2 Spawning stock biomass 
(SSB) 

D3C3 Population age/size 
distribution 
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  Descriptor Features to be 
assessed Scale of assessment Criteria 

(primary, secondary) 

Ha
bi

ta
ts

 

D1 Pelagic 
habitats 

Pelagic broad habitats 
[Other pelagic 
habitats] 

Subdivision of region or 
subregion as used for 
assessments of benthic broad 
habitat types, reflecting 
biogeographic differences in 
species composition of the 
habitat type. 

D1C6 Pelagic habitat condition 

D6 Sea-floor 
integrity/D1 
Benthic habitats 

Physical loss of the 
seabed 

As used for assessment of the 
benthic broad habitat types 
under Descriptors 1 and 6. 

D6C1 Physical loss of the seabed 

Physical disturbance to 
seabed 

D6C2 Physical disturbance to the 
seabed 

Benthic broad habitats 
[Other benthic 
habitats] 

D6C3 Adverse effects from 
physical disturbance 

Subdivision of region or 
subregion, reflecting 
biogeographic differences in 
species composition of the 
broad habitat type. 

D6C4 Benthic habitat extent 

D6C5 Benthic habitat condition 

Ec
os

ys
te

m
s D4/D1 

Ecosystems, 
including food 
webs 

Coastal ecosystems 
Shelf ecosystems 
Oceanic/deep-sea 
ecosystems 

Regional level for Baltic Sea 
and Black Sea; subregional 
level for North-East Atlantic 
and Mediterranean Sea. 
Subdivisions may be used 
where appropriate. 

D4C1 Trophic guild species 
diversity 
D4C2 Abundance across trophic 
guilds 

D4C3 Trophic guild size distribution 

D4C4 Trophic guild productivity 
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Annex 2: Overview of the scales given in the GES Decision for each MSFD 
region 

Region Scales (large to small) Features Criteria 
Baltic Sea, 
Black Sea6 

Region Deep-diving toothed cetaceans 
Baleen whales 
Deep-sea fish 

D1C1-D1C5 

Catch or production area [sub-
area or division listed in the FAO 
fishing areas]7 

Contaminants – in seafood D9C1 

Ecologically-relevant scales 
[populations] based on specified 
aggregations of ICES or GFCM 
areas 

Commercially-exploited fish, 
cephalopods and shellfish 

D3C1-D3C3 

Region or subdivisions Birds (all groups) 
Small toothed cetaceans 
Seals 
Turtles 
Pelagic shelf fish 
Demersal shelf fish 
Cephalopods (all groups) 
Ecosystems (all types) 
Species (for D8C4) 
Impulsive sound in water 
Continuous low frequency 
sound 

D1C1-D1C5 
D2C2, D2C3 
D4C1-D4C4 
D8C4 
D10C4 
D11C1, D11C2 

Subdivision Coastal fish D1C1-D1C5 
Subdivision Pelagic habitats (broad, other) 

Hydrographical changes 
Physical loss of the seabed 
Physical disturbance to the 
seabed 
Benthic habitats (broad, other) 

D1C6 
D2C2, D2C3 
D6C1-D6C5 
D7C1, D7C2 
D8C4 

Region, divided where needed by 
national boundaries 

Acute pollution events D8C3 

Subdivisions, divided where 
needed by national boundaries 

Newly introduced non-
indigenous species 
Litter in the environment 
Micro-litter in the environment 
Litter and micro-litter in species 

D2C1 
D10C1, D10C2, D10C3 

Subdivisions, divided where 
needed by national boundaries 
(beyond coastal waters) 

Eutrophication D5C1-D5C8 

WFD coastal and territorial 
waters 

Contaminants - non UPBT 
substances 
Contaminants - UPBT 
substances 
Species 
Benthic habitats 

D8C1, D8C2 

WFD coastal waters Eutrophication 
 

D5C1-D5C8 

 
6 Some species groups occur only rarely or not at all in the Baltic Sea and Black Sea. 
7 Regulation (EU) No 1379/2013 Article 38 
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Region Scales (large to small) Features Criteria 

North-East 
Atlantic 
Ocean, 
Mediterranean 
Sea 

Region Deep-diving toothed cetaceans 
Baleen whales 
Deep-sea fish 

D1C1-D1C5 

Catch or production area [sub-
area or division listed in the FAO 
fishing areas]8 

Contaminants – in seafood D9C1 

Ecologically-relevant scales 
[populations] based on specified 
aggregations of ICES, GFCM or 
FAO areas 

Commercially-exploited fish, 
cephalopods and shellfish 

D3C1-D3C3 

Subregion Birds (all groups) 
Small toothed cetaceans 
Seals 
Turtles 
Pelagic shelf fish 
Demersal shelf fish 
Cephalopods (all groups) 
Species (for D8C4) 

D1C1-D1C5 
D2C2, D2C3 
D8C4 
D10C4 

Subregion or subdivisions Ecosystems (all types) 
Impulsive sound in water 
Continuous low frequency 
sound 

D4C1-D4C4 
D11C1, D11C2 

Subdivision of subregion Coastal fish D1C1-D1C5 
Subdivision of subregion Pelagic habitats (broad, other) 

Hydrographical changes 
Physical loss of the seabed 
Physical disturbance to the 
seabed 
Benthic habitats (broad, other) 

D1C6 
D2C2, D2C3 
D6C1-D6C5 
D7C1, D7C2 
D8C4 

Subregion, divided where 
needed by national boundaries 

Acute pollution events D8C3 

Subdivision of subregion, divided 
where needed by national 
boundaries 

Newly introduced non-
indigenous species 
Litter in the environment 
Micro-litter in the environment 
Litter and micro-litter in species 

D2C1 
D10C1, D10C2, D10C3 

Subdivision of subregion, divided 
where needed by national 
boundaries (beyond coastal 
waters) 

Eutrophication D5C1-D5C8 

WFD coastal and territorial 
waters 

Contaminants - non UPBT 
substances 
Contaminants - UPBT 
substances 
Species 
Benthic habitats 

D8C1, D8C2 

WFD coastal waters Eutrophication D5C1-D5C8 
 

 
8 Regulation (EU) No 1379/2013 Article 38 
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