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In relation to the ongoing review of the Commission decision 2010/477/EU, a workshop on Cross-cutting 
issues was held in Copenhagen, January 21-22, 2015. This document focuses on options for grouping 
descriptors and criteria, as they were presented and discussed during the workshop. For HOLAS II, a 
tentative way forward is needed in relation to the grouping of the so-called state-based descriptors and 
criteria, in order to guide upcoming HOLAS II activities, e.g. the development of a tool for biodiversity 
assessment.  
  

Action required  
The Meeting is invited to:  

- consider the presented options for assessing biodiversity-related descriptors.  

- agree on a way forward for HOLAS II with respect to the grouping of indicators, in order to guide 

the upcoming HOLAS II activities on developing a biodiversity assessment tool. 
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Background 
HOLAS II 1-2014 agreed that the holistic assessment should be carried out descriptor-wise and that 

information on each descriptor should be presented separately, in order to support MSFD reporting (HOLAS 

II 1-2014, para 4.5).  

With respect to the thematic assessments, HOLAS II 1-2014 discussed in particular how to assess 

biodiversity, given that indicators representing biodiversity aspects are addressed under several descriptors 

(para 4.5). The meeting proposed that descriptors 1, 4 and 6 should be assessed together to provide an 

overall assessment of biodiversity. It was furthermore proposed that the assessment for the respective 

descriptor should be distinguishable, and that descriptor 1 could be further separated in assessment of 

biological elements such as birds, fish, etc. as differentiated in the reporting of monitoring programs under 

MSFD Article 11. In addition, HOLAS II 1-2014 discussed the assessment of descriptor 3, for which ICES will 

provide an assessment (para 4.7), and recognized that some of the criteria under descriptor 3 are also 

potentially relevant for a biodiversity assessment. 

A workshop was held in Copenhagen, January 21-22, 2015, to discuss cross-cutting issues in relation to the 

review and tentative revision of the Commission decision 2010/477/EU and MSFD Annex III. The workshop 

was attended by representatives of EU Member States, the Regional Seas Conventions, Observers, as well 

as the European Commission. During the workshop, a tentative grouping of indicators for an overall 

biodiversity assessment was discussed, based on a presentation by the European Commission.  

Summary of the proposed grouping 
The proposed structure as presented to the Cross-cutting workshop is presented below. A similar, but not 

identical, figure is also contained within document 3-3 of HOLAS II 1-2015, page 10.  

According to the proposal, all MSFD descriptors and criteria reflecting aspects of biological state are 

grouped together. The proposed grouping has a core, which includes so called state-based descriptors: D1 

(except criterion 1.7), D6 (main part), and D3 (3.2, 3.3). Further, indicators within these descriptors and 

criteria are sub-grouped by ecosystem components (water column habitats, seabed habitats, birds, fish, 

mammals, and reptiles). This way of sub-grouping may be contrasted to the existing guidance, according to 

which indictors are sub-grouped by Criteria, so that several ecosystem components are addressed under 

each criterion. There is currently no guidance on how the sub-grouping should be performed, but it may be 

given by the review of the Commission decision 2010/477/EU.  

The proposed structure also includes a frame, which includes criterion 1.7 (ecosystem structure) and D4 

(food webs). Hence, the food web related indictors integrate the output of the core. Procedures for linking 

the core and the frame were not discussed at the workshop. Some guidance on this issue may be given by 

the review of the Commission decision 2010/477/EU.  

Further, in the proposed structure, the group of biological state indicators is conceptually linked to the 

pressure-based descriptors, which are assessed individually or grouped by themes. This linkage is essential 

in order to make the assessment useful for identifying suitable management measures. However, details on 

how to link the pressure-based descriptors and the indicators/criteria reflecting ecosystem status within 

the proposed structure were not discussed. It may be assumed that this link can be explored separately for 

each pressure-based descriptor, using a sub-set of status indicators that are expected to have a conceptual 

relationship to the concerned pressure.  

Preliminary considerations: 
- The proposed structure is a potentially useful way of optimizing the ecological relevance of a 

combined assessment, as it addresses all criteria reflecting biological state together. 

- The link between pressure and state should be further clarified in order to make the assessment 

useful for identifying suitable management measures.  
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- The proposed structure could potentially facilitate the carrying out of the Social and economic 

component. 

- A potential negative aspect of the proposed structure is that the individual contribution of 

descriptors 1, 3, 4 and 6 is not made visible.  

In order to guide upcoming HOLAS II activities (e.g. the development of a tool for biodiversity assessment 

and assessments within the Social and economic component), a tentative way forward is needed.  

 

 
 

 


