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Offshore wind farms do not result in adverse impacts on 

marine biodiversity by default, thus excluding wind farms in 

OECMs as a general rule is unfounded    

 

To fully decarbonize the European energy system and reach EU climate targets for 

2030 and net zero by 2050, offshore energy and related infrastructure 

development are imperative. Simultaneously marine ecosystems need to be 

protected, as the pressures of traditional and new economic activities further 

increase impacts on already vulnerable marine environments. An ecosystem-

based, integrated planning approach is therefore needed to link renewable 

offshore energy production with nature protection and other existing activities at 

sea. 

In the accompanying environmental report1 for the appointment of Marine 

Protected Areas (MPA) in the Danish Maritime Spatial Plan (MSP), very general 

descriptions of the environmental impacts of offshore wind farms (OWF) are 

highlighted such as loss of seabed, change in hydrography, sediment dispersal, 

noise etc. Even though these impacts are inevitable consequence when 

establishing an OWF, it is important to bear in mind that the footprint on the 

seabed of one wind turbine is between 1,500 - 2,000 m2. Based on the largest 

Danish OWF Thor with a capacity of 1.000 MW, out of the 230 km2 park layout, 

only 0.13 km2 of the seabed will be directly affected2 while the remaining area will 

be untouched. 

Bearing in mind that the cumulative direct impact is very limited, Wind Denmark 

has still to find any scientific publications that concludes, that the marginal direct 

impact on the seabed (0,05%) of OWF by default is of such a negative magnitude 

that good environmental conditions in a coherent and representative network no 

longer can be achieved.  A notion underpinned by a recent study performed by the 

Danish Centre for Environment and Energy at Aarhus University, which concluded 

that the impact of OWF on the marine ecosystem could either be negative, 

neutral, or even positive depending on the specific site3, thus very context 

dependent.    

 
1 Environmental report for protected marine strategy areas in the North Sea and the Baltic Sea around Bornholm 2021 
2 The reason an OWF is occupying a large area is due to minimizing wake loss, as the space behind a wind turbine will have decreased 
wind power capacity. The calculation is based on the Danish Energy Agency’s applied wind turbine density which indicates the 
required km2 pr. MW wind capacity.    
3 Link to study here (only in Danish): https://dce.au.dk/fileadmin/dce.au.dk/Udgivelser/Notater_2021/N2021_79.pdf  

https://dce.au.dk/fileadmin/dce.au.dk/Udgivelser/Notater_2021/N2021_79.pdf


 
 

 

Due to the high uncertainty, lack of scientific data, and the fact that the impact 

only can be assessed on a case-to-case basis, Wind Denmark finds it troubling if 

HELCOM nevertheless decides to exclude OWF in advance.  

Given an OECM needs show a sustained long-term benefit for the concerned 

biodiversity, this is of cause very context dependent. From such a perspective 

ruling out OWF beforehand does not seem to coincide with the notion that “each 

area needs to be considered individually against the criteria as, again, the results 

may be context dependent”. 

Rather than excluding OWF by default on a very weak scientific basis, the 

assessment on whether an area with an already existing OWF can be considered 

an OECM, or if an OWF can be allowed in a designated OECM area, should of 

course be based on a specific context-based impact assessment.  

Such an approach has several advantages, as this acknowledges the many different 

wind turbine foundation types where e.g., floating wind turbines has a minimal 

footprint on the seabed4 as well as the continuous technological development that 

either reduces the footprint and / or are designed with the aim of enhancing 

biodiversity e.g., special designed scour protection or biohuts etc. 

Furthermore, in areas where the OWF does not carries significant adverse impacts 

to biodiversity, combining an OECM and OWF area could potentially result in the 

conservation of much larger sea areas. As mentioned above 0,05% of the seabed 

will be altered from its original form to stone reefs, the remaining 99.95% of the 

area between the wind turbines will, in principle, be protected against trawling, 

sand extraction and dredging as this typically is not allowed within an OWF.  

Based on the mapping of marine habitat types that the Danish MPAs are intended 
to protect, and compared with the designated OWF zones in the Danish MSP, 
combining these zones could potentially increase the protecting of the concerned 
vulnerable marine habitat types significantly compared to status qua5: 
 

- 442 km2 offshore circalittoral coarse sediment at the expense of approx. 
1.5 km2 are changed to rock reefs corresponding to a loss of 0.08% of this 
habitat type. 
 

- 1,739 km2 deep sandbanks at the expense of 2.2 km2 are changed to rock 
reefs corresponding to a loss of 0.02% of this habitat type. 

 
- 300 km2 sandbanks at the expense of 0.15 km2 are changed to rock reefs 

corresponding to a loss of 0.001% of this habitat type. 
 

 
4 Is fixed to the seabed via "small" anchors. 
5 It is assumed that an offshore wind turbine foundation occupies 2000 m2 



 
 

 

While it is a sensible choice to exclude OWFs in areas where they will have 

significant adverse impacts on biodiversity, the scientific basis to claim that OWFs 

are challenging and not compatible with OECMs6, thus should therefore be 

excluded as stated by some participant in the last HELCOM workshop, is in our 

opinion unfounded.  

We therefore urge the participants at the next HELCOM workshop to carefully 

consider if a default exclusion of OWF, thus disregarding that no scientific 

evidence supports such a decision, is the right path to follow. Wind Denmark 

recommends a pragmatic approach towards OWFs, where exclusion or inclusion of 

OFWs is based on context dependent assessment.   

If invited, we would of course be more than happy to elaborate on the content of this 

letter at a HELCOM workshop.   

Kind regards,  

 

 
 
Thomas Young Hwan Westring Jensen  
Senior advisor 
Tlf: 3373 0349  

Email: tyj@winddenmark.dk 
 

 
6 Cf. Report of HELCOM Webinar on Marine OECMs in the Baltic Sea region 23rd of November 2021.  


