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Agreement on the Application of the EcoQO system

(Reference number: 2006-4)
A.
Introduction 
1.
OSPAR 2005 adopted the Report to North Sea Ministers on the Review of the North Sea Pilot Project on Ecological Quality Objectives (EcoQOs), and agreed the following on the general strategic approach to the application of the EcoQO system to the Greater North Sea (OSPAR Region II):

a.
appropriate elements should be included in the 2005/2006 work programmes to ensure that:

(i)
further work on the eutrophication EcoQOs is linked to the next application of the Common Procedure (EUC);

(ii)
work is taken forward on bringing further EcoQOs to the stage reached by the advanced EcoQOs, and on developing detailed arrangements for the advanced EcoQOs (BDC and EUC);

(iii)
agreement is reached on the implications of failing to meet an EcoQO (BDC);

b.
the following actions should be implemented for the North Sea; 

(i)
there should be a phased implementation process, starting with the “advanced”" EcoQOs (that is, those recommended in the draft report to be applied);

(ii)
over the next year, detailed arrangements for the application of the advanced EcoQOs should be developed, followed by evaluation and reporting after 2 – 3 years;

(iii)
an evaluation of such issues as the robustness of the cause/effect relationships should be prepared for OSPAR 2008.  This would also gather further information on costs and appropriate status (indicator, target or limit) of the EcoQOs;

(iv)
by 2008 an assessment should be prepared of how to achieve a full suite of EcoQOs (either from the less advanced EcoQOs or by developing new EcoQOs), together with a timetable for the implementation of such a suite;

(v)
an assessment of the results of the EcoQO system should be prepared by 2009, as a contribution to the Quality Status Report 2010;

(vi)
at the same time, efforts should be made to harmonise the terminology with that which will be developed for the European Marine Strategy.

c. Contracting Parties should be invited to consider whether they could act as lead countries for elements in the work programme relating to EcoQOs where there are, as yet, no leads.

2.
This agreement records the way forward developed as a result of the work agreed by OSPAR 2005

B.
Arrangements for the application of the advanced EcoQOs

3.
The advanced EcoQOs are (using the revised numbering approved by OSPAR 2005) those for:

1.1 
Spawning stock biomass of commercial fish species (lead Norway, under BDC); 

2.1a
Harbour seal population trends (lead UK, under BDC);

2.1b
Grey seal population trend (lead UK, under BDC);

2.2
Bycatch of harbour porpoise (lead UK, under BDC); 

3.1
Proportion of oiled common guillemots amongst those found dead or dying on beaches (lead Netherlands, under BDC);

5.1
Imposex in dog whelks (Nucella lapillus) (lead Belgium & Portugal, under HSC);


Integrated suite of eutrophication EcoQOs

9.1.1
Winter nutrient (DIN and DIP) concentrations (lead Netherlands & Norway, under EUC);
9.1.2
Phytoplankton chlorophyll a (lead Netherlands & Norway, under EUC);
9.1.3
Phytoplankton indicator species for eutrophication (lead Netherlands & Norway, under EUC);

9.1.4
Oxygen (lead Netherlands & Norway, under EUC);

9.1.5
Kills in zoobenthos in relation to eutrophication (lead Netherlands & Norway, under EUC).

4.
The application of the advanced EcoQOs during 2006-2009 should be seen as a test and a learning process. 

5.
The advanced EcoQOs should be implemented on the basis of the EcoQO Handbook. The EcoQO handbook, which will be updated from time to time as necessary, is intended to provide a general background to the EcoQO system and should set out the following information for each EcoQO:

a.
a statement of the EcoQO, together with a short description drawn from the Background Document;

b.
a description of the monitoring strategy to be adopted, showing for each relevant North Sea State the monitoring method, including practical instructions or a reference to published methodology, the frequency of monitoring, and (to the extent available) further detail such as quality assurance systems;

c.
a description of the reporting system(s) to be used, and the way in which the data can be accessed;

d.
an assessment of the costs involved in implementing the EcoQO.

6.
The implementation will take the form of assembling the data on the advanced EcoQOs on the basis, and in the way, described in the EcoQO Handbook, leading to an evaluation of the results of the EcoQO system. 

Evaluations of the performance of EcoQOs

7.
In order to link the application of the eutrophication EcoQOs to the next application of the Common Procedure, and in order to achieve a comprehensive application of all the advanced EcoQOs, the timetable for the application of the EcoQOs should aim to produce evaluations of each advanced EcoQO, which will form the basis of:

a.
in 2008, a first evaluation of the results of the application of the EcoQO system, leading to 

b.
in 2009, an improved evaluation of the results of the EcoQO system, as a contribution to the QSR 2010. 

8.
These evaluations of individual EcoQOs in 2008 should be made on the base summarised in Table 1.  :

	EcoQO
	Body to prepare draft evaluation for review by BDC,  ASMO and OSPAR
	Sources for the draft evaluation
	Target date for the preparation of the draft evaluation

	1.1 Spawning stock biomass of commercial fish species 
	MASH on the basis of a proposal from the lead country (Norway)
	ICES Advice on Fisheries Management for recent years
	Proposal from the lead country by the deadline for MASH in the autumn of 2007

	2.1(a) and (b)  Harbour and grey seal population trends in the North Sea
	MASH on the basis of a proposal from the lead country (United Kingdom)
	Monitoring data submitted in 2006 and/or 2007 by relevant North Sea States to the lead country
	Proposal from the lead country by the deadline for MASH in the autumn of 2007

	2.2
Bycatch of harbour porpoise
	MASH on the basis of a proposal from the lead country (United Kingdom)
	Data to be obtained by lead country from ASCOBANS, from reporting under EC Regulation 812/2004, and similar data provided to lead country by Norway
	Proposal from the lead country by the deadline for MASH in the autumn of 2007

	3.1  Proportion of oiled common guillemots amongst those found dead or dying on beaches
	MASH on the basis of a proposal from the lead country (Netherlands)
	Monitoring data submitted in 2006/2007 by relevant North Sea States to the lead country
	Proposal from the lead country by the deadline for MASH in the autumn of 2007

	5.1  Imposex in dog whelks (Nucella lapillus)
	MON Working Group to produce an assessment and on the basis of this the lead countries (Belgium and Portugal) to produce a draft on remaining aspects listed in §11
	Monitoring data provided to the ICES database under CEMP
	MON Working Group (December 2007 or January 2008) and thereafter the deadline for BDC 2008

	9.  Integrated suite of eutrophication EcoQOs 
	Eutrophication  Committee (EUC) on basis of the results of the Common Procedure produced by the North Sea States and on proposals for an overview from the lead countries (Netherlands and Norway)
	Results of the Common Procedure from North Sea States, based on monitoring data provided to the ICES database under CEMP, and further national data
	EUC in December 2007 or January 2008 


9.
Before the end of 2006, the Secretariat should endeavour to establish a system for handling the data for EcoQOs 2.1, 2.2 and 3.1.

10.
To ensure that data is being provided to lead countries as agreed, lead countries should report to BDC 2007 whether they have received the relevant data.

11.
The evaluations of individual EcoQOs (or, as the case may be the overview of the integrated suite of eutrophication EcoQOs) should aim to cover, as far as possible, the following issues:  

a.
whether the EcoQO is met, and if not, why not;

b.
(potential) consequences of failing to meet the EcoQO (see paragraphs 14 – 17 below);

c.
suitability of present monitoring and reporting;

d.
developments in harmonization of monitoring and reporting schemes;

e.
costs of present monitoring and reporting;

f.
extra costs of harmonizing the monitoring;

g.
performance of the EcoQO in terms of the ICES criteria for good EcoQOs and with regard to the Ecosystem Approach to management (both within OSPAR and the draft EC Marine Strategy Directive);

h.
gaps in knowledge, present conditions that hamper the implementation process and ways and means to overcome these problems;

i.
effectiveness of communication, i.e. amount of support and knowledge on this EcoQO among stakeholders, and

j.
whether the status of the EcoQO should be target, limit or indicator,

k. if needed, a proposal for modification and improvement of the EcoQO.

12.
The Intersessional Correspondence Group on EcoQOs should prepare, on the basis of the individual evaluations, an overview of the implementation of the advanced EcoQOs for consideration by BDC in the spring of 2008.

13.
OSPAR 2008 should consider what further work is needed in the 2008/2009 cycle of meetings to improve the evaluations as an input to the QSR 2010.

Consequences of failing to meet an EcoQO 

14.
The consequences of failing to meet an EcoQO will vary case by case and will depend on whether the EcoQO is a target, limit or indicator.  Consequences may be viewed from an ecological perspective, or the perspective of the Contracting Parties attempting to manage human activities in such a way to meet the EcoQO.  If an EcoQO is not met, a study should be initiated to examine the reasons why and, on the basis of this, to determine future action.

15.
From an ecological perspective, in general not meeting an EcoQO is likely to mean a continuing or persisting deterioration in the ecological state of the North Sea. The importance of such deterioration can be significant from a scientific point of view (e.g. decline of spawning-stock biomass of a commercial fish stock below the reference poiont), but the view of other stakeholders may differ. 

16.
From the point of view of contracting parties, management costs and possibilities vary considerably. Some EcoQOs are relatively tightly linked to a manageable human activity (e.g. the proportion of oiled common guillemots and illegal oil discharges).  Failure to meet them may therefore indicate the need to act to tighten controls on that activity. Other EcoQOs (e.g harbour seal population trends) are much less closely related to a manageable human activity.  Failure to meet them may therefore require research to determine if any management is possible or appropriate. 

17.
The evaluation of each EcoQO should therefore contain a section outlining generally what the consequences in both ecological and management terms of not meeting the EcoQO.  It might be impossible to be very detailed in these sections, because of the multiple possible future scenarios. However, this section should aim to provide guidance to Contracting Parties in assessing the likely reasons for failing to meet the EcoQO concerned, linked to whether they are target, limit or indicator. On this basis, Contracting Parties would be better informed to make their own determination of what action they should be taking, whether further research is required, or whether corrective action is feasible or desirable in the particular circumstances.

Linking to, or integration with, the proposed EC Marine Strategy Directive
18.
The European Commission has made proposals for an EC Marine Strategy Directive, based upon the ecosystem approach to the management of human activities, and drawing upon the thinking underlying OSPAR work on EcoQOs.  As these proposals are developed, it will be important to see how the EcoQO system can be linked to, or integrated with, the system of the EC Marine Strategy Directive.  Evaluations should therefore examine, as far as information is available, how this might be done in the specific field covered by the EcoQO (or, as the case may be, the integrated suite of eutrophication EcoQOs). This work should be part of the overview made by the Intersessional Correspondence Group on EcoQOs as described in paragraph 12.

Future evaluations

19.
Subject to other considerations which may emerge, OSPAR should make provisional arrangements for further evaluations of the EcoQO system in connection with each future application of the Eutrophication Common Procedure.

C.
Arrangements for developing the less advanced EcoQOs

Planning

20.
When a North Sea State agrees to act as lead country for the development of an EcoQO (or EcoQOs) for one of the less advanced EcoQ elements or issues, they should inform the Secretariat of the planned timescale for the development work so that appropriate entries can be made in the OSPAR work programmes when they are next revised.

Information collection and analysis

21.
An initial information collection stage should include the collection of existing information on, among other things, the monitoring of the ecological quality element, current and historic levels of the EcoQ element in the North Sea, reference levels, sensitivity to human activities and potential sensitivity to management actions. The lead country, at an early stage, should contact other Contracting Parties and observer organisations to obtain information they may have on the EcoQ element concerned.
Proposal of an objective

22.
On the basis of the information collected, an objective (EcoQO) should be proposed as the “desired level of an ecological quality” for the EcoQ element. Such a level may be set in relation to a reference level. The definition of an EcoQO should take into account the conceptual description of the EcoQO system in Chapter 3 of the Report on the North Sea Pilot Project on EcoQOs (OSPAR Publication: 2006/239)

Preparation of a Background Document

23.
At the same time, a Background Document should be prepared.  The purpose of a Background Document is to set out a justification for the EcoQO and its definition and an analysis of the applicability of the EcoQO.  Background Documents should be prepared with a view to publication. They should therefore be reader-friendly, well-structured and concise, and the language used should be clear and unambiguous. Background Documents should contain the following information:

1. EcoQO Issue;

2. EcoQO Element; 

3. EcoQO Objective; 

4. Justification for the development of the EcoQO; 

5. Technical evaluation considering the following elements:

a.
ICES criteria for a good EcoQO:
(i)
Relatively easy to understand by non-scientists and those who will decide on their use

(ii)
Sensitive to a manageable human activity

(iii)
Relatively tightly linked in time to that activity

(iv)
Easily and accurately measured, with a low error rate

(v)
Responsive primarily to a human activity, with low responsiveness to other causes of change

(vi)
Measurable over a large proportion of the area to which the EcoQ metric is to apply

(vii)
Based on an existing body or time-series of data to allow a realistic setting of objectives

b. Ecological relevance/basis for the metric

c. Current and historic levels (including geographical areas)

d. Reference level

e. Limit point

f. Time frames

g. Advice on EcoQO options (scenarios)

h. Monitoring methods and reporting requirements

i. Management measures required to achieve the EcoQO

6. Applicability of the EcoQO in each of the OSPAR Regions

7. Further considerations (including costs);

8. Conclusions;

9. References.

Quality Assurance

24.
The lead country should make proposals during the planning phase for peer review of EcoQOs and background documents by relevant specialists.  Where the peer review is proposed to be by ICES, this will need to be included in the OSPAR ICES work programme. 

Acceptance of the Background Document and setting the EcoQO

25.
Proposals for EcoQOs and supporting Background Documents should be presented for initial discussion at the relevant BDC working group (MASH or EIHA), with the aim of them being submitted to BDC later in that cycle of meetings for recommendations to the OSPAR Commission meeting at the end of that cycle of meetings for:

a.
adoption of the EcoQO;

b.
publication of the Background Document.

Follow-up to adoption

26.
When an additional EcoQO has been adopted, the lead country should then make proposals for the entry in the EcoQO Handbook on the basis for its implementation, covering the points mentioned in paragraph 5.  The aim of these proposals is to establish compatible monitoring methods and consistent reporting by all relevant North Sea States.  Where appropriate, such proposals can accompany the proposals for the EcoQO and the Background Document.  They can equally be considered at a later stage. 

� 	Amended by BDC 2007  
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