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ICG-Offshore Renewable Energy Development Terms of reference 2026 - 2027

1.	Background 

1.1	Climate change and the United Nations (UN), European Union (EU) and OSPAR political responses to it are the key drivers for European and national policy developments of OSPAR Contracting Parties (CPs) to increase offshore renewable energy. An important step has been the UNFCCC 2015 Paris Agreement. Offshore renewable energy (ORE) development (in the short term mainly wind farms) plays an important role in reaching the climate goals in the Paris Agreement by enabling low carbon energy generation in large scale. 

1.2	The EU Green Deal aims to fight biodiversity loss and pollution and portrays energy transition as key to this shift. The EU Strategy on offshore renewables, published in 2020, set ambitious targets of 61 GW installed capacity by 2030 and 340 GW by 2050. This strategy also acknowledges that ORE development should consider nature protection and the new Biodiversity Strategy. A further push for ORE development was given in May 2022 with the publication of the REPowerEU Plan in response to global energy market disruption, urging member states to swiftly identify suitable land and sea areas for renewable energy projects and to streamline environmental impact assessment requirements. 

1.3	The European Court of Auditors found that the impact of ORE developments in European waters on marine life may be significant, given the scale of planned offshore renewable energy in the coming years[footnoteRef:1] The full scale of the impacts of offshore installations on the marine environment has not yet been adequately addressed. The European Court of Auditors concluded that one of the biggest challenges is the assessment of the cumulative effects on the marine environment on a sea basin level, stemming from both ORE development and its interaction with other human activities.  [1:  European Court of Auditors, Special report 22/2023: “Offshore renewable energy in the EU – ambitious plans for growth but sustainability remains a challenge”] 


Future regional developments

1.4	Offshore wind farm (OWF) development started at the end of the last century and in early 2023 there was an installed capacity of around 26 GW in the OSPAR maritime area. An installed capacity of around 300 GW is expected to be installed in 2050 in EU offshore waters (excl. UK and Norway)  WindEurope expects that especially the North Sea area and, to a lesser degree the seas covered by the Atlantic Ocean off France, Ireland and the UK, the Irish Sea and also the Baltic Sea, will be the most important European areas for OWF development.

Ecological impacts 

1.5	Knowledge of impacts from OWF on the marine environment and its many natural features is rapidly increasing, but we are still lacking data, long term effect monitoring and sufficient evidence regarding cumulative effects. Nevertheless, it is clear from research that offshore wind farms, throughout the several phases of their development, can affect different ecosystem components through different pressures. 

1.6	Most of these components are already under pressure in large parts of the North-East Atlantic from a number of other human activities and changes related to climate change. Of special concern are the cumulative impacts of ORE developments a) at the population levels of different groups of species since many marine species are highly mobile or migratory and b) impacts on hydrographical processes, potentially impacting primary production. The issue of cumulative impacts is particularly acute given the urgency (political and commercial) of installing a large number of very large offshore windfarms. Countries are allocating large marine areas to offshore wind without sufficient understanding of the longer term and larger scale impacts. Windfarm developments are mainly planned and regulated on the national level based on individual projects and national plans and have not or only in part been assessed on a regional seas level. 

1.7	Impacts of future Offshore renewable energy development is adding on impacts of a large number of other human activities that already in cumulation at this moment results in the bad status of the marine environment. 
ICG-ORED would like to know what is going on; what is the relative contribution of ORE on pressures already affecting the status of the environment, and what needs to be done to effectively contribute to ensuring that a GES is achieved and negative trends on the ecosystem are turned. 
The rapid planning and instalment of ORE requires parties to develop measures early in the process, for them to effective and efficient minimizing cumulative impacts. 
1.8	Offshore renewable energy is not directly addressed under the OSPAR Convention. Contracting Parties are considering whether the Convention should be amended in order to include offshore renewable energy activities, including associated power cables and hydrogen production and storage.  It will be important for the views and expertise of ICG-ORED to support the development of any details, provisions and amendments to the Convention.

2.	Objectives 

2.1	This ToR revisits the scope of ICG-ORED based on progress made and sets priority activities for 2026 – 2027 to contribute to those Objectives of the OSPAR North-East Atlantic Environment Strategy (NEAES 2030) related directly or indirectly to offshore renewable energy developments in the OSPAR maritime area. ICG-ORED will take the lead in progressing tasks and actions related to Operational Objectives S12.O4 and S9.O4:  

S12.O4: By 2023, OSPAR will develop common principles and by 2024 develop guidance to promote and facilitate sustainable development and scaling up of offshore renewable energy in a way that cumulative environmental impacts are minimised.

S9.O4: By 2027 OSPAR will develop an updated approach on decommissioning of offshore renewable energy
installations.


2.2	ICG-ORED will focus its work during the 2026/27 meeting cycle on:
- initiating the update of the OSPAR guidance on offshore renewables installations development;
- developing a regional approach for decommissioning of offshore renewables installations; and 
- evaluating the release of hazardous substances from offshore renewables installations.

2.3 	Given the wide range and scale of issues associated with ORE development, the work of ICG-ORED can contribute to a number of other NEAES 2030 Objectives, as mentioned in Annex 1. ICG-ORED will lead on some actions but it will also support other relevant actions led by other groups.

3.	Scope of work 

3.1	ICG-ORED will frame its work in the context of the national and international obligations to increase energy generation from renewable sources, to meet increasing demands for electricity and facilitate reductions in the use of fossil fuels as part of climate change mitigation commitments. 

3.2	The work of ICG-ORED is broadly related to all offshore renewable energy developments and their potential pressures that are exerted on the marine environment in the entire OSPAR maritime area. 
This includes (but is not limited to) pressures and impact from: 

· development of offshore renewable energy sites (e.g., survey of the development site, building activities of installations and cable-laying, industrial emissions into the marine environment including sound energy);
· operational phase of the installation (including maintenance activities [and cables]); 
· decommissioning (e.g., the activities related to the installation, removal and the potential habitat degradation due to disappearance of original substrate or the hard substrate that was created as a result of the structure);
· artificial islands (built for installation and management of renewable energy installations, power substations, power converters. …) and offshore hydrogen production and storage.

3.3	ICG-ORED may also consider interactions between offshore renewables and other human activities, in particular the impacts that the former might have on the latter because these interactions might affect in the end the marine environment (potentially in a negative or positive way). 

3.4	Cumulative impacts of developments on a regional seas scale or sea basin level will be given particular attention, considering the scope of activities above. 

4.	Activities and deliverables

4.1	The work of ICG-ORED for 2026/27 will be structured by the following NEAES tasks:

	Existing NEAES tasks
	Relation to other OSPAR Tasks or groups
	ICG ORED actions/expected deliverables for 2026/27
	Task leads

	1
	S12.O4.T5 - Revision of OSPAR Guidance 2008-3 on environmental considerations for offshore windfarm development – Umbrella document and coordination
	
	Adoption of the umbrella document consisting of common introductory elements of the guideline, to which thematic chapters will be appended separately.
	[Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom]

	2
	S12.O4.T4 - Release of hazardous substances
	HASEC and OIC have knowledge and experience 
	 
Adoption of an OSPAR technical report of a background document by EIHA 27.
	
Belgium and Germany

	3
	S9.O4.T1 - Decommissioning
	OIC in relation to oil and gas platforms, scope related to hazardous substances. OWF scope is on MSP, nature enhancement  (and safety)
	 
Proposed decommissioning approach drafted and approved to be forwarded to EIHA 27.
	
Belgium and Sweden


	4
	Follow up on the Bird pilot study
	ICG Eco-C and JWGBird
	Consideration of lessons learned and next steps following the completion of the Bird Pilot study
	Sweden, the UK and the Netherlands




4.2  ICG-ORED has identified the following themes as being of interest for the future development of areas of work:

	Topics of further interest
	Relation to other OSPAR Tasks  or groups
	ICG ORED actions for 2026/27
	points of attention

	1
	Understanding impacts and developing assessments of ORE on benthic habitats
	ICG-COBAM/OBHEG and GNSBI
	Consider the relevance/use of existing tasks related regional sensitivity mapping as developed under ICG ORED and other organisations such as GNSBI 

 Consider the progress towards the development of relevant indicators under ICG-COBAM

	

	2
	Collecting existing evidence and key knowledge gaps on benthic habitat modification or loss
	ICG-COBAM/OBHEG and ICES (ICES WGBRED)
	Consultation with other relevant organisation to provide overview of ongoing work (in particular with ICES- WGBRED)
	

	3
	
	
	
	

	4
	Emission of plastics by erosion of wings/blades
	ICG-ML has experience, but origin is different
	Engage with ICG ML and report back to the spring 2027 meeting of ICG-ORED
	

	5
	Cables laying
Cables presence
	Subsea cable task group 
	no need for an action on cables for the time being, but maintain a watching brief through EIHA
	

	6
	Nature enhancement/habitat restoration
	BDC (work on EBM, and on SO 5.04) 
	Engage with BDC to explore positioning of ICG-ORED
Report Back at spring 2027 ICG-ORED meeting
	ICG-ORED needs to take a strategic position and track developments including on the regional action plan on benthic habitats and EBM pilot project;

	7
	Impacts on hydro geographical conditions
	MSFD benthic group
	Keep a watching brief on hydrographic conditions and the work of the expert group, including by inviting regular update at ICG-ORED meeting.
	

	8
	Impacts of other offshore renewables/wet renewables /solar,..
	
	Collect updated information on key developments in other renewables for review in ICG-ORED 
	Identify need for putting on the agenda for future actions 




5.	OSPAR Science Agenda
5.1	ICG-ORED will periodically review, and update as necessary, the status and scoring of the knowledge gaps and science needs in the OSPAR Science Agenda that fall under its responsibility, prioritising those that are more relevant to its work and identifying the need for external resources and implementing the OSPAR Project Mechanism as appropriate. ICG-ORED will also add, if relevant, any new knowledge gaps and science needs to the OSPAR Science Agenda.
5.2	ICG-ORED will first review and update the OSPAR Science Agenda at its in-person meeting in 2027 and subsequently every two years.

6.               Working procedures  

6.1	The ICG will meet twice a year, with one in-person meeting in the spring/summer and one on-line meeting in the fall/winter. In between these meetings, subgroups can meet as they deem necessary. Workshops dedicated to specific topics may be necessary between meetings, including ICG members and experts.

6.2	The ICG will report on an annual basis to EIHA on progress made and discuss revision of the ToR and Task Templates as necessary.

Resources

6.3	Urgency in responding on challenges due to the fast development of offshore renewables asks for corresponding input of resources. Availability of resources (staff) for the work in 2022-2023 already appeared insufficient. To implement the planned activities for the upcoming years we need a substantial addition. CPs and observers are invited to designate Task leads in order to have each of the identified task covered by a lead country. CPs and observers are also invited to support Task leads by designating experts to identified tasks.

6.4	A Task lead will develop an NEAES task template for the task, report the plan and annual progress to the ICG meetings in the spring. ICG co-conveners will coordinate all tasks and planning. 


7.	Co-convenor and Participants 

7.1	ICG-ORED will be convened by Sweden (Jonas Bjärnstedt) and UK (Daniel Wood) and is open to all OSPAR Contracting Parties and Observers. Other OSPAR Contracting Parties are welcome to join as co-convenors.

7.2	ICG-ORED will be supported by the OSPAR Secretariat to the extent that resources allow. ICG-ORED will also benefit from additional external support through a technical assistance funded through voluntary contributions until December 2026.


Annex 1 to Addendum 1

NEAES 2030 Operational Objectives that have to be considered in the work of ICG-ORED:


S5.O4: By 2025 at the latest OSPAR will take appropriate actions to prevent or reduce pressures to enable the recovery of marine species and benthic and pelagic habitats in order to reach and maintain good environmental status as reflected in relevant OSPAR status assessments, with action by 2023 to halt the decline of marine birds.
A NEAES 2030 task based on this Objective is to produce a bird recovery action plan, S5.04.T1;

S5.O5: By 2025 OSPAR will have implemented all agreed measures to enable the recovery of OSPAR Listed threatened and/or declining species and habitats and will take additional measures as needed. 

S5.O6: Where the knowledge base is insufficient to achieve OSPAR’s biodiversity objectives, OSPAR will take action to improve regional coordination for collection and sharing of data, information and knowledge, with elasmobranchs as a priority by 2023.

S7.O5: By 2024 OSPAR will review the risks from new, emerging and increasing pressures on the marine environment, taking account of OSPAR’s Quality Status Report 2023, and prioritise them for action and the adoption of measures where necessary.

S8.O1: By 2025 OSPAR will agree a regional action plan setting out a series of national and collective actions and, as appropriate, OSPAR measures to reduce noise pollution.

SX.O2: By 2024 OSPAR will initiate discussions on the development of a practical approach for regional-scale ecosystem-based management, including through the ‘Collective Arrangement[footnoteRef:2] and in cooperation with fisheries management bodies and other competent organisations, in order to strengthen ecosystem resilience to climate change and to safeguard the marine environment, its biodiversity and ecosystem services. [2:  (22) Collective Arrangement between competent international organisations on cooperation and coordination regarding selected areas in areas beyond national jurisdiction in the North-East Atlantic’ (Collective Arrangement, OSPAR Agreement 2014-09] 
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