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OSPAR Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic

Meeting of the Environmental Impacts of Human Activities Committee (EIHA)

Ireland (Kinsale) and online: 7-11 April 2025

Terms of reference for ICG-Noise - 2025-2026 
Background and purpose

1. ICG-Noise should continue work in 2025-2026 on underwater noise to support the implementation of the North-East Atlantic Environment Strategy 2030, the OSPAR Regional Action Plan to reduce underwater noise and the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive. 

2. Work in 2025-2026 will include implementing noise-related tasks under the North-East Atlantic Environment Strategy 2030 and development of additional tasks as necessary; initiating implementation of the regional action plan to reduce underwater noise; continued coordinated monitoring of ambient and impulsive noise; implementation of the OSPAR Joint Ambient Noise Monitoring Programme in the North Sea; and continued development of the inventory of noise mitigation techniques. 

Participants

3. ICG-Noise will be convened by the United Kingdom (Nathan Merchant) and the Netherlands (Niels Kinneging) and is open to all OSPAR Contracting Parties and Observers. In view of the expansion in its scope of work, ICG-Noise should ensure representation from both policy and monitoring and assessment experts.
Scope of Work

Regional action plan on underwater noise
4. ICG-Noise will  initiate the implementation of the regional action plan on underwater noise setting out a series of collective actions and, as appropriate, OSPAR measures to reduce noise pollution, as agreed by OSPAR 2025. This work will involve initiating the implementation of the actions of the RAP-noise, focusing in particular on:
a. Developing threshold values to determine whether noise levels are having adverse effects on the marine environment;
b. Adopting a report on marine spatial planning initiatives to highlight best practices to integrate underwater noise;
c. Reporting to the IMO to contribute to the Experience Building Phase of the IMO noise guidelines; and
d. Initiating the knowledge building phase of target development for seismic airgun survey, impact pile driving and UXO noise reduction.. 
Mitigation 
5. ICG-Noise will keep up-to-date an inventory of underwater noise mitigation measures that will provide OSPAR Contracting Parties with an overview of effectiveness and feasibility of mitigation options.
6. To date chapters have been developed on pile driving,seismic surveys and shipping. An updated introductory text as well as the updated chapter on seismic surveys and a new chapter on shipping have been agreed and published in 2024  A new chapter on use of explosives will be added in 2025 if agreeable by EIHA 25. ICG-Noise will  update the chapter on piling by ICG-Noise 2026. Additional chapters still need to be developed for other sources such as high frequency impulsive sources (e.g. from echosounders) and dredging.  It is noted that for managing military activities (explosives and sonar) OSPAR action may have limited impact. ICG-Noise will provide the platform for the sharing of national experiences. 

Monitoring and assessment

7. ICG-Noise will support ongoing delivery of the OSPAR Common Indicators for impulsive noise. This will include:
a. Further development of the Common Indicator on pressure of impulsive noise sources, aiming for an updated indicator assessment in 2027,for approval at EIHA 2028;

b. Further development of the Common Indicator on the risk of impact of impulsive noise on biota including consideration of additional sensitive species and habitats, aiming for an updated indicator assessment in 2027, for approval at EIHA 2028;

c. Supporting a more comprehensive submission of data into the OSPAR impulsive noise registry, including providing advice to CPs on priorities with respect to current data gaps in the impulsive noise register.

8. ICG-Noise will implement the OSPAR Strategy for Ambient Noise Monitoring. This will include:
a. Contributing to the implementation of OSPAR joint ambient noise monitoring programmes (including asking coordinating groups of projects, e.g. DEMASK for their contributions), identifying solutions for the hosting of project products and facilitating cost-effective joint monitoring;

b. Coordination (through the subgroup for ambient noise monitoring) of the OSPAR Joint Monitoring Programme for the Greater North Sea (region II), with EIHA deciding on policy-related matters (OSPAR Agreement 2022 – 06); a mid-term review of the Programme will be made in 2025;

c. Continue developing coordinated monitoring programmes for OSPAR regions III-V;

d. Investigating possibilities for other areas that are not covered by current projects/proposals, e.g. OSPAR Region 1;
e. Further development work on the candidate Indicator on ambient noise, with the aim of reaching agreement to promote to Common by EIHA 2026 and producing a full indicator assessment by 2027, for approval at EIHA 2028.
Supporting a more comprehensive submission of data into the ICES continuous noise database, thus supporting data sharing across the OSPAR sea region.

Marine Strategy Framework Directive

9. ICG-Noise will examine the threshold values developed within the EU MSFD and consider their implications for OSPAR and how to address outstanding issues (choice of LOBE and indicator species and regional adaption of TVs).  ICG-Noise will conduct several simulations in order to test the applicability of the threshold values under different conditions.  
10. A task group established under ICG-Noise and led by Germany and the United Kingdom will work on the implementation of the threshold values, including methodological issues.

11. Where relevant, ICG-Noise will give advice to ICG-MSFD on the proposed approach for setting coherent and/or common environmental targets at the regional level for the EU MSFD third cycle that also contribute to reaching the NEAES 2030 objectives in a coordinated way, and provide feedback to ICG-MSFD on specific threshold numbers to be set at regional or subregional level.
Regional cooperation

12. ICG-Noise will cooperate with other regional seas conventions on matters of mutual interest.  In relation to HELCOM, it will cooperate on the following issues as identified at the joint session of 17 September 2024:
a. further development of the joint registry and database; 

b. share information on ongoing activities 
b.
 

c.
 further development of indicator and threshold values; 

d.
 and  actions of the HELCOM and OSPAR action plans on underwater noise (RAP Noise).

13. revisit the options on how and whether to incorporate EU MSFD threshold values into OSPAR and HELCOM noise monitoring and assessment as a new Agenda Item at the next joint session of EG Noise and ICG-Noise
14. ICG-Noise and HELCOM EG Noise will meet in autumn 2025 to discuss progress on these issues and other matters of joint interest.
ICG-Noise will promote and facilitate the IMO guidelines on the reduction of underwater radiated noise from shipping (MEPC.1/Circ 906) in particular by contributing to the Experience Building Phase through the implementation of the OSPAR Regional Action Plan on underwater noise.

Organisation of work

15. ICG Noise will primarily work by correspondence, including web meetings, but meet physically once a year if circumstances allow.  It is anticipated that the main meeting of ICG-Noise will be held in January 2026 in the Hague (Netherlands); an “Extra” meeting, focused on the implementation of the regional action plan is foreseen for autumn 2025.

16. The group may develop a more detailed work plan, coordinating with TG Noise, where applicable.
17. The group will report to EIHA annually, including on the progress in implementation of NEAES tasks and the RAP-Noise.

Continuation of the group and its mandate will be decided upon by EIHA on a yearly basis.
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