
Ecologically 
or Biologically 
Significant Marine 
Areas (EBSAs)

Scientific collaboration among dedicated 
experts to better understand marine 
biodiversity and support country efforts  
to achieve the Aichi Biodiversity Targets
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Scientific criteria for identifying 
ecologically or biologically significant 
marine areas (EBSAs) 
In 2008, the ninth meeting of the Conference 
of the Parties to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (COP 9) adopted the following sci-
entific criteria for identifying ecologically or 
biologically significant marine areas in need of 
protection in open-ocean waters and deep-sea 
habitats (further details available at http://www.
cbd.int/marine/doc/azores-brochure-en.pdf): 

CBD scientific criteria for ecologically 
or biologically significant areas 
(EBSAs) (annex I, decision IX/20)

1. Uniqueness or Rarity
2. Special importance for life his-

tory stages of species
3. Importance for threatened, 

endangered or declining species 
and/or habitats

4. Vulnerability, Fragility, Sensitiv-
ity, or Slow recovery

5. Biological Productivity
6. Biological Diversity
7. Naturalness

Application of scientific criteria for EBSAs
In 2010, COP 10 noted that the application of 
the  EBSA criteria is a scientific and technical 
exercise, that areas found to meet the crite-
ria may require enhanced conservation and  
management measures, and that this can 
be achieved through a variety of means, in-
cluding marine protected areas and impact 
assessments.

Who identifies EBSAs
COP 10 emphasized that the identification of 
EBSAs and the selection of conservation and 
management measures is a matter for States 
and competent intergovernmental organiza-
tions, in accordance with international law, 
including the UN Convention on the Law of 
the Sea.

Dataset for identifying EBSAs 
COP 10 emphasized that identification of 
EBSAs should use the best available scien-
tific and technical information and integrate 
the traditional, scientific, technical, and tech-
nological knowledge of indigenous and local 
communities, and requested the Executive 
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Secretary to facilitate availability and inter-
operability of the best available marine and 
coastal biodiversity data sets and information 
across global, regional and national scales.

Scientific description of  
EBSAs at the regional level
COP 10 requested the Executive Secretary to 
organize a series of regional workshops with 
a primary objective to facilitate the descrip-
tion of EBSAs through application of scientific 
criteria as well as other relevant compatible 
and complementary nationally and intergov-
ernmentally agreed scientific criteria, as well 
as the scientific guidance for the application 
of EBSA criteria.

Endorsement by COP of the report  
on description of areas meeting EBSA 
criteria and submission of the report  
to UNGA processes
COP 10 requested the Subsidiary Body on 
Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice 
(SBSTTA) to prepare reports based on scientific 
and technical evaluation of information from 
the regional workshops, setting out details of 
areas that meet the scientific criteria for con-
sideration and endorsement in a transparent 
manner by the Conference of the Parties to 
the Convention, with a view to include the en-
dorsed report in the repository and submit the 
endorsed report to the United Nations General 
Assembly (UNGA), particularly the Ad hoc Open 
ended Informal Working Group, as well as rel-
evant international organizations, Parties and  
other Governments.

Cooperation on managing  
areas meeting EBSA criteria
CO P  1 0  e n c o u r a g e d  P a r t i e s ,  o t h e r 
Governments and competent intergovernmen-
tal organizations to cooperate collectively or 
on a regional or subregional basis, to identify 
and adopt appropriate measures for conserva-

tion and sustainable use in relation to EBSAs, 
including by establishing representative net-
works of marine protected areas in accordance  
with international law, including the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and 
based on best scientific information available,  
and to inform the relevant processes within  
the UNGA.

A series of regional workshops  
to facilitate description of areas  
meeting EBSA criteria
Pursuant to the request by COP 10, the 
Executive Secretary has convened a series of 
regional workshops in the following regions:

 » Western South Pacific (Nadi, fiji, 22-25 
November 2011, http://www.cbd.int/
doc/?meeting=rWEBSA-WSPAC-01), 

 » Wider Caribbean and Western Mid-
Atlantic (recife, Brazil, 28 february 
– 2 March 2012, http://www.cbd.int/
doc/?meeting=rWEBSA-WCAr-01), 

 » Southern Indian Ocean (flic en flac, 
Mauritius, 30 July – 3 August 2012, http://
www.cbd.int/doc/?meeting=EBSA-SIO-01), 
and 

 » Eastern Tropical and Temperate Pacific 
(Galapagos Islands, Ecuador, 27 – 31 
August ,  2012,  http://www.cbd.int/
doc/?meeting=EBSA-ETTP-01). 

Additional workshops will take place in South-
Eastern Atlantic/West African region (Namibia, 
March 2013), North Pacific region (russia, 
March 2013), and other remaining regions, in 
collaboration with Parties, other Governments 
and relevant organizations (http://www.cbd.
int/doc/meetings/cop/cop-11/official/cop-11-
22-en.pdf). Similar processes have taken place 
or are underway for further refinement in both 
Mediterranean and North East Atlantic regions 
by UNEP/Mediterranean Action Plan as well as 
OSPAr Commission and NEAfC, respectively.



Figure 1. Coloured patches indicate areas covered by a series of CBD regional 
workshops and similar regional processes to facilitate the description of areas 
meeting EBSA criteria (dotted line indicates the confirmed future workshops to 
be convened by March 2013) 

Contribution of CBD’s EBSA process: 
Views by regional workshop participants

 » The EBSA process facilitates valuable scientific collaboration, enhancing our knowledge 
of marine biodiversity in open-ocean and deep-sea habitats

 » Data collation/synthesis/mapping undertaken for regional workshops contribute to 
existing regional and national conservation efforts 

 » The expert-driven process provides an important starting point for future long-term 
continuous assessment with increasing availability of scientific information 

 » EBSAs provide potential focus for future research and monitoring

Southern Indian Ocean EBSA workshop, Mauritius, 30 July to 3 August, 2012
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Submissions of scientific 
information on potential areas 
meeting EBSA criteria

Workshop Expert Discussion on the 
description of areas meeting EBSA 

criteria at sub-regional groups

Workshop Plenary Discussion and 
Adoption of the description of 

areas meeting EBSA criteria

Post-workshop report editing 
and strengthening of scientific 

information on area descriptions

Final report

Collection, compilation,  
analysis, synthesis and mapping 
of relevant scientific data  
and information

National scientific coordination 
preparatory process at  
different scales

e.g. Brazil involved more than 50 
scientists in the compilation of 
scientific data to describe areas 
meeting EBSA criteria

CBD Secretariat’s technical 
support team in partnership 
with Global Ocean Diversity 
Initiatve, OBIS, and various other 
global and regional partners

e.g. Australia provided  
technical support to the  
Secretariat through CSIRO

Figure 2. Scientific preparation prior to the regional workshop, workshop 
deliberation, and post-workshop refinement of scientific information

left to right: Wider Caribbean and Western Mid-Atlantic EBSA workshop, Recife, Brazil; Western South Pacific 
EBSA workshop, Nadi, Fiji

Eastern Tropical and Temperate Pacific EBSA workshop, Galapagos, Ecuador
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Figure 3. Compilation, analysis, synthesis and mapping of scientific 
information prior to the regional workshops, using 40 to 80 GIS 
data layers of biogeography, biological and physical data
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maps produced by: 
Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation 
(CSIRO) and Marine Geospatial 
Ecology Lab, Duke University
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