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INTRODUCTION  

1. At i ts tenth meeting, the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity 

requested the Executive Secretary to work with Parties and other Governments as well as competent 

organizations and regional initiatives, such as the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations (FAO), regional seas conventions and action plans, and, where appropriate, regional fisheries 

management organizations (RFMOs) to organize, including the setting of terms of reference, a series of 

regional workshops, with a primary objective to facilitate the description of ecologically or biologically 

significant marine areas (EBSAs) through the application of the scientific criteria given in decision IX/20, 

annex I, as well as other relevant compatible and complementary nationally and intergovernmentally 

agreed scientific criteria, as well as the scientific guidance on the identification of marine areas beyond 

national jurisdiction, which meet the scientific criteria in annex I to decision IX/20 (see decision X/29, 

para. 36). 

2. Subsequently, at its eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth meetings, the Conference of the 

Parties reviewed the outcomes of the regional workshops conducted and requested the Executive 

Secretary to include the summary reports prepared by the Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and 

Technological Advice, as contained in the annexes to decisions XI/17, XII/22, XIII/12 and 14/9, in the 

repository of ecologically or biologically significant marine areas, and to transmit the summary reports to 

the United Nations General Assembly and its relevant processes, as well as to Parties, other Governments 

and relevant international organizations, in line with the purpose and procedures set out in decisions X/29, 

XI/17 and XII/22. 

3. The Conference of the Parties to the Convention, at its thirteenth meeting, also requested the 

Executive Secretary, in line with paragraph 36 of decision X/29, paragraph 12 of decision XI/17 and 

paragraph 6 of decision XII/22, to continue to facilitate the description of areas meeting the criteria for 

ecologically or biologically significant marine areas through the organization of additional regional or 

subregional workshops where Parties wish workshops to be held. Furthermore, the Conference of the 

Parties to the Convention, at its fourteenth meeting, invited Parties to submit descriptions of areas that 

meet the criteria for EBSAs in the North-East Atlantic. 

4. On 30 November 2018, Ms. Susana Salvador, Executive Secretary of the Convention for the 

Protection of the Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic (OSPAR Commission), and Mr. Darius 

Campbell, Secretary of the North-East Atlantic Fisheries Commission (NEAFC), transmitted a letter to 

Ms. Cristiana PaἨca Palmer, Executive Secretary of the CBD, to request collaboration between the CBD 

Secretariat, the OSPAR Commission and NEAFC to organize a CBD regional workshop to facilitate the 

                                                 
1   The designations employed and the presentation of material in this note do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever 

on the part of the Secretariat concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning 

the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 
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description of EBSAs in the North-East Atlantic. The letter further invited the workshop to consider the 

information collated for the regional EBSA process organized by the OSPAR Commission and NEAFC, 

in collaboration with the CBD Secretariat, in 2011 and 2013 and peer reviewed by the International 

Council for Exploration of the Sea (ICES) in 20132 and any additional new information that has been 

collected in the intervening period. 

5. Pursuant to the above requests, and with financial support from the Governments of Sweden, 

France, Denmark and Germany, the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity convened the 

Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Areas 

in the North-East Atlantic Ocean, in Stockholm, from 23 to 27 September 2019, preceded by a training 

session on 22 September 2019. The workshop was hosted by the Government of Sweden and organized in 

collaboration with the OSPAR Commission and NEAFC.  

6. Scientific and technical support for this workshop was provided by a team from Duke University. 

The results of technical preparation for the workshop were made available in the meeting document 

entitled ñData to Inform the Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of Ecologically or 

Biologically Significant Marine Areas (EBSAs) in the North-East Atlantic Oceanò 

(CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/3).  

7. The meeting was attended by experts from Belgium, Denmark (Kingdom of), European Union, 

Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Russian Federation, Spain, Sweden, United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, International Seabed Authority, North-East Atlantic 

Fisheries Commission (NEAFC), OSPAR Commission, International Council for Exploration of the Sea 

(ICES), Saami Council, BirdLife International, Global Ocean Biodiversity Initiative, Fisheries Expert 

Group of the IUCN Commission of Ecosystem Management, IUCN Marine Mammal Protected Areas 

Task Force, and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF).
3 
The full list of participants is provided in 

annex I.  

ITEM 1.  OPENING OF THE WORKSHOP 

8. On behalf of the Government of Sweden, Ms. Charlotta Sörqvist, Senior Adviser, Division for 

Natural Environment, Ministry of the Environment of Sweden, delivered opening remarks. She welcomed 

participants to Sweden and to Stockholm. She noted that the 2011 OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD EBSA 

workshop for the North-East Atlantic, which was also the first-ever EBSA workshop, was held eight 

years ago, due to the eagerness of scientists in the North-East Atlantic region to apply the EBSA concept 

to their region. She noted that this process was now closer than ever to reaching a conclusion in this 

region, an important step towards a COP decision next year. She affirmed Swedenôs faith in the process, 

which the Government saw as very important in building knowledge about the marine environment on 

which human beings depended. She noted that, looking ahead to the post-2020 global biodiversity 

framework, one thing was certain: marine and coastal biodiversity would continue to face serious 

challenges. She stressed that Sweden saw EBSAs as having a potentially important role as conservation 

efforts awerere stepped up, not only for the knowledge that the process had generated, but also in the light 

of environmental challenges, such as climate change. Ms. Sörqvist thanked participants for their 

dedication to the EBSA process and wished them a productive week. 

9. Ms. Lena Avellan delivered an opening statement on behalf of Ms. Susana Salvador, Executive 

Secretary of the OSPAR Commission. She expressed her gratitude to the Convention on Biological 

                                                 
2 ICES. 2013. OSPAR/NEAFC special request on review of the results of the Joint OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD Workshop on 

Ecologically and Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAs). June 2013. Available at: 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-

NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf  
3 An expert nominated by the government of France was scheduled to attend the workshop. However, due to unforeseen 

circumstances, the participant was unable to attend, and it was not possible in the limited timeframe to arrange for an alternate 

expert from France to attend. 

file://biodiv.org/shares/UserDoc/Working%20Folders/40-00-STTM/35-00-Marine%20&%20Coastal/35_03%20Workshops/EBSA%2015%20-%20OSPAR-NEAFC/Report%20as%20adopted/In%20process%20of%20editing/ICES.%202013.%20OSPAR/NEAFC%20special%20request%20on%20review%20of%20the%20results%20of%20the%20Joint%20OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD%20Workshop%20on%20Ecologically%20and%20Biologically%20Significant%20Areas%20(EBSAs).%20June%202013.%20Available%20at:%20http:/www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
file://biodiv.org/shares/UserDoc/Working%20Folders/40-00-STTM/35-00-Marine%20&%20Coastal/35_03%20Workshops/EBSA%2015%20-%20OSPAR-NEAFC/Report%20as%20adopted/In%20process%20of%20editing/ICES.%202013.%20OSPAR/NEAFC%20special%20request%20on%20review%20of%20the%20results%20of%20the%20Joint%20OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD%20Workshop%20on%20Ecologically%20and%20Biologically%20Significant%20Areas%20(EBSAs).%20June%202013.%20Available%20at:%20http:/www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
file://biodiv.org/shares/UserDoc/Working%20Folders/40-00-STTM/35-00-Marine%20&%20Coastal/35_03%20Workshops/EBSA%2015%20-%20OSPAR-NEAFC/Report%20as%20adopted/In%20process%20of%20editing/ICES.%202013.%20OSPAR/NEAFC%20special%20request%20on%20review%20of%20the%20results%20of%20the%20Joint%20OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD%20Workshop%20on%20Ecologically%20and%20Biologically%20Significant%20Areas%20(EBSAs).%20June%202013.%20Available%20at:%20http:/www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
file://biodiv.org/shares/UserDoc/Working%20Folders/40-00-STTM/35-00-Marine%20&%20Coastal/35_03%20Workshops/EBSA%2015%20-%20OSPAR-NEAFC/Report%20as%20adopted/In%20process%20of%20editing/ICES.%202013.%20OSPAR/NEAFC%20special%20request%20on%20review%20of%20the%20results%20of%20the%20Joint%20OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD%20Workshop%20on%20Ecologically%20and%20Biologically%20Significant%20Areas%20(EBSAs).%20June%202013.%20Available%20at:%20http:/www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
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Diversity for arranging this important regional workshop and to the technical team from the Marine 

Geospatial Ecology Lab of Duke University for its technical support. She also thanked the Government of 

Sweden for generously hosting this workshop and the Governments of France, Denmark and Germany for 

their valuable financial contributions, as well as the other Governments that had contributed to making 

this workshop possible. She also thanked NEAFC for the productive and continued cooperation in this 

area of work. She noted that in the past ten years, their two organizations had developed a strong 

collaboration, shared information of common interest, and, above all, significantly enhanced the 

collective arrangement as a forum for regional and cross-sectoral dialogue. She emphasized that the 

organizations had furthermore explored ways to promote the identification of areas meeting the EBSA 

criteria and were proud of working together with the Convention. She noted that, while the North-East 

Atlantic was a well-studied area, the OSPAR Commission still had insufficient knowledge of the 

ecosystems to fully apply an ecosystem approach to managing human activities. OSPAR applied the 

precautionary principle to management of human activities and aimed to increase availability of 

information to inform and sustain policy decisions. She noted that the outputs of this workshop would be 

helpful to the future work of OSPAR as it contributed to efforts to increase the availability of scientific 

information to policymakers. She noted that the Contracting Parties to OSPAR were currently developing 

a new strategy based on an ambitious programme for the next decade, to be launched in July 2020. An 

important part of this work was to evaluate achievements against current objectives and targets, which 

were set in 2010. But when looking towards the future, ambitions needed to take emerging pressures, 

such as climate change, into account. Through the new Strategy for 2020-2030, the OSPAR Commission 

aimed to set out the main commitments to protect the marine environment of the North East Atlantic in 

the wider context of ocean governance and to contribute to the UN 2030 Agenda, mostly the delivery of 

many of the Sustainable Development Goals. Reinforced international cooperation was therefore a 

fundamental component of our plan of action for the decade ahead. OSPAR believed the post-2020 global 

biodiversity framework was of crucial importance in the context of global biodiversity conservation, and 

OSPAR sought to support the CBD process by contributing results and findings from regional efforts and 

aligning common objectives and targets. OSPAR sought to take further steps in supporting global efforts 

on conserving marine biodiversity, and collaboration on EBSA was one important step towards this end. 

In conclusion, she reiterated the appreciation of OSPAR to the Convention for its collaboration in 

identifying EBSAs in the North East Atlantic, and reaffirmed OSPARôs willingness to support this 

process and work ahead. She wished participants a successful workshop. 

10. Mr. Darius Campbell, Secretary of NEAFC, delivered opening remarks. After thanking the 

Swedish Government for hosting, the CBD Secretariat for organizing, and the Governments of France, 

Denmark and Germany for financially supporting the workshop, Mr. Campbell provided some historical 

context. He recalled the previous year, NEAFC and OSPAR requested the Convention on Biological 

Diversity to hold this workshop, following a process to describe EBSAs in the North-East Atlantic that 

began in 2011, following decision X/29, whereby the Conference of the Parties requested the Executive 

Secretary to organize a series of regional workshops to facilitate the description of EBSAs. OSPAR, 

NEAFC and the CBD Secretariat kicked off this process in the North-East Atlantic via a workshop held in 

2011. Following a scientific review process, some refined draft proposals were developed in 2013. 

Further progress was, however, prevented until last yearôs joint request to the CBD. He noted that 

NEAFC, OSPAR and the CBD should be proud of their history of cooperation on the EBSA process, as 

such collaboration was unusual in 2011. Mr. Campbell noted his pleasure at the renewal of efforts on the 

EBSA process for the North-East Atlantic, and his hope that these efforts would lead to a successful 

conclusion in the very near future. He noted that since 2011, NEAFC had continued to make progress in 

moving from science to action in terms of conservation in Areas beyond National Jurisdiction in the 

North-East Atlantic. Since 2004 NEAFC had closed several areas to bottom fisheries, where Vulnerable 

Marine Ecosystems occurred. Moreover, in all but a very small part of the NEAFC Regulatory Area, 

where already established bottom fishing was allowed, no new bottom-fishing activity could progress 

without a strict impact assessment process. In closing, he emphasized that NEAFC concentrated on 

policy, while scientific advice was provided only by the International Council for Exploration of the Sea 
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(ICES), and that NEAFC was therefore very pleased to note that ICES would lend its expertise to this 

workshop. At the same time, he indicated that ICES would likely consider the information established in 

this process as it provides scientific advice to NEAFC. He wished all participants a fruitful workshop. 

11. Mr. Joseph Appiott delivered an opening statement on behalf of Ms. Cristiana Paĸca Palmer, 

Executive Secretary of the Convention on Biological Diversity. He thanked participants for joining the 

workshop and lending their valuable scientific expertise to this important process. He also expressed his 

gratitude to the Government of Sweden for hosting the workshop and to the Governments of France, 

Denmark and Germany for their valuable financial support. He also thanked the OSPAR Commission and 

NEAFC for their collaboration and valuable technical input and expressed his gratitude to the technical 

support team from the Marine Geospatial Ecology Lab of Duke University, whose important work in 

geospatial mapping had been crucial to the success of the EBSA process. He noted that the North-East 

Atlantic was a diverse place, with an ecology that included an enormous range of species and habitats. 

The intense human activities in the region placed considerable pressure on the marine environment and on 

the ability of the ocean to continue to provide the services that had supported the regionôs economic 

development and social well-being. These challenges had been further exacerbated by global drivers such 

as climate change and ocean acidification. In view of these challenges, biodiversity must not be seen as a 

hindrance, but rather a solution for sustainable economic growth and human well-being, by supporting the 

functioning of the Earthôs life support system. He noted that significant strides had been made in the 

region towards sustainable development. The OSPAR Commission, NEAFC and other multilateral 

processes had brought together countries in the region to take steps to improve the conservation and 

sustainable use of the regionôs marine and coastal resources. This region had shown leadership in cross-

sectoral approaches to understanding and managing its marine resources, including through the robust 

collaboration between the OSPAR Commission and NEAFC, which was widely viewed as a model of 

regional collaboration for the whole world to follow. At such a crucial time in the global ocean policy 

landscape, particularly in view of the ongoing deliberations for the post-2020 global biodiversity 

framework, he urged participants to demonstrate once again the leadership role that the North-East 

Atlantic had long played in regional collaboration to better understand, conserve and sustainably use 

marine biodiversity. In conclusion, he wished participants a successful workshop.  

ITEM 2.  ELECTION OF THE WORKSHOP CO-CHAIRS, ADOPTION OF THE 

AGENDA AND ORGANIZAT ION OF WORK  

12. After a brief explanation by the CBD Secretariat on procedures for electing the workshop co-

chairs, Mr. Staffan Danielsson (Sweden), as offered by the host Government, and Mr. Juan-Pablo 

Pertierra (EU), proposed by an expert from Sweden and seconded by the floor unanimously, were elected 

as the workshop co-chairs. 

13. Participants were then invited to consider the provisional agenda (CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/1) and 

the proposed organization of work, as contained in annex II to the annotations to the provisional agenda 

(CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/1/Add.1) and adopted them without any amendments.  

14. The workshop was organized in plenary and break-out group sessions. The co-chairs nominated  

Mr. David Johnson (GOBI) as rapporteur to assist the CBD Secretariat in preparing the draft workshop 

report on the workshop discussions with respect to agenda item 6. 

ITEM 3.  WORKSHOP BACKGROUND,  SCOPE AND OUTPUT 

15. Under this agenda item, participants were provided with a series of presentations during the 

training day, including presentations on the scientific aspects of the EBSA criteria and the application of 

the EBSA criteria: 

(a) Mr. Joseph Appiott (CBD Secretariat) delivered a presentation on the work of the CBD 

on EBSAs and the global context for the workshop; 
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(b) Ms. Hedvig Hogfors (Sweden) delivered a presentation on Mosaic, a new framework in 

Sweden to facilitate the ecosystem approach to spatial management; 

(c) Ms. Lena Avellan (OSPAR Commission) delivered a presentation on the role and 

mandate of the OSPAR Commission, and its work in assessing the state of the marine environment, and 

the forthcoming 2023 OSPAR Quality Status Report, which will evaluate the North-East Atlantic 

Environment Strategy 2010-2020; 

(d) Mr. Darius Campbell (NEAFC) delivered a presentation on the role and mandate of the 

NEAFC, the background of inter-sectoral cooperation with OSPAR and on previous efforts towards 

identifying EBSAs in the region, which strengthened regional cooperation; 

(e) Mr. Eugene Nixon (ICES) delivered a presentation on work under ICES relevant to the 

workshop discussions and explained the role of ICES as an intergovernmental scientific organization that 

provides independent evidence-based advice on marine-related issues to OSPAR and NEAFC; 

(f) Ms. Jihyun Lee (ISA Secretariat) delivered a presentation on work under the ISA relevant 

to the workshop discussions, including scientific data collected through exploration activities, which 

supports the effective implementation of ISAôs environmental management system, together with 

scientific analysis, modeling and observations being undertaken by other scientific groups; 

(g) Mr. Patrick Halpin (technical support team) gave a presentation on the scientific criteria 

for EBSAs and approaches and experiences in the description of areas meeting the EBSA criteria; 

(h) Mr. Patrick Halpin (technical support team) gave a presentation on the scientific 

information compiled for the workshop; 

16. Summaries of the above presentations are provided in annex II.  

17. Mr. Joseph Appiott (CBD Secretariat) briefed the participants on the workshop objectives, 

expected outputs and geographic scope, building on his presentation on the Convention's EBSA process 

that was delivered on the training day.  

18. The participants discussed the scope of the workshop. It was agreed to align the scope of the 

workshop with the maritime areas of the OSPAR Commission and NEAFC (which are identical), except 

for the southern boundary, which the workshop agreed to extend. The southern boundary of the workshop 

scope was extended south, partially overlapping with the scope of the CBD regional EBSA workshop for 

the South-Eastern Atlantic (Swakopmund, Namibia, 8-12 April 2013), in order to encompass waters and 

features surrounding the islands of Madeira and the Azores (Portugal) and the Canary Islands (Spain), as 

(a) experts from Portugal and Spain had not been present at the South-Eastern Atlantic workshop, (b) 

features surrounding the islands of Madeira and the Azores (Portugal) and the Canary Islands (Spain) had 

generally not been considered in the South-Eastern Atlantic workshop, and (c) additional information 

from those areas was made available at the regional EBSA workshop for the North-East Atlantic. As the 

scope of the workshop also partially overlapped with the scope of the CBD regional EBSA workshop for 

the Arctic (Helsinki, 3-7 March 2014) and the CBD regional EBSA workshop for the Baltic Sea (Helsinki, 

19-24 February 2018), the workshop also took note of the results of these previous workshops. 

19. Germany, Greenland (Kingdom of Denmark), Iceland, Ireland, Netherlands, Norway, and the 

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland did not include their Exclusive Economic Zones 

(EEZs) in the workshop scope due to the fact that those Parties had conducted, or were in the process of 

conducting, relevant national processes applying the EBSA criteria or other similar criteria for identifying 

marine areas of particular importance. Workshop participants from those Parties were invited to provide 

brief summaries of these national processes. Sweden and the Russian Federation had already described 

EBSAs in their EEZs in previous CBD regional EBSA workshops that overlapped with the scope of the 

present workshop, and did not describe additional features or information in their EEZs.  Annex III 

provides information on the above.  
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20. An expert nominated by the Government of France was scheduled to attend the workshop. 

However, due to unforeseen circumstances, the participant was unable to attend, and it was not possible in 

the limited timeframe to arrange for an alternate expert from France to attend. Thus, features in the EEZ 

of France were not considered in the scope of this workshop. 

21. The map of the workshop scope is provided in annex IV. 

22. The workshop participants noted the following points regarding the guidance of the Conference 

of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity on the regional workshop process as well as the 

potential contribution of the scientific information produced by the workshops: 

(a) The Conference of the Parties, at its tenth meeting, noted that the application of the 

scientific criteria in annex I of decision IX/20 for the identification of ecologically or biologically 

significant marine areas presents a tool which Parties and competent intergovernmental organizations may 

choose to use to progress towards the implementation of ecosystem approaches in relation to areas both 

within and beyond national jurisdiction, through the identification of areas and features of the marine 

environment that are important for conservation and sustainable use of marine and coastal biodiversity 

(paragraph 25, decision X/29); 

(b) The application of the EBSA criteria is a scientific and technical exercise, and the 

identification of EBSAs and the selection of conservation and management measures is a matter for States 

and competent intergovernmental organizations, in accordance with international law, including the 

United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (decision X/29, para. 26,);  

(c) The EBSA description process is open-ended, and additional regional or subregional 

workshops may be organized when there is sufficient advancement in the availability of scientific 

information (decision XI/17, paras. 9 and 12);  

(d) Each workshop is tasked to describe areas meeting the scientific criteria for EBSAs based 

on best available scientific information. As such, experts at the workshops are not expected to discuss any 

management issues, including threats to the areas;  

(e) The EBSA description process facilitates scientific collaboration and information-sharing 

at national, subregional and regional levels, as demonstrated by the collective work by workshop 

participants with different expertise, contributing to each otherôs description of areas meeting the EBSA 

criteria;  

23. Participating experts were invited through a selection process, based on nominations by CBD 

National Focal Points, using the selection criteria provided in the CBD notification dated 25 March 2019 

(reference number 2019-036). Prior to the workshop, selected experts were asked to provide relevant 

scientific and technical information, in collaboration with relevant scientists within their respective 

countries, to support the workshop discussions, including by filling in the EBSA information template 

(appended to the notification above). 

ITEM 4.  REVIEW OF RELEVANT SCIENTIFIC DATA/INFORMATION/MAP S 

COMPILED FOR THE WORKSHOP 

24. For the consideration of this item, the workshop had before it two information notes by the 

Executive Secretary that were prepared in support of the workshop deliberations: Compilation of Relevant 

Scientific Information Submitted by Parties, Other Governments and Relevant Organizations in Support 

of the Workshop Objectives (document CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/2), which was compiled based on 

submissions in response to the Secretariatôs notification (2019-050, dated 28 May 2019), and Data to 

Inform the CBD Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of Ecologically or Biologically 

Significant Marine Areas in the North-East Atlantic Ocean (document CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/3). The 

documents/references submitted prior to the workshop were made available for the information of 

workshop participants on the meeting website (https://www.cbd.int/meetings/EBSA-WS-2019-01).  

https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/0e6a/7995/32829f4f873ca8ee8e0fc952/ebsa-ws-2019-01-02-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/e579/4450/6959580918136bdacd9f2bda/ebsa-ws-2019-01-03-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/meetings/EBSA-WS-2019-01
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25. Mr. Patrick Halpin (technical support team) provided a presentation that reviewed the relevant 

scientific data/information/maps compiled to support the workshop deliberations, based on document 

CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/3. The information provided in this presentation was considered in the 

description of areas meeting the EBSA criteria by the break-out groups. A summary of this presentation is 

provided in annex II. 

26. Workshop participants who had submitted relevant scientific information using the EBSA 

templates prior to the workshop, as contained in the document CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/2, were invited to 

present their draft descriptions of areas potentially meeting the EBSA criteria. 

27. Spatial data compiled for this workshop was available to workshop participants both in hard-copy 

maps as well as in a Geographic Information System (GIS) database, for their use, analysis and 

interpretation in the application of the EBSA criteria. 

28. The workshop participants also noted the previous information collated for the regional EBSA 

process organized by the OSPAR Commission and NEAFC, in collaboration with the CBD Secretariat, in 

2011 and 2013, and peer-reviewed by ICES in 2013,
4
 the outputs of which were made available for the 

workshop discussions. 

29. Workshop participants noted with appreciation the considerable amount of data/information 

gathered, including GIS data, for the workshop deliberation and highlighted the importance of making it 

available through the development of relevant information platforms (e.g., EBSA regional repository) at 

national and regional scales.  

ITEM 5.  DESCRIPTION OF ECOLOGICALL Y OR BIOLOGICALLY 

SIGNIFICANT MARINE A REAS THROUGH THE APPLICATION OF 

THE SCIENTIFIC CRITE RIA (DECISION IX/20,  ANNEX I)  

30. Building on the theme presentations provided in the previous agenda items, the workshop 

participants exchanged their views on possible ways of organizing their work under this agenda item. In 

this regard, participants noted the following points with regard to the description of areas meeting the 

EBSA criteria:  

(a) The description of EBSAs is based on the scientific information and expert knowledge 

available at the time of the workshop, and, as the EBSA process is iterative and ongoing, there may be 

additional areas described as meeting the EBSA criteria in future regional or sub-regional workshops;  

(b) In describing multiple ecological and/or biological components of a given area, 

participants should consider how these components may be interconnected as part of a system, and that, if 

separate components cannot be described as part of a coherent system approach, these components should 

be described separately; 

(c) The EBSA criteria can be applied on all scales from global to local. Once a scale has 

been selected, however, the criteria are intended to be used to evaluate areas and ecosystem features in a 

context relative to other areas and features at the given scale; 

(d) There are no thresholds that must be met, judgements are comparative to adjacent areas, 

and the current ranking system (e.g., high, medium, low, no information) for assessing the areas meeting 

each EBSA criterion is devised to facilitate better understanding of available scientific information in 

describing the areas with regard to the extent to which they meet different criteria. The current ranking 

system, however, does not intend to compare the importance of each criterion;  

(e) Relative assessments are necessarily scale dependent. Relative significance of areas has 

generally been viewed from regional or large sub-regional scales;  

                                                 
4 ICES OSPAR-NEAFC EBSA review.pdf 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2013/Special%20requests/OSPAR-NEAFC%20EBSA%20review.pdf
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(f) Areas may meet multiple criteria, and that is important, but ranking at least one as high is 

also necessary for a proposed area to be described as an EBSA; 

(g) Areas described to meet the EBSA criteria have ranged from relatively small sites to very 

extensive oceanographic features;  

(h) Areas described to meet the EBSA criteria can be overlapped or nested;  

(i) Difficulties are often encountered in applying EBSA criterion 4 (vulnerability, fragility, 

sensitivity, and/or slow recovery). Criterion 4 applies to an area that contains a relatively high proportion 

of sensitive habitats, biotopes or species that are functionally fragile (highly susceptible to degradation or 

depletion by human activity or by natural events) or with slow recovery, not directly describing the 

anthropogenic threats or pressures affecting the areas. 

31. This workshop was mandated to evaluate areas at a regional scale within the North-East Atlantic. 

However, the workshop considered that the entire region has significant ecological or biological features 

that should be viewed on a global scale. This perspective is presented in annex V of this report. 

32. Participants recognized that indigenous peoples and local communities in the North-East Atlantic 

have a significant amount of endemic, traditional knowledge relevant to the description of EBSAs, and 

that traditional knowledge should be appropriately considered and engaged in the description of areas 

meeting the EBSA criteria through the full and effective participation of indigenous peoples and local 

communities. Participants noted that indigenous peoples and local communities have long been part of the 

North-East Atlantic ecosystem, and its biodiversity has been the basis for ways of life for indigenous 

peoples for millennia and is still a vital part of their material and spiritual existence. They further noted 

the importance of recognizing the linkage between culture and biodiversity, given that healthy and 

productive marine and ecosystems are the foundation of indigenous cultures, traditions and identities. 

Although the workshop did not consider many areas where indigenous peoples and local communities 

live, indigenous peoples and local communities have always known that remote areas outside their 

immediate environment are important areas for refuge and homes to other beings and respected as such. If 

those areas had been considered in the context of this workshop, traditional knowledge on features such 

fishing grounds, spawning areas, streams, fauna, bird habitats, seabed conditions and also knowledge of 

customary use of areas, areas of social and economic importance, cultural heritage sites, subsistence use 

areas and sacred sites would have been highly relevant. 

33. For effective review of available scientific information and assessment of potential areas meeting 

the EBSA criteria, the workshop participants were split into two break-out groups. These sub-groupings 

were not based on any geographic, ecological, biological, political or any other criteria or considerations, 

nor based on any existing sub-groupings used in any other processes. The participants were split into 

these sub-groupings only to facilitate a more efficient mode of working, especially in light of limitations 

posed by the relatively small number of technical support staff present at the workshop to support the 

description of areas meeting the EBSA criteria. These sub-groupings are as follows: 

(a) Northern part of the North-East Atlantic; 

(b) Southern part of the North-East Atlantic. 

34. Each break-out group was advised to focus on the following in their discussion:  

(a) Review the layers of information available, including GIS maps of ocean features, other 

types of data sets, primary and other scientific and technical reports and publications, and expert 

knowledge, relative to each of the CBD EBSA criteria; 

(b) Based on the review of available scientific information, describe areas that may be 

considered to be relatively ecologically or biologically significant, based on their relative importance on 

one or more of the criteria; 
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(c) Document the description of each area considered to be ecologically or biologically 

significant, using the EBSA template and augmenting the template with narrative text and maps 

considered necessary to reflect the rationales of the group. Where appropriate, the narrative text may 

report on strengths and weaknesses in the information used in the description of the area, and key 

uncertainties; 

(d) Review existing compilation of templates and refine them as necessary, considering 

comments provided by the Secretariat and the workshop plenary, in terms of scientific data/information, 

and polygon boundaries of areas to be mapped;  

(e) Where appropriate, consider merging areas described in draft descriptions with other 

areas or refining them into smaller areas so that the description can accurately cover the ecosystem 

features under consideration; 

(f) Identify the needs for future scientific research, scientific collaboration, data/information 

sharing, and capacity building to further enable application of the EBSA criteria in the region, particularly 

for areas or types of information for which there is a lack of scientific information or expert knowledge at 

this workshop, as inputs to agenda item 6; 

(g) Work with technical support team to define the polygon boundary of areas of your EBSA 

description on the GIS map; and 

(h) Invite relevant international/regional experts available at the meeting for their expert 

opinions. 

35. Participants were assisted by the technical support team, including GIS operators, who made 

hard/electronic copies of the maps available for the deliberation of the break-out group discussion, and 

provided data in a GIS database, and supported data analysis and interpretation as well as mapping of 

potential areas meeting the EBSA criteria.  

36. During the break-out group discussions, participants working on the description of areas meeting 

EBSA criteria drew approximate polygons of areas meeting the EBSA criteria on a map provided by the 

technical support team.  

37. The results of the break-out groups were reported at the plenary for consideration. At the plenary 

sessions, workshop participants reviewed the description of areas meeting the EBSA criteria proposed by 

the break-out group sessions, including the draft descriptions, using templates provided by the CBD 

Secretariat, and considered them for inclusion in the final list of areas meeting EBSA criteria.  

38. The workshop participants agreed on descriptions of 17 areas meeting the EBSA criteria. The 

map of described areas is contained in annex VI. They are listed in annex VII  and described in its 

appendix. 

ITEM 6.  IDENTIFICATION OF GAPS AND NEEDS FOR FURTHER ELABORATION 

IN DESCRIBING AREAS MEETING EBSA CRITERIA , INCLUDING THE 

NEED TO DEVELO P SCIENTIFIC CAPACITY  AND FUTURE 

SCIENTIFIC  COLLABORATION  

39. Building on the workshop deliberations, the workshop participants were invited to identify, 

through break-out group sessions and plenary discussion, gaps and needs for further elaboration in 

describing areas meeting the EBSA criteria, including the need for scientific information, scientific 

capacity development and scientific collaboration. The results of the plenary and subgroup discussions are 

compiled in annex VIII . 

40. Workshop participants discussed Arctic sea ice habitats in the context of the application of the 

EBSA criteria in this region, noting specific challenges in describing such features during this workshop, 

following previous work in describing these features as meeting the EBSA criteria at the 2011 Joint 

OSPAR/NEAFC/CBD Scientific Workshop on the identification of EBSAs in the North-East Atlantic and 
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the 2014 CBD Arctic Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of EBSAs. The results of the 

plenary and subgroup discussions on this issue are provided in the appendix to annex VIII. 

ITEM 7. OTHER MATTERS  

41. No other matters were discussed. 

ITEM 8. ADOPTION OF THE REPO RT 

42. The participants considered and adopted the workshop report on the basis of a draft report 

prepared and presented by the co-chairs, with some changes.  

43. The participants agreed that any additional scientific references would be provided to the CBD 

Secretariat by workshop participants within one week of the closing of the workshop in order to further 

refine the description of areas meeting EBSA criteria contained in annex VII and its appendix.  

ITEM 9. CLOSURE OF THE WORKSHOP 

44. In closing the workshop, the participants expressed their appreciation to the Government of 

Sweden for their hospitality and thanked the workshop co-chairs for their leadership in steering the 

workshop deliberation. They also thanked the rapporteurs, facilitators, and technical team for their 

valuable contributions. They acknowledged with thanks the hard work and efficient servicing by the 

Secretariat staff for successfully organizing and concluding the workshop. 

45. The workshop was closed at 6pm on Friday, 27 September 2019.  
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Annex II 

SUMMARY OF THEME PRE SENTATIONS 

Mr. Joseph Appiott (Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity)  
Mr. Appiott delivered a presentation outlining the background of the workshop in the context of the 

Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and its Aichi Biodiversity Targets. He highlighted the close 

interlinkages between the Aichi Targets and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly 

SDG 14. He described the relevant work of the Convention on marine and coastal biodiversity, including 

its work on facilitating the description of EBSAs, addressing the impacts of threats on marine 

biodiversity, management tools and guidelines, and the capacity-development activities of the Sustainable 

Ocean Initiative. He introduced the process for describing EBSAs, beginning with the adoption of the 

EBSA criteria at the ninth meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP 9) to the CBD and the call by 

the tenth meeting of the Conference of the Parties (COP 10) to organize a series of regional EBSA 

workshops. Since 2011, the CBD Secretariat has convened 15 regional workshops (including the present 

workshop) to facilitate the description of areas meeting the EBSA criteria, pursuant to COP decisions 

X/29, XI/17, XII/22 and XIII/12. So far, a total of 321 areas have been described as meeting the EBSA 

criteria. These areas have been considered by the CBD COP at its eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth and 

fourteenth meetings, which have requested that the summary reports on the outputs of these regional 

EBSA workshops be submitted to the United Nations General Assembly and its relevant working groups. 

Mr. Appiott went on to emphasize that the application of the EBSA criteria is a scientific and technical 

exercise and that areas found to meet the EBSA criteria may require enhanced conservation and 

management measures, which can be achieved through a variety of means, including MPAs and impact 

assessments, for example. He emphasized that EBSAs are not MPAs, nor fishing closures, and that the 

identification of EBSAs and the selection of conservation and management measures is a matter for States 

and competent intergovernmental organizations. He then pointed out that the EBSA process may support 

the strengthening of the regionôs efforts to meet its goals for conservation and sustainable use of marine 

biodiversity, by facilitating scientific collaboration and increasing awareness. 

 

Mosaic: a new framework to facilitate ecosystem approach to spatial management (by Ms. Hedvig 

Hogfors, (Swedish Agency for Marine and Water Management ) 

Ms. Hogfors introduced the MOSAIC framework, which will become a Swedish national guideline. The 

objective is to facilitate an ecosystem approach to marine spatial management (e.g., protected areas, 

coastal zone management and marine spatial planning) at different, but integrative, scales of governance. 

Based on the EBSA criteria, it serves as a practical step-by-step tool to identify ecologically or 

biologically important areas in coherent networks, which can be used to support informed trade-off 

decisions. The framework has been tested and used by three county administrative boards, four coastal 

municipalities and a scientific cross-disciplinary study involving experts in both ecology and law. To 

enable incorporation of new scientific knowledge, to follow changes over time, to minimize subjectivity 

of assessments and to be transparent, a key feature in MOSAIC is the use of predefined biotic ecosystem 

components. Lists of components and their associated values have been assessed through several 

processes, including several workshops with local and scientific experts in marine ecology. Moreover, the 

framework is designed to include complex spatial analyses and detailed site-specific information. 

 

The work of the OSPAR Commission in a regional context (by Ms. Lena Avellan, OSPAR Commission)  

Ms. Avellan explained that the OSPAR Convention is the mechanism by which 15 Governments and the 

European Union cooperate to protect the marine environment of the North-East Atlantic. The OSPAR 

Convention was created in 1992 based on previous conventions to prevent pollution. Annex V on the 

protection and conservation of the ecosystems and biological diversity of the maritime area was signed in 

1998 and forms the basis for OSPAR work on biodiversity. Key achievements by the OSPAR 

Commission on biodiversity include the OSPAR network of marine protected areas, which, by 1 October 

2018, included 495 areas covering 6.4 per cent of the OSPAR maritime area. OSPAR has listed species 
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and habitats that are threatened and/or declining, for which regional priority action is needed. For these 

listed species, OSPAR has adopted 54 Recommendations describing protective actions that are to be 

taken by Contracting Parties nationally as well as collectively by OSPAR. Ms. Avellan explained that 

regularly developed status assessments of the North-East Atlantic are a core area of work, with the 

Intermediate Assessment published in 2017 being the latest development. OSPAR is currently preparing 

to deliver the next Quality Status Assessment to be published in 2023 (QSR 2023). The aim of the QSR 

2023 is to evaluate the North-East Atlantic Environment Strategy 2010-2020. This strategy will be 

followed by a new strategy for the period 2020-2030, which is currently being developed by OSPAR and 

due for publication at the Ministerial Meeting in July 2020. She explained that the present EBSA 

workshop would contribute to OSPAR work by bringing forward a global perspective and insight to 

marine biodiversity. The EBSA process will contribute to the efforts of making available scientific 

information on a regional scale to policy makers when implementing the ecosystem-based approach to 

managing human activities. 

 

EBSA Context: North-East Atlantic Fisheries in Areas beyond National Jurisdiction (by Mr. Darius 

Campbell, NEAFC)  

Mr. Campbell set out the fisheries perspectives from the North-East Atlantic to provide context for the 

workshop deliberations.  He described the binding fisheries management and conservation provisions 

made under the Commission, in particular on area-based management with respect to Vulnerable Marine 

Ecosystems.  In addition, he explained the background for inter-sectoral cooperation with OSPAR, which 

was enhanced through cooperation on the identification of EBSAs. In terms of EBSAs, Mr. Campbell 

described the process undertaken jointly by OSPAR and NEAFC since their workshop in 2011 with CBD, 

which had developed 10 EBSA proposals.  These 10 proposals were subjected to a review process under 

the International Council for Exploration of the Seas (ICES), leading to a refined suite of four final 

proposals in 2013. Due to other circumstances the process stalled until 2018, when OSPAR and NEAFC 

requested the CBD to organize the current workshop, inviting it also to include consideration of the 2013 

proposals in its process. Mr. Campbell wished the workshop every success and noted that the outcomes 

would no doubt help inform ICES in its future scientific advice to NEAFC. 

 

ICES approach as evidence provider to EBM (by Mr. Eugene Nixon, ICES)  

Mr. Nixon presented information on the status of ICES as an intergovernmental scientific organization 

and the processes used to provide independent evidence-based advice on marine-related issues.  Specific 

examples of ICES advice on EBSAs, including advice to OSPAR and NEAFC on four EBSA template 

descriptions, and to NEAFC on Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems in the North-East Atlantic, were 

outlined.  Sources of ICES data, information and advice, that could potentially be useful to the EBSA 

Workshop, were identified.  

 

Regional Environmental Management Planning Process of International Seabed Authority (by Ms. 

Jihyun Lee, International Seabed Authority Secretariat) 
Ms. Lee introduced the work undertaken by the ISA in the past 25 years, under the mandate of the UN 

Convention on the Law of the Sea for the protection of the marine environment (Article 145 of the 

Convention), in terms of its application of the precautionary approach to regulating activities in the Area. 

Building on this mandate, the ISA Strategic Plan (2019-2023) elaborates the specific approaches and 

measures in the Strategic Direction 3 (Protect the marine environment), focusing on an adaptive, practical 

and technically feasible regulatory framework, regional environmental management plan, environmental 

impact/risk assessment, environmental monitoring, modeling, data management and information access. 

Scientific data/information being provided by contractors through their exploration activities critically 

underpins the effective implementation of ISAôs environmental management system, together with 

scientific analysis, modeling and observations being undertaken by other scientific groups. The data 

submitted by contractors are now compiled and collated through the ISA database (ñDeepData), through 

which environmental data has been publicly available since July 2019, when it was publicly launched. 

Scientific collaboration among contractors and relevant scientific groups will be the key to successful 
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development of regional environmental management plans (REMPs), including through the forthcoming 

workshops to be held in Portugal (November 2019) and the Russian Federation (June 2020) for the Area 

of the northern mid-Atlantic ridge. Likewise, ISA will apply coherent and coordinated approaches at 

various steps of the REMP development to ensure effective and meaningful engagement of stakeholders 

in a transparent manner within the auspices of the ISA. 

 

Approaches and experiences in the description of EBSAs (by Mr. Patrick Halpin, Technical Support 

Team) 

Mr. Halpin reviewed the seven criteria adopted by the Conference of the Parties at its ninth meeting 

(decision IX/20) for the description of EBSAs. Mr. Halpin introduced the definition of each criterion, 

provided some context for its application at regional workshops, as well as some guidance on its use, as 

contained in annex I to that decision. He also described four types of areas meeting the EBSA criteria, 

comprising both fixed and dynamic features. He then summarized some of the lessons that have been 

learned about the application of the criteria, based on experience with their use in other CBD workshops, 

addressing the questions of scale, aggregation/clustering, and overlapping and nested EBSAs, among 

others. He stressed that the criteria were designed to be applied individually with regard to their relative 

significance within the region under consideration. Mr. Halpin also noted that only the inherent properties 

of EBSAs are considered, rather than existing threats or management considerations. The presentation 

also covered the EBSA description process and the completion of the EBSA template, as well as the types 

of information, maps and references that can supplement templates. 

 

Review of relevant scientific data/information/maps compiled for the workshop (by Mr. Patrick Halpin, 

Technical Support Team) 
Mr. Halpin reviewed the compilation of scientific data and information prepared for the workshop and 

presented in the document entitled Data to Inform the Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of 

Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Areas (EBSAs) in the North-East Atlantic Ocean 

(CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/3). He explained that the baseline data layers developed for this workshop 

closely follow the data types prepared for previous EBSA workshops, to provide consistency between 

regional efforts, along with many data specific to the North-East Atlantic region. More than 75 data layers 

were prepared for this workshop. The presentation covered three general types of data: (1) biogeographic 

data, (2) biological data and (3) physical data. The biogeographic data focused on major biogeographic 

classification systems. The biological data portion of the presentation covered a variety of data sources to 

include data and statistical indices compiled by the Ocean Biogeographic Information System. The 

physical data layers included bathymetric and physical substrate data, oceanographic features and 

remotely sensed data. The data report also identified several published scientific papers that listed 

additional data resources. Mr. Halpin noted that there were likely a significant number of scientific data 

sets and papers for the North-East Atlantic region that were not located in internationally accessible sites 

and recommended that the workshop participants rely on local experts to help identify critical regional 

data sets and analyses that could be identified to supplement their efforts. Specific information on the data 

layers is provided in detail in the data report referred to above. 
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Annex III 

SHARING EXPERIENCES FROM  RELEVANT NATIONAL PROCESSES APPLYING THE 

EBSA CRITERIA OR OTHER SIMILAR CRITERIA FOR IDENTIFYING MARINE AREAS OF 

PARTICULAR IMPORTANCE 6 

 

As noted in paragraph 19, above, Germany, Greenland (Kingdom of Denmark), Iceland, Ireland, 

Netherlands, Norway, and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland did not include their 

EEZs in the workshop scope due to the fact that those Parties had conducted, or were in the process of 

conducting, relevant national processes applying the EBSA criteria or other similar criteria for identifying 

marine areas of particular importance. Workshop participants from those Parties were invited to provide 

brief summaries of these national processes. Sweden and the Russian Federation had already described 

EBSAs in their EEzs in previous CBD regional EBSA workshops that overlapped with the scope of the 

present workshop, and did not describe additional features or information in their EEZs.   

 

The workshop also noted, with respect to the national processes of EU Member States, that the EU 

environmental policy in the marine domain include the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD),7 

the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP), the 7th Environment Action Programme, the 2020 Biodiversity 

Strategy, and legislation such as the Birds Directive,8 Habitats Directive9 and the Water Framework 

Directive. The MSFD, as the environmental maritime pillar, is the key component of the EU's policy 

response to achieve healthy, clean and productive seas. The objective of the MSFD is for European 

marine waters to achieve ñgood environmental statusò (GES) by 2020. It aims to promote the sustainable 

use of the seas and conserve marine ecosystems through the implementation of an ecosystem-based 

approach to the management of human activities in the marine environment. 

 

The MSFD requires Member States to adopt Programmes of Measures to achieve good environmental 

status in their marine waters. These Programmes of Measures include spatial protection measures 

contributing to coherent and representative networks of marine protected areas (MPAs). MPAs are a 

measure used across Europeôs seas for protecting vulnerable species and habitats that have been 

referenced in both the Birds and Habitat Directives. 

 

 

GERMANY  

Since the 1980s, a substantial number of MPAs have been established and are protected by national law 

as marine nature reserves or national parks in the German waters of the North Sea. Today, this MPA 

network covers as much as 43 per cent of the German North Sea (see Figure 1). All MPAs are Natura 

2000 sites, i.e., protected according to European law. The criteria that were applied to select these MPAs 

are almost identical to the selection criteria for CBD EBSAs. Each German MPA is also listed as an 

OSPAR MPA according to OSPARôs selection criteria. 

 

In the territorial sea, the national parks in the Wadden Sea in Schleswig-Holstein, Lower Saxony and 

Hamburg completely protect the coastal areas of the North Sea coast and all have management plans in 

                                                 
6 Other Parties participating in this workshop, but not included in this annex, (i.e., Denmark (mainland), Portugal, Spain) have 

their own respective national processes that have contributed to the description of EBSAs during this workshop. Information on 

areas in the respective waters of these Parties described by this workshop as meeting the EBSA criteria is provided in annex VII 

and its appendix. 
7 Marine Strategy Framework Directive: Directive 2008/56/EC aims to achieve Good Environmental Status (GES) of the EU's 

marine waters by 2020 and to protect the resource base upon which marine-related economic and social activities depend. 
8  Birds Directive: Directive 2009/147/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 30 November 2009 on the 

conservation of wild birds (codified version of Directive 79/409/EEC as amended). 
9 Habitats Directive: Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and 

flora (Also available the consolidated version of 1 January 2007 with the latest updates of the annexes. 

https://email.cbd.int/owa/redir.aspx?C=Bs41LUnsivC1_1Gsr97S0i8BbURCBGo9o9vg0oyuUsBKHGXdrULXCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2feur-lex.europa.eu%2flegal-content%2fEN%2fTXT%2f%3furi%3dCELEX%3a32008L0056
https://email.cbd.int/owa/redir.aspx?C=hufy4evKygi7GyPB4kaEX2uPrePxwZMvrKWqEQIQaDFKHGXdrULXCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2feur-lex.europa.eu%2flegal-content%2fEN%2fTXT%2f%3furi%3dCELEX%3a32009L0147
https://email.cbd.int/owa/redir.aspx?C=OcLltlNzLSrF2tqbpElQSuKakyunJEflKerpVPz-asVKHGXdrULXCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2feur-lex.europa.eu%2flegal-content%2fEN%2fTXT%2f%3furi%3dCELEX%3a31992L0043
https://email.cbd.int/owa/redir.aspx?C=lrjIUChuu3lUdtyVeEyxaKr0cfEeKd1xDvZFgHRDSs5KHGXdrULXCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2feur-lex.europa.eu%2flegal-content%2fEN%2fTXT%2f%3furi%3dCELEX%3a01992L0043-20070101
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place. The area sizes are 137 km² for the smallest national park in the coastal waters off Hamburg, 3,458 

km² in Lower Saxony and 4,451 km² in Schleswig-Holstein. They all have the status of World Heritage 

sites, and some are designated as Ramsar sites. 

 

In these national parks, sand and mud flats, seagrass meadows, sandbanks, salt marshes, beaches, dunes 

and riverine estuaries are protected, with special focus on conservation of natural processes and fauna and 

flora typical to the Wadden Sea. The mudflats are of global outstanding importance as resting places for 

migratory birds and are key moulting areas for birds from Nordic countries. About 10-12 million wading 

birds, geese, ducks and seagulls use the entire Wadden Sea area. In addition, increasing populations of 

grey seals and habour seals have their resting and nursery places here.  

 

In the German waters of the North Sea, there are three large MPAs: the Doggerbank, Borkum Riffgrund 

and Sylt Outer Reef. The Sylt Outer Reef, with 5,603 km², is also the largest marine nature conservation 

reserve in German waters. In these areas, some of which are far offshore, conservation efforts focus on 

geogenic reefs and sandbanks and their characteristic species together with species-rich benthic 

communities of coarse sands and muddy areas. In addition, the reproduction areas of harbour porpoises 

are important conservation features. Furthermore, these MPAs are very important for large numbers of 

resting and moulting sea divers, sea ducks and seagulls, particularly in winter and spring. 

 
Figure 1. Marine protected Areas in the German North Sea, September 2019. 
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GREENLAND (KINGDOM OF DENMARK)  

Over the past decade, the marine environment around Greenland has been evaluated to identify marine 

areas and coastlines vulnerable to oil spills. This includes key habitats, migration routes and the 

population size and ecology of sensitive species and resources in Greenland. These investigations have 

resulted in a number of strategic environmental impact assessments (SEIAs) for hydrocarbon exploration 

and exploitation activities (Boertmann, D. & Mosbech 2017; Boertmann et al. 2013; Boertmann, D. & 

Mosbech, A. 2011; Frederiksen et al. 2012; Merkel et al. 2012). The SEIAs are conducted for the 

Greenland Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum by scientific environmental institutions (Danish Center for 

Environment and Energy of Aarhus University and the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources). The 

SEIAs build on peer-reviewed scientific literature and supplementary scientific studies. 

 

In recent years, several other initiatives to identify valuable ecosystems and biodiversity hot spots in 

Greenland have been carried out. These are mainly based on the data assembled in the above-mentioned 

SEIA reports and on the monitoring of living resources carried out by the Greenland Institute for Natural 

Resources.  

 

In 2012, a study was conducted to identify ecologically valuable and sensitive marine areas around 

Greenland, based on the International Maritime Organization´s criteria for Particularly Sensitive Sea 

Areas (PSSA) (Christensen et al. 2012; Mosbech, Christensen & Falk in AMAP/ CAFF/ SDWG, 2013 ï 

the AMSA II C report). A comparison between the 11 criteria for designating PSSAs with the EBSA 

criteria demonstrates that they are broadly similar (Skjoldal and Taropova, 2010 & AMAP/ CAFF/ 

SDWG, 2013). This process showed that most of the coastal and offshore waters around Greenland host 

sensitive marine resources at least part of the year. Twelve marine areas have been identified to meet the 

PSSA criteria.  

 

Parallel to these studies, Greenland has initiated a national project analyzing existing biodiversity 

hotspots. A report identifies biodiversity hotspots based on occurring species and ecosystem data in West 

Greenland and the southeastern part of Greenland (Christensen et al. 2016). Included in this study is a 

thorough analysis of the distribution of species (including red-listed species), nature types and areas with 

high biological diversity. The study covers where and when these species are concentrated in specific 

areas and/ or can be sensitive to human activities. Each of the identified areas is mapped in GIS where all 

occurring resources/species are represented by a separate layer. These layers are ranked, based on 

internationally accepted criteria (such as the EBSA criteria, KBA criteria, Ramsar Criteria, areas with red 

listed species, etc.) and nationally formulated criteria (e.g., importance of ecosystem services). Based on 

this, an overlay analysis has been performed to reveal where in Greenlandôs biological hotspots are found. 

Twenty-three areas were identified as ecologically and biologically valuable areas. In the second phase 

(which is in progress), a report is planned to assess important areas in the north-eastern part of Greenland. 
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ICELAND  

Iceland uses an ecosystem-based management programme for sustainable use and protection of natural 

marine resources. The objective is to maintain the structure, functioning and productivity of the 

ecosystem as a whole, which are under continuous scrutiny. As a part of the strictly regulated catch 

management system in Icelandic waters, various areas are protected to a different degree. Closures are 

concordant with international agreements ratified by Icelandic authorities, including CBD, OSPAR, 

IUCN and ICES. The protected areas are of two main types: a) temporal and flexible closures, mainly to 

protect livelihood and productivity of fish stocks, and b) permanent closures for the protection of 

important and vulnerable habitats and species, like cold-water coral areas and hydrothermal vents that 

have been fully protected against bottom fisheries.   

 

Mapping of vulnerable marine ecosystems has been conducted intermittently since 2004 and further 

mapping is planned in the coming years. Furthermore, as of 2017 the Marine and Freshwater Research 

Institute initiated a 12-year programme, with the objective to map with high resolution the seabed within 

the 200-mile exclusive economic zone. Such bathymetric maps are increasingly important to science. The 

topography and the characteristics of the seabed are fundamental parameters for the habitats and 

ecosystems of the sea floor. This information will be, and is being, used in further development of the 

management plan for sustainable use and protection of the marine ecosystem. 

 

 

IRELAND  
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https://pure.au.dk/portal/da/publications/seabirds-and-marine-mammals-in-the-eastern-greenland-sea-augustseptember-2017-results-from-an-aerial-survey(c41090e1-e3f0-4f00-9d99-d122f5ddf8ab).html
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Ireland is engaged in analogous processes for the protection of ecologically and environmentally 

important areas. Ireland, as a member of the European Union, is committed to Directives derived to 

protect significant ecological features and to uphold and achieve environmental standards. 

 

With the transposition of the Birds Directive (2009/147/EC), Ireland undertook to designate Special 

Protection Areas (SPAs) for these speciesô conservation. Currently, many SPAs have been created at the 

coastal margin, and further sites in the marine area are anticipated in the future.  

 

Article 3 of the Habitats Directive (1992/43/EC) requires the creation of sites for the conservation of 

selected habitats and species. Eighty-eight marine sites are currently designated, and we will shortly be 

analyzing an extensive benthic data set along the continental shelf margin with the view to assessing 

whether more sites may be warranted for reef habitat in particular. Ireland considers it has achieved its 

objective to designate enough sites for the other qualifying habitats and species.  

 

The final important piece of European legislation of relevance to marine EBSAs is the Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive (2008/56/EC). This Directive, coupled with 1992 OSPAR Convention, seeks to 

designate MPAs for various natural features, with a particular emphasis on threatened, declining or 

vulnerable habitats and species. Currently there are 19 MPAs nominated, all of which coincide with the 

Natura network established under the Habitats and Birds Directives. As part of its ongoing programme of 

measures, Ireland will shortly begin a process to identify and develop the strategic and legal instruments, 

as well as candidate areas and features that will drive the future designation of additional MPAs. This is 

expected to consider, inter alia, the standardized qualifying criteria used in the EBSA process, and 

associated guidance, as potential tools for use in this national undertaking.  

 

 

NETHERLANDS  

The Dutch North Sea Policy aims to ensure that the North Sea will continue to be a clean, healthy and 

productive sea in the future. The ecosystem is functioning optimally and is resilient, the water is clean and 

the use of the North Sea is sustainable. In that way, the North Sea offers perspectives for nature and the 

environment but also for economic activities. Using an area-based approach, the Netherlands aims to 

safeguard the protection of vulnerable ecological species and areas, such as the Natura 2000 areas and the 

additional protection in the Frisian Front and the Central Oyster Grounds. These measures stem from the 

obligation arising from the Birds and Habitats Directiveand MSFD to make progress towards achieving a 

good environmental status of the marine ecosystem and to contribute to a coherent and representative 

network of protected marine areas by protecting certain ecological/habitat areas in the Dutch part of the 

North Sea. The fundamental principle is area-based regulation or suppression of certain forms of use that 

disrupt the natural and biodiversity values to be protected or restored by the MSFD.  

 

The following criteria were used to identify biological hotspots: Distribution, Density, Biomass, 

Resilience, Dependence on the marine environment, Breeding in the Netherlands, Importance of the 

Dutch Continental Shelf for the species, Trends, Rarity, Large specimens within populations, (Potentially) 

large species, Species Richness, Species Evenness.  

 

The sites involved are: 

o The Voordelta: occupies an area of the North Sea of more than 900 km². This site lies off the 

islands of South Holland and those of Zeeland. The area extends from the Maasvlakte to the tip of 

Walcheren Island 

o The North Sea Coastal Zone: consists of ósandbanks which are slightly covered by sea water all 

the time, subtype North Sea Coastal Zoneô. 
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o The Vlakte van de Raan: is a Habitat Directive site or SAC of approx. 190 km2 that consists of 

ósandbanks which are slightly covered by sea water all the time, subtype North Sea Coastal 

Zoneô. 

o The Dogger Bank: a shallow area that extends across the UK, Dutch, German and Danish sectors 

of the North Sea. 

o The Cleaver Bank: a Habitat Directive site or SAC in the category of óOpen-sea reefsô. It is a 

marine site of approx. 1,235 km² that lies some 160 km to the north-west of Den Helder. 

o The Frisian Front: lies roughly 75 km to the north of Den Helder and occupies a marine site of 

approx. 2,880 km
2
. It is a Birds Directive site or SPA. 

 

Parts of the Central Oyster Grounds and Frisian Front have been designated as special areas for 

introducing measures for protection of the sea floor ecosystems in the framework of the MSFD. 

 

Additionally, the Conservation plan for the harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) of the Netherlands is 

an additional protection plan due to the highly migratory character of the species. This species protection 

plan contributes to meeting the obligations under the Habitat Directive for the harbour porpoise. 

 

 

NORWAY  

The Johannesburg declaration of 2002 calls for Ecosystem Approach (EA) to management of all marine 

ecosystems by 2010. As a result, the management plan for the Barents Sea-Lofoten area was first 

announced in the white paper Protecting the Riches of the Sea (St.meld. nr. 12 (2001-2002)). The white 

paper states that an ecosystem approach to management of marine sea areas should provide a framework 

for sustainable use of natural resources and goods derived from the area that at the same time maintains 

the structure, functioning and productivity of the ecosystems of the area. Since then, Norway has 

established management plans as the basis for integrated ecosystem approach to management of all 

Norwegian Sea areas (Barents Sea 2006, Norwegian Sea 2009, North Sea/Skagerrak 2013). Furthermore, 

Norway has signed several international conventions and agreements and participates in international 

processes that also provide guidance on the design of the Norwegian marine management plans. These 

plans represent a strictly knowledge-based management regime. The plans are updated every four years 

and revised (more extensive process) every 12 years to take into account new knowledge and changes in 

the ecosystem or human activities. 

 

In the management plans several areas are identified as particularly valuable areas. The EBSA criteria and 

some additional criteria were used for selecting these areas. Some of the most important ones were: 

o Oceanographically/topographically special areas (e.g., fronts, strong currents, fjords); 

o Important areas for life history (e.g., spawning/birthing/breeding grounds, drifting 

paths/migrating routes, feeding grounds, wintering grounds, moulting areas); 

o Other criteria (key areas for endangered or vulnerable species or species for which Norway has a 

special responsibility or habitats for internationally or nationally endangered or vulnerable 

populations of certain species all year round or at specific times of the year). 

 

Vulnerability was then assessed with respect to specific environmental pressures such as oil pollution, 

fluctuation in food supply and physical impact within the plan area. When assessing vulnerability, the 

type of impact, duration and possible effects need to be considered. Differentiating between natural and 

human-induced pressures on the environment can be difficult. Furthermore, an area is usually not equally 

vulnerable all year round, and all species in an area will not be equally vulnerable to a specific 

environmental pressure. Negative pressures in these areas will in some cases affect a large proportion of a 

population or a large proportion of the ecosystem and might persist for many years. 
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Furthermore, the marine part of seven national parks and four nature reserves in Svalbard and Jan Mayen 

are OSPAR Marine Protected Areas. The aim of designating these areas as OSPAR MPAs reflects that of 

the national regulation and aims to protect and conserve several species and habitats on the OSPAR list in 

a part of the OSPAR maritime area not presently covered by existing OSPAR MPAs. Five smaller areas 

along the Norwegian coast are also OSPAR MPAs. 

 

In addition, a network of smaller MPAs will be established along the coast of Norway, in order to 

maintain biodiversity and keep certain areas relatively undisturbed to facilitate research and monitoring. 

A plan for MPAs has been drawn up. The selection of all areas has not yet been finalized, but some are 

already established MPAs. 

 

 

RUSSIAN FEDERATION 

With the participation of experts from the Russian Federation, features in its EEZ were previously 

considered and described as meeting the EBSA criteria in the CBD regional EBSA workshops for the (i) 

North Pacific, (ii) Arctic, and (iii) Black Sea and Caspian Sea, including in areas in parts of the Russian 

EEZ in the Arctic that overlap with the geographic scope of this workshop.10 The regional EBSA 

workshop for the Arctic described the following EBSAs in the EEZ of Russia that overlap with the scope 

of the present workshop11: 

o Coast of Western and Northern Novaya Zemlya 

o Murman Coast and Varanger Fjord 

o North-eastern BarentsïKara Sea 

o South-eastern Barents Sea (the Pechora Sea) 

o White Sea 

 

 

 

SWEDEN 

With the participation of experts from Sweden, features in the EEZ of Sweden were considered in the 

CBD regional EBSA workshop for the Baltic Sea, including in areas that overlap with the geographic 

scope of the present workshop.12 The regional EBSA workshop for the Baltic Sea described the following 

EBSA in Swedenôs EEZ, which overlaps with the scope of the present workshop13: 

o Fladen, Stora Middelgrund and Lilla Middelgrund 

  

                                                 
10 UNEP/CBD/EBSA/WS/2014/1/5. Report of the Arctic Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of Ecologically or 

Biologically Significant Marine Areas (Helsinki, Finland, 3 to 7 March 2014). 
11 https://www.cbd.int/ebsa/ 
12 CBD/EBSA/WS/2018/1/4. Report of the Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of Ecologically or Biologically 

Significant Marine Areas in the Baltic Sea (Helsinki, Finland, 19-24 February 2018). 
13 https://www.cbd.int/ebsa/ 

https://www.cbd.int/ebsa/
https://www.cbd.int/ebsa/
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Annex IV 

MAP OF THE WORKSHOP SCOPE*  

 

 
  

                                                 
* The scopes of previous CBD regional EBSA workshops that are adjacent and partially overlapping with the scope of the present 

workshop are also indicated. 
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Annex V 

ECOLOGICAL OR BIOLOG ICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF  THE  

NORTH-EAST ATLANTIC  IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT  

 

This annex describes large features of the North-East Atlantic of special significance on a global scale, 

which extend beyond of the scope of the workshop.  

 

1. REGIONAL OVERVIEW OF  THE NORTH -EAST ATLANTIC  

Marine and coastal areas of the North-East Atlantic demonstrate a wide array of diverse ecosystems and 

varying environmental conditions. The coastal and shelf areas of the marine environment have been used 

by humans for centuries. In the last decades, human use has begun to move into the deep oceanic areas. 

 

The mountainous coasts along the north-western margins are deeply indented with fjords, estuaries and 

rias. The coasts around the North Sea and Celtic Sea include cliffs of varying heights and rock types, bays 

and estuaries, sandy and shingle beaches, dunes and island archipelagos. Further south, the coast of the 

Bay of Biscay is low lying and lagoons occur. The Iberian coast comprises alternating cliffs and beaches 

(OSPAR Commission 2000). Much of the coastal area in the North-East Atlantic is densely populated, 

highly industrialised or used intensively for agriculture (OSPAR Commission 2010). There are several 

oceanic islands in the North-East Atlantic with coasts dominated by cliffs, such as the Azores, Madeira 

and the Canary Islands in the south, and Iceland and the Faroe Islands in the north. The islands rise from 

the ocean floor and are surrounded by deep oceanic waters.  

 

In the deep ocean basin, an abyssal plain extends on either side of the mountains of the Mid-Atlantic 

Ridge (see below) to the continental margins. The abyssal plan consists of a 4-to-6 km thick basaltic 

basement overlain by 0.1-to-2 km thick accumulations of sediment (OSPAR Commission, 2000).  

 

Most of the water masses of the North-East Atlantic are well-mixed to depths of up to 600 m, with a 

permanent thermocline in deep oceanic waters, and strong tidal currents in shallow shelf areas (OSPAR 

Commission 2010). Where warm water masses meet cold water masses (e.g., at the Arctic front) hotspots 

of productivity can form. The density gradients result in areas of sufficiently shallow mixing depth and 

consequently enhance a phytoplankton bloom earlier in the season than in open water (Rey, 2004). 

Following the seasonal latitudinal progression of the sunlight, the phytoplankton bloom proceeds from 

south to north, initiating the pelagic production of secondary producers (grazers) such as zooplankton 

(Melle et al., 2005). The growth season can also be prolonged by the physical forcing from turbulence 

associated with ocean currents supplying nutrients to the upper layers.   

 

The deep Atlantic supports a diverse array of structurally complex seabed habitats that meet the EBSA 

criteria. For example, there are more records of reef framework forming cold-water corals in the North-

East Atlantic than any other ocean region, making the North-East Atlantic globally significant for these 

deep-water biodiversity hotspots (Roberts et al. 2006). This reflects both the long history of deep-sea 

research in the region, and the great depths of the aragonite saturation horizon in the North-East Atlantic 

water masses that has allowed aragonitic scleractinian coral skeletons to persist for millennia. By contrast, 

the aragonite saturation horizon in the North-East Pacific is far shallower, and equivalent habitats are 

dominated by calcitic gorgonians, hydrocorals or sponges, and not by aragonitic scleractinian corals 

(Stone 2014). 

 

However, as atmospheric CO2 levels rise, the oceans absorb more CO2 and become more acidic (Zeebe 

and Wolf-Gladrow 2005). As a result, ocean pH has already fallen by 0.1 pH units and will likely fall 

another ~0.3 units by the end of the century (Caldeira and Wickett 2003). Such a pH decline shifts the 

distribution of dissolved carbon species away from carbonate ions (CO3
2ī

) and hence directly impacts 

CaCO3 saturation states (Feely et al. 2004; Orr et al. 2005). By 2100, the aragonite saturation horizon will 
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become sufficiently shallow to expose approximately 70 per cent of known aragonitic cold-water corals to 

corrosive waters, i.e., waters undersaturated with respect to aragonite (Guinotte et al. 2006). In the North 

Atlantic, recent modelling studies point to an even more dramatic 44 per cent decline in carbonate ion 

supply mediated via the AMOC (see below) today compared to the pre-industrial times (Perez et al. 

2018). Eventually, the calcite saturation horizon will also shallow, exposing calcitic corals to corrosive 

conditions, however aragonitic corals, which form extensive reefs in the North-East Atlantic, face the 

more immediate threat (Gruber et al., 2019). Given the importance of seawater carbonate chemistry for 

cold-water coral reef frameworks, and the direct relationship between aragonite saturation and 

atmospheric CO2, they appear to be one of the most vulnerable marine ecosystems to present-day 

anthropogenic climate change (Roberts et al. 2016).  

 

2. LARGE FEATURES OF SPECIAL SIGNIFICANCE   

2.1 Mid-Atlantic Ridge 

The Mid-Atlantic Ridge (MAR) is the longest mountain range in the world. This is a major topographic 

feature of the entire Atlantic Ocean, extending well beyond the scope of the North-East Atlantic EBSA 

workshop. The MAR is a volcanic mountain range that rises from the Atlantic abyssal plain, extending 

from the Arctic at the Gakkel Ridge to the Antarctic at the Bouvet Triple Junction, ranging more than 

16,000 km (UNESCO, 2017).  
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Figure 1. The Mid Atlantic Ridge (MAR) extends across the entire Atlantic Ocean. 
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The MAR remains poorly studied overall, however several international research projects (e.g., MAR-

ECO, ECOMAR, ATLAS, SPONGES) have shed some light on the geology, oceanography and ecology 

of some parts of the MAR. The ridge supports rich communities of vulnerable and fragile cold-water 

corals, sponge aggregations and deep-water vulnerable fish. Additionally, hydrothermal vent fields and 

transform faults support unique fauna, many of which are endemic to the MAR. 

 

As the Atlantic Ocean slowly expands, new oceanic floor is formed in the central valley of the MAR on 

the boundaries of the Nubia, American and Eurasian tectonic plates, at a speed of 28-33mm·year
-1
 

(Dinter, 2001; Heger et al., 2008; Hosia et al., 2008). In the process of tectonic movement, massive 

volcanic events give rise to large ridge- and seamount-like structures, and in some cases even to islands 

such as those of the Azores (Portugal) or St. Peter and St. Paul's Archipelago (Brazil). The MAR began to 

form 200 million years ago but was only discovered in the mid-19th century, when the first submarine 

cables linking North America and Europe were deployed. 

 

The MAR is a hotspot of seamounts but also of hydrothermal vents, which are formed when seawater 

circulates into the crust through cracks and porous rocks, heated by underlying magma, and rises back 

through openings in the seafloor. There are about 85 known and inferred distinct and unique deep-sea 

hydrothermal vent fields at the MAR, with only 28 having been confirmed as active vents (InterRidge 

Vents Database v3.4). 

 

The MAR has a profound role in the circulation of the water masses in the North Atlantic Ocean (Rossby, 

1999; Bower et al., 2002; Heger et al., 2008; Søiland et al., 2008). The complex hydrographic setting 

around the MAR in general and the presence of the ridge itself leads to enhanced vertical mixing and 

turbulence that results in areas of increased productivity over it (Falkowski et al., 1998; Heger et al., 

2008). 

 

Due to the size and prominence of the MAR spanning the whole Atlantic basin, this feature has a major 

impact on the areaôs ecology and hydrology. The MAR provides hard substrate for benthic species and 

structures the migratory corridors. If an EBSA process were undertaken on a global scale, the workshop 

noted that this prominent feature would be relevant, even at that scale.  

 

2.2. Ocean currents 

Atlantic circulation occurs at a global scale and is driven by mechanical forcing due to winds and by 

buoyancy exchanges. These forcings lead to regional and global gradients (horizontal and vertical) in 

temperature and salinity.  The North Atlantic plays an important role in the global thermohaline 

circulation, which is part of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (Sandström 1908). The 

North-East Atlantic holds key components of the global ocean circulation system, including the northern 

part of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) (Lozier et al., 2015).  

 

The AMOC can be separated into warm northward-flowing surface currents and cold southward-flowing 

surface and deep-water masses (Daniaulta, 2016; Buckley and Marshall, 2016). Areas of deep-water 

formation occur both to the south and north of Iceland. The intensity of deep-water formation in the 

Norwegian seas north of Iceland varies over time and is detected as a higher surface temperature as a 

reflection of the intensified flow of Atlantic water into the area (Malmberg and Valdimarsson, 2003). 

Deep-water formation also occurs in the waters south of Iceland, where the marine climate has been 

regarded as stable (Malmberg and Valdimarsson, 2003) although recent work challenges this view (Josey 

et al. 2018). It has a global significance, as the effects of downwelling ventilating the deep-water masses 

and ocean basins influence the chemical conditions (e.g., calcite compensation depth, CCD). Abyssal 

seafloor habitats under areas of deep-water formation may experience reductions in water column oxygen 

concentrations by as much as 0.03 mL L
ï1

 by 2100 (Sweetman et al., 2017). In the presence of a coherent 

forcing, such as warming and freshening at high latitudes driven by anthropogenic CO2 emissions, the 

AMOC is expected to get weaker (Thornalley, 2018).  The AMOC is projected to weaken in the 21
st
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century based on climate modelling scenarios (90-100% probability) although a collapse is very unlikely 

(0-10% probability) and any substantial weakening of the AMOC is projected to cause a decrease in 

marine productivity in the North Atlantic, more storms in Northern Europe, less Sahelian summer rainfall 

and South Asian summer rainfall, a reduced number of tropical cyclones in the Atlantic and an increase in 

regional sea level along the northeast coast of North America (IPCC, 2019).  

 

The Gulf Stream is the northern part of the subtropical north Atlantic Gyre connecting the Caribbean with 

the Canary current and the north Equatorial current. About a quarter of the Gulf Stream waters leaves the 

subtropical gyre and travels northwards along the northwest coast of the European Continent as North 

Atlantic Drift, where they can be traced as far north as Spitsbergen (Fratatoni, 2001). A fraction of these 

surface currents feed into the East Greenland Current flowing southward along the east Greenland coast. 

The deep-water masses follow density defined pathways southwards. These flow-paths are not always 

clearly defined and exhibit high spatial variability in the ocean basins (Bower, 2002). On the eastern side 

of the North Atlantic, Mediterranean Outflow Waters form an additional deep-water mass flowing 

northward along the western European continental slope as a contour current, where it can be traced as far 

north as offshore Scotland (Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 2. (Daniaulta, 2016)  Schematic diagram of the large-scale circulation adapted from García-Ibáñez 

et al. (2015) by adding a refined scheme for the NAC branches based on the results of this study (see 

text). Bathymetry is plotted in colour with colour change at 100 m, at 1000 m and every 1000 m below 

1000 m. The locations of the OVIDE hydrographic stations are indicated by black dots. Yellow dots mark 

the limits of the regions used for the transport computations. The main topographical features of the 

Subpolar North Atlantic are labeled: Azores-Biscay Rise (ABR), Bight Fracture Zone (BFZ), Charlieï

Gibbs Fracture Zone (CGFZ), Faraday Fracture Zone (FFZ), Maxwell Fracture Zone (MFZ), Mid-

Atlantic Ridge (MAR), Iberian Abyssal Plain (IAP), Northwest Corner (NWC), Rockall Trough (RT), 

Rockall Plateau (Rockall P.) and Maury Channel (MC). The main water masses are indicated: Denmark 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/circuit-diagrams
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0079661116300659?via%3Dihub#b0110
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0079661116300659?via%3Dihub#b0110
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/bathymeter
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/region
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/bay-topographic-features
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/fracture-zone
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/abyssal-plain
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/plateau
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Strait Overflow Water (DSOW), IcelandïScotland Overflow Water (ISOW), Labrador Sea Water (LSW), 

Mediterranean Water (MW), and Lower North East Atlantic Deep Water (LNEADW). (For interpretation 

of the references to colour in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of the publication 

Daniaulta et al., 2016.) 

 

2.3 Species migrating on the conveyor belts across the Atlantic 

Ocean currents affect biodiversity and ecology in the North-East Atlantic, by playing a key role in the 

dispersal of larvae, as well as providing an energy-efficient mode of transport for mature individuals. The 

need to balance energy reserves during migration is a critical factor for most long-distance migrants and 

an important determinant of migratory strategies. Examples of some species groups are presented below. 

 

The North-East Atlantic EBSA workshop considered the possibility of identifying and presenting a single 

regional feature in this regard; the ñNorth Atlantic Gyreò and its known or potential importance for 

migrating species (as illustrated in Figure 3). Based on the regional scale of this EBSA assessment 

process and the much larger extent of the gyre currents, it was concluded that such a description would 

not be appropriate at this stage. 

 

Cetaceans 

Large baleen whales migrate annually between foraging and breeding sites, crossing vast ocean areas 

where food is seldom abundant. A number of tracking and telemetry studies on marine mammals, 

particularly for baleen whale species, have indicated the presence of known migratory pathways transiting 

through the region.  

 

For example, satellite tracking studies of humpback whales (Megaptera novaeangliae) tagged in their 

foraging areas in Norway, Svalbard and Iceland have shown direct migration to their southern breeding 

areas within the Caribbean (UiT 2019). These migrations benefit from the oceanic currents. The 

endangered sei whale (Balaenoptera borealis) migrates from the Azores, likely longitudinally from 

waters on the Eastern Atlantic, to highly productive foraging areas in the Labrador Sea as well as 

Greenlandic and Icelandic waters (Olsen et al. 2009, Prieto et al. 2014).  

 

Seabirds 

Seabird migration in the North Atlantic is relatively well studied. Several species of seabirds, mostly 

shearwaters (genus Calonectris, Puffinus and Ardenna), skuas (Catharacta and Stercorarius) and some 

terns (e.g., Arctic tern Sterna paradisea) perform seasonal movements between the breeding areas and the 

wintering sites, many of them trans-equatorial between the North and South Atlantic (González-Solís et 

al. 2007, Guilford et al. 2009, Egevang et al. 2010, Dias et al. 2011, 2012, Gilg et al. 2013). Seabirds 

sometimes stop to spend some time in specific regions of the North-East Atlantic during the migratory 

journey (stopovers), to replenish and/or to rest (Guilford et al. 2009, Egevang et al. 2010, Dias et al. 

2012). In their migratory journeys, seabirds often follow major oceanic currents and wind corridors (e.g. 

Dias et al. 2012, González-Solís et al. 2009). Several species breeding in colonies in South Atlantic also 

perform the inverse journey to spend the non-breeding period in the North Atlantic, in most cases in areas 

along or near the MAR (e.g., Kopp et al. 2011, Hedd et al. 2012).   

 

Sea turtles 

Sea turtles, as long-lived ancient reptiles, have a complex life cycle which involves a terrestrial natal and 

breeding/nesting phase confined to warm tropical regions due of thermal constraints on egg incubation. 

Hatchling, juvenile and mature sea turtles undergo major shifts in ecology, behaviour and distribution that 

are distinctive according to the species and developmental stage (Huang, 2015; Scott et al., 2014). There 

are six species of sea turtle occurring in the Atlantic Ocean, all of which are listed on the IUCN Red List 

of Threatened Species14. Leatherback turtle (Dermochelys coriacea) and loggerhead turtles (Caretta 

                                                 
14 http://www.iucnredlist.org 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/strait
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/mediterranean-water
http://www.iucnredlist.org/
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caretta) are the most prominent species in the North-East Atlantic. These species are included on the 

OSPAR List of Threatened and/or Declining Species and the European Unionôs Habitats Directive15. 

Leatherback and loggerhead turtles make use of the vast North Atlantic Gyre circulatory system (Figure 

3) in order to be directed to suitable foraging areas and to eventually return to warm waters in order to 

breed. 

 

 
Figure 3. Illustration of the turtle migration across the Atlantic using currents.   

 

For migrating Loggerhead turtles, the warm temperate areas of the North-East Atlantic around the Azores, 

Madeira and the Canary Islands (Carr, 1986; Santos et al., 2007) as well as along the Atlantic coast of 

southern Spain and Portugal, are shown to be particularly significant in late summer. Leatherback turtles 

are known to also inhabit cold temperate waters of the North-East Atlantic, particularly in the warmer 

summer and autumn months, when they are recorded opportunistically off Ireland, the UK and in the Bay 

of Biscay (Doyle, 2007; Eckert, 2006).  
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Annex VI 

MAP OF THE AREAS MEETING EBSA CRITERIA IN THE NORTH-EAST ATLANTIC ,  

AS AGREED BY THE WORKSHOP *   

  

                                                 
* The scopes of previous CBD regional EBSA workshops that are adjacent and partially overlapping with the scope of the present 

workshop, as well as EBSAs described in those previous workshops, are also indicated. 
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Annex VII  

AREAS MEETING THE EBSA CRITERIA IN THE NORTH-EAST ATLANTIC ,  

AS AGREED BY THE WORKSHOP PLENARY  

 

Area Number Area Name 

1 Danish Skagarrek 

2 Danish Kattegat 

3 Cantabrian Sea (Southern Bay of Biscay) 

4 Western Iberian Canyons and Banks 

5 Gulf of Cádiz 

6 Madeira - Tore 

7 Desertas 

8 Oceanic Islands and Seamounts of the Canary Region 

9 Tropic Seamount 

10 Atlantis-Meteor Seamount Complex 

11 Ridge South of the Azores 

12 Graciosa 

13 North Azores Plateau 

14 Mid-North-Atlantic Frontal System 

15 Charlie-Gibbs Fracture Zone 

16 Southern Reykjanes Ridge 

17 Hatton and Rockall Banks and Basin  
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Appendix to Annex VII 

DESCRIPTION OF AREAS MEETING THE EBSA CRITERIA IN THE NORTH -EAST 

ATLANTIC, AS AGREED BY THE WORKSHOP PLENARY  

Area no. 1: Danish Skagerrak 

Abstract  

This area focuses on a highly productive upwelling zone along the southern edge of the Norwegian 

Trench. This area has high fish biomass and diversity, and the upwelling zone also provides valuable 

feeding grounds for several cetacean and bird species. 

 

Introduction  
The Danish part of the Skagerrak north of Jutland is a very productive frontal area. The water depth is 

between 0 and 465m. The seabed sediment within the area changes from muddy in the deep water to 

sandy with decreasing depth. Reef areas exist within two Natura 2000 sites. The Natura 2000 site ñStore 

Revò hosts a relatively deep reef site, and the Natura 2000 site ñKnudegrundò hosts a shallower reef area. 

The shallow part of Knudegrund hosts a seaweed forest. Hard bottom communities below 11.5 and 13.5m 

water depth in the Skagerrak are dominated by the soft coral ñDead manôs fingerò (Alcyonium digitatum) 

and the bryozoan Flustra foliacea (Edelvang et al., 2017a). This description focuses mainly on the 

presence of pelagic-feeding birds and cetaceans, related to the highly productive upwelling zone along the 

southern parts of the Norwegian Trench. The area hosts several species of seabirds. It is also important for 

harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) and, to a less extent, white-beaked dolphin (Lagenorhynchus 

albirostris) and minke whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata). The high biomass of several fish species is 

reflected in the intensive fishery in the area. 

 

Location 
This area is situated in the Danish part of the Skagerrak. The area reaches westwards to 6Á45ôE, to 

Skagen, the northern tip of Jutland, and stretches northeast from Skagen. It comprises an area of 

7,876 km
2
 and reaches depths from the coastline to 465m. The northern and western parts cover the 

southern reach of the Norwegian Trench (Figure 2). 

 

Feature description of the area 

Front zones 

In the Skagerrak, the tidal mixing front is narrower and forms part of the Skagerrak frontal system, which 

is also driven by eddies related to the Skagerrak gyre and the shelf break along the Norwegian Trench 

(Figure 3A). This frontal zone continues further west of the tip of Jutland as the ñKattegat-Skagerrak 

frontò, where the less saline surface water from Kattegat, influenced by the surplus of Baltic Sea water, 

mixes with the Skagerrak water mass (Figure 3B). 

 

Plankton production 

The frontal zone is characterized by enhanced concentrations of phyto- and zooplankton (Nielsen et al. 

1993; Josefson and Conley, 1997).  

 

Fish  

Schooling fish and predator species occurring in tight aggregations and predators feeding on schooling 

fish are observed along the front (Krause et al. 1986, Munk 1993, Stone et al. 1995). In the Skagerrak 

region, the front has a profound influence on the distribution of nursery areas for several gadoid fishes 

(Munk et al. 1999). Both catches in scientific fish surveys and the commercial fishery demonstrate a very 

high abundance and biomass of both demersal and pelagic fish species (Edelvang et al. 2017a).  

 

Harbour porpoise 

The frontal zone is also extremely important for harbour porpoise (Teilmann et al. 2008; Sveegaard 

2018). Part of the North Sea population uses the area intensively over the year (Figure 4). Harbour 
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porpoise is listed in OSPAR Recommendation 2013/11 on furthering the protection and restoration of the 

harbour porpoise in Regions II and III of the OSPAR maritime area (OSPAR 2013) 

Other cetaceans 

Minke whales and white-beaked dolphins are found mainly in the northern North Sea (ICES 2015), but 

distribution models based on aerial surveys have suggested that the north-western part of the Danish 

North Sea may be a preferred habitat for both species and that the waters along the Norwegian Trench, as 

well as the central Danish North Sea, may be preferred habitats for minke whales (Figure 5), (Edelvang et 

al. 2017a). 

 

Birds 

The Skagerrak area is particularly important for the occurrence of pelagic-feeding bird species, many of 

which are associated with the upwelling zone along the southern edge of the Norwegian Trench (Tasker et 

al. 1987; Stone et al. 1995; Petersen unpublished data). The most abundant bird species recorded in the 

area was fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis), common guillemot (Uria aalge) and razorbill (Alca torda). While 

fulmars and common guillemots primarily occur in the deep parts of the area, razorbills are found in more 

coastal areas as well. Great skuas (Catharacta skua) are found in numbers of international importance and 

are primarily associated with the deep-sea areas.  

 

Fulmar 

Observations indicate that fulmars are very numerous in the summer and early autumn. The highest 

concentration of birds is observed on the southern shelf of the Norwegian Trench, where the birds feed on 

zooplankton in the upwelling zone. The fulmars are distributed across the above-mentioned zone and only 

occasionally associated with fishing vessels. It is unclear whether these birds are actively breeding or non-

breeders (Petersen unpublished data). . In August 2006, more than 86,000 individuals were observed 

(Figure 6). Of those, 85 per cent were found within the area meeting EBSA criteria. 

 

In October 2007, approximately 18,500 fulmars were recorded in the northern part of the Danish North 

Sea and Kattegat (Figure 7). Ninety-four per cent of those birds were found within the area described as 

meeting the EBSA criteria. 

 

Razorbill/Common Guillemot 

Razorbills and common guillemots are found in high numbers in the area. Common guillemots rear 

flightless young in the area (Skov et al. 1992). 

 

In August 2006, more than 28,000 razorbills/common guillemots were estimated in the northern part of 

the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak (Figure 8). Of these, 74 per cent were found within the area 

described as meeting the EBSA criteria. 

 

In September 2007 approximately 9,600 razorbills/common guillemots were recorded in the northern part 

of the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak (Figure 9). Of these, 61 per cent were found within the area 

meeting the EBSA criteria. 

 

In October 2007, an estimated 21,000 razorbills/common guillemots were recorded in the northern part of 

the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak (Figure 10). Of these, 61 per cent were found within the area 

meeting the EBSA criteria. 

 

Great Skua 

Great skuas were found in high numbers in the northern part of Danish North Sea and Skagerrak in late 

summer and early autumn (Figure 11, Petersen unpublished data). Up to 1,250 individuals were 

estimated, which amounts to more than 2 to 4 per cent of the world population of the species. The 

majority of these birds were recorded within the area meeting EBSA criteria. 
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Feature condition and future outlook of the area 

Skagerrak is the marine connection between the northeastern Atlantic and the Baltic seas. The shipping 

traffic density is very high (Edelvang 2017a). This is also a highly productive area in an upwelling zone 

along the southern edge of the Norwegian Trench, which in turn creates the functional background for a 

rich and diverse fish community (Edelvang 2017a). The fishery in this part of Skagerrak is intensive. 

 

This productive area serves as a foraging site to high numbers of birds, and the area is particularly 

important for concentrations of pelagic piscivorous and surface-feeding birds, such as fulmar, common 

guillemot and razorbill. Likewise, cetaceans utilize this rich area. Harbour porpoise density in this area 

ishigh. 

 

Within the area described, three areas have been designated under the EU Habitats Directive. There are no 

EU Birds Directive designations for this area, but an Important Bird Area (IBA) has been designated by 

BirdLife International (BirdLife International 2019).  

 

National legislation is being prepared to prohibit bottom-trawling gear within boulder reefs in 

NATURA2000 sites with reefs on the designation list. 

 

 

Assessment of area no. 1, Danish Skagerrak, against CBD EBSA Criteria  

 

CBD EBSA 

Criteria  

(Annex I to 

decision 

IX/20) 

Description 

(Annex I to decision IX/20) 
Ranking of criterion relevance  

(please mark one column with an X) 

No 

informat

ion 

Low Medi

um 

High 

Uniqueness 

or rarity  

Area contains either (i) unique (ñthe only one 

of its kindò), rare (occurs only in few 

locations) or endemic species, populations or 

communities, and/or (ii) unique, rare or 

distinct, habitats or ecosystems; and/or (iii) 

unique or unusual geomorphological or 

oceanographic features. 

   X 

Explanation for ranking 

Very productive frontal area (Nielsen et al.1993, Josefson and Conley, 1997).  

 

Very high concentrations of northern fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) and great skua (Catheracta skua), both 

of which are present in numbers of international significance (Petersen unpublished).  

 

The high productivity of the upwelling zone at the southern edge of the Norwegian Trench promotes high 

fish concentrations and in turn also provides favorable conditions for both birds and cetaceans, including 

harbour porpoise. 

 

Special 

importance 

for life -

history stages 

of species 

Areas that are required for a population to 

survive and thrive. 

   X 

Explanation for ranking 

In late summer and early autumn, this area serves as a rearing area for common guillemot that perform a 

swimming migration from their breeding grounds in Scotland to the Danish North Sea and Kattegat via 
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Skagerrak (Skov et al. 1992). 

  

The area harbours a high abundance and diversity of fish species (Edelvang et al. 2017a).  

 

Importance 

for 

threatened, 

endangered 

or declining 

species 

and/or 

habitats 

Area containing habitat for the survival and 

recovery of endangered, threatened, declining 

species or area with significant assemblages of 

such species. 

Three Habitats Directive area within this 

proposed area has been designated, all with 

reference to the presence of Harbour Porpoise. 

  X  

Explanation for ranking 

The harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) is listed as threatened and/or declining in regions II and III of 

the OSPAR maritime area (OSPAR 2013).  

 

White-beaked dolphin and minke whale are both listed species in the Habitats Directive Annex 1. Great 

skua is globally Red Listed, classified as ñLeast Concernò with a world population of 30,000 to 35,000 

individuals. The population is described as ñstableò. 

 

Vulnerability

, fragility, 

sensitivity, or 

slow 

recovery 

Areas that contain a relatively high proportion 

of sensitive habitats, biotopes or species that 

are functionally fragile (highly susceptible to 

degradation or depletion by human activity or 

by natural events) or with slow recovery. 

 X   

Explanation for ranking 

Fulmars are a ñtubenoseò species (Procelariiformes), characterized by longevity, low reproduction rate 

and fecundity as well as late maturity.  

 

Harbour porpoises are vulnerable to human impacts, such as by-catch in fishing gear and noise (Vinther 

and Larsen 2004; Bjorge et al. 2013). 

 

Biological 

productivity  

Area containing species, populations or 

communities with comparatively higher 

natural biological productivity. 

   X 

Explanation for ranking 

Productivity is very high as a result of the upwelling zone along the edge of the Norwegian Trench 

(Nielsen et al. 1993, Josefson and Conley, 1997). 

 

Schooling fish and predator species occurring in tight aggregations and specializing on schooling fish are 

observed along the front (Krause et al. 1986; Munk 1993; Stone et al. 1995,). In the Skagerrak region, the 

productivity front has a profound influence on the distribution of nursery areas for several gadoid fishes 

(Munk et al. 1999). Catch rates of several demersal and pelagic species in the area, both in research vessel 

surveys and commercial fisheries, are very high (Edelvang et al. 2017a). 

 

The recovery of the blue-fin tuna stock now results in frequent sightings of the species, primarily in the 

North Sea but also in Skagerrak and Kattegat (Boge 2019). 

 

Biological 

diversity 

Area contains comparatively higher diversity 

of ecosystems, habitats, communities, or 

species, or has higher genetic diversity. 

  X  
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Explanation for ranking 

Although infauna, hardbottom, phyto and zoo plankton communities are poorly investigated, the area is 

rated as medium due to the presence of birds, cetaceans and a high fish biodiversity (Edelvang 2017a; 

Daan 2006). 

 

Naturalness Area with a comparatively higher degree of 

naturalness as a result of the lack of or low 

level of human-induced disturbance or 

degradation. 

 X   

Explanation for ranking 

 

This is among the most intensively fished areas in European waters. Catch data for important species are 

given in Edelvang et al. 2017b.  Furthermore, approximately 70,000 vessels pass through Kattegat yearly 

and continue out to Skagerrak, according to the Danish Maritime Authority 

(https://www.soefartsstyrelsen.dk/Presse/Nyheder/Sider/Sejladssikkerheden_i_Kattegat_og_Skagerrak_fo

rbedres_frem_mod_2020.aspx).  
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Maps and Figures 

 
 

Location of area no. 1: Danish Skagerrak  
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Figure 1. Seabed sediments in the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak as presented in the figure on the 

left (Edelvang et al., 2017). Updated seabed sediments in newly mapped Natura 2000 areas are 

presented in the figure on the right (Unpublished data provided from the Danish Environmental 

Agency). 
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Figure 2. The geographical extent of the Skagerrak area. The Important Bird Area (IBA) is also shown. 

The bathymetry of the area, in metres, is indicated. 
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Figure 3. A: Frontal zone areas, reflected as a frontal index from Edelvang et al., (2018). The index is 

based on current gradient and vorticity. The front is defined as the frequency of current gradient and 

vorticity exceeding the thresholds 0.000015 and 0.00001 respectively combined for each time step at 

about 20 depths. The figure shows the mean of the years 2011-2016. 

 
 

Figure 3B: The Kattegat-Skagerrak front, as described by Josefson and Conley (1997). 
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Figure 4. North Sea 

stock of harbour 

porpoise in Skagerrak as 

they appear in two time 

periods and in summer 

(top) and winter 

(bottom)  

Source: Svegaard et al. 

2018. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. 

Probability of presence of 

minke whales modelled 

using Multivariate Additive 

Regression Splines 

(MARS) based on species 

observations (SCANS 

aerial surveys in 1994 and 

2005, combined) 

and environmental 

predictors. The data was 

modelled and provided by 

the project HARMONY. 

Source: Edelvang et al. 

2017a and b. 
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Figure 6. The abundance and spatial distribution of fulmars in the northern part of the Danish North Sea 

and Skagerrak on 6 August 2006. The estimated abundance was 86,000 birds, 85 per cent of which were 

found within the area described as meeting the EBSA criteria.  
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Figure 7. The abundance and spatial distribution of fulmars in the northern part of the Danish North Sea 

and Skagerrak on 23 October 2007. The estimated abundance was ca. 18,500 birds, 94 per cent of which 

were found within the area meeting the EBSA criteria.  
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Figure 8. The abundance and spatial distribution of razorbills/common guillemots in the northern part of 

the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak on 6 August 2006. The estimated abundance was ca. 28,000 birds, of 

which 74  per cent were found within the area meeting EBSA criteria.  

 

 

 
Figure 9. The abundance and spatial distribution of razorbills/common guillemots in the northern part of 

the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak on 26 September 2007. The estimated abundance was ca. 9,600 

birds, of which 61  per cent were found within the area meeting the EBSA criteria.  
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Figure 10. The abundance and spatial distribution of razorbills/common guillemots in the northern part of 

the Danish North Sea and Skagerrak on 23 October 2007. The estimated abundance was ca. 21,000 birds, 

of which 61 per cent were found within the area meeting EBSA criteria.  

 

 

 
Figure 11. The numbers of observed great skuas in the northern part of the Danish North Sea and 

Skagerrak, and their spatial distribution during three surveys performed in August of 2011 and 2015 and 

in September 2007.  
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Area no. 2: Danish Kattegat 

 

Abstract 

The Danish Kattegat hosts a landscape comprising shallow sandy flats, deeper muddy channels and areas 

with boulder reefs and bubbling reefs. The area has a diverse avifauna, with elements from pelagic 

environments in the North Sea, as well as wintering birds from breeding grounds in the Russian 

Federation and Scandinavia. Parts of the area are difficult to access for human activities serve as valuable 

moulting sites for seaducks, such as common scoter and velvet scoter. The area is a meeting site for two 

subpopulations of harbour porpoise. Eelgrass meadows exist here, although they are smaller than they 

were in the year 1900. Seaweed forests and rich fauna are found on boulder reefs and bubbling reefs in 

this area, and infauna communities have high biomasses. Horse-mussel beds are found primarily in the 

southern part of Kattegat, where they form biogenic reef structures. Haploops tubicola, a small 

crustacean, is present in the area, but no longer forms a specific habitat with high densities. 

 

Introduction  
Kattegat is a transitional water zone between the highly saline Skagerrak and the brackish Baltic Sea. Its 

eastern part hosts a deep ancient river valley (>100 m depth), surrounded by shallow sandbanks and 

boulder reef areas bordering Swedish waters. To the west, sandy flats dominate, with water depth less 

than 20m. The rare feature made by ñbubbling reefsò is present in the northern area. The water masses are 

stratified, with the less saline Baltic water flowing northward over masses with higher salinity, which 

flow southward. The area is very productive, with high biomass of fauna in both sandy and muddy 

sediments. Biogenic reefs of horse-mussel beds (Modiolus modiolus) are found in patches primarily in the 

southern part. Submerged vegetation covers boulders on reef locations as well as on the top of bubbling 

reefs, even with high coverage on 20m water depth. Eelgrass meadows occur along the coast. Populations 

of harbour seals rest and breed on the islands. Kattegat also hosts a high density of harbour porpoise. The 

area is internationally  important for seabirds. 

 

Location 

The area comprises the northern part of inner Danish waters. It is bordered to the south by the north coast 

of Sealand, to the west by the northeast Jutland coast, to the east by the Danish-Swedish border and to the 

north by a line from the northernmost point of Denmark to the northeast. It covers a total area of 14,995 

km
2
. The existing EBSA (Area No. 9: Fladen and Stora and Lilla Middelgrund), described in the Baltic 

EBSA workshop, borders this area (see workshop report here: 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/aa9a/bde9/eaf24f73bd471d64e8094722/ebsa-ws-2018-01-04-en.pdf). 

 

Feature description of the area 

General description 

Kattegat is a transitional water zone between the highly saline Skagerrak and the brackish Baltic Sea. Its 

eastern part hosts a deep ancient river valley (>100 m depth), surrounded by shallow sandbanks and 

boulder reef areas bordering Swedish waters. To the west, sandy flats dominate, with water depth less 

than 20m. The water masses are stratified, with the less saline Baltic water flowing northward, while 

beneath it, water with higher salinity flows southward. 

 

Bubbling Reefs 

A very rare/unique feature made by leaking gas (Habitats Directive type 1180), known as ñbubbling 

reefsò (Figure 2) are present in the area, and are particularly numerous in the northern part of the area. 

This feature is so far recorded only in Kattegat, a minor part of the Danish part of Skagerrak, and in the 

Codling Fault Zone in Irish waters. Figure 3 shows the distribution of identified bubbling reefs in the area 

described as meeting the EBSA criteria. Bubbling reefs are formed by prolonged leaking of methane 

gasses from deep deposits (Jensen et al, 1992). The reef structures are formed in the near-surface 

sediment layer in a chemical process binding chalk to the sediment in an oxygenated sediment 

environment along the gas-seeping channels. Large bubbling reefs have caves and overhangs hosting 

https://www.cbd.int/doc/c/aa9a/bde9/eaf24f73bd471d64e8094722/ebsa-ws-2018-01-04-en.pdf
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communities dominated by hard bottom fauna on shady parts that are not found at the same water depth 

on nearby boulder reefs. Bubbling reefs in Kattegat are often located on sandy bottoms and thus 

significantly increase the complexity of these habitats. 

 

The appearance of the reef structures above the seabed is due to erosional processes likely over very long 

time-scales. The structures are fragile and very sensitive to physical disturbance.  

  

Boulder reefs 

There are offshore reef areas, as well as coastal reef areas, in the entire area. There are several offshore 

areas next to the offshore reef areas of the existing EBSA (Area No. 9: Fladen and Stora and Lilla 

Middelgrund), described in the Baltic EBSA workshop, in Kattegat (Figure 4). The reefs host productive 

seaweed forests as well as a high diversity of algae (Nielsen et al, 1992). The vegetation is multilayered to 

a depth of 15 m (Carstensen and Dahl, 2018). The species diversity of invertebrates is high on offshore 

reef areas. In Fladen, part of the nearby EBSA noted above, 439 species were found, but the diversity is 

also high at Lilla Middelgrund (374 species), and Stora Middelgrund (more than 300 species) 

(Naturvårdsverket 2006). 

 

Several reefs host a special kelp community consisting of Sacharina latisima, Laminaria digitate and 

Laminaria hyperboria. Kelp are highly productive and can be found down to approximately 20m water 

depth in Kattegat but suffer in adjacent fjord systems (Dahl et al, 2013). Concern has been raised about 

kelp species being potentially sensitive to climate change in this region.  

 

Infauna communities in general 

The area is very productive, with a high biomass of infauna on both sandy and muddy substrates. Gogina 

et al. (2016) modelled community distribution and biomass distribution in Kattegat as well as the rest of 

the Baltic Sea based on collected data from the whole HELCOM area. Findings indicate that Kattegat is 

an area with high biomass and several different communities (Figure 5).   

 

The deeper muddy seabed hosts a high number of Norway lobster (Nephrops norvegicus) Figure 6) 

 

Haplops habitat 

The tube-building crustacean Haploops tubicola used to cover extensive areas in the southern Kattegat, 

where dense numbers formed a specific habitat. Haploops communities have decreased significantly since 

the 1960s, when the habitat is believed to have occurred abundantly at depths greater than 15 metdrs in 

the south-eastern Kattegat (Göransson et al. 2010). Today, Haploops is still present in the Kattegat area, 

but only in low densities, and with no habitat-forming function (Figure 7). The species is considered 

endangered, according to the HELCOM Red List (HELCOM (2013b).  

 

Modiolus modiolus beds 

The horse mussel (Modiolus modiolus) is unevenly distributed, primarily in the southern part of Kattegat 

(figure 8). Following the definition of Dahl and Petersen (2018), they can form biogenic reefs or 

combined geogenic and biogenic reefs in several places. Such reefs are shaped by a mixture of live 

mussels and dead shells. Modiolus is also recorded from some sites in Øresund, Lillebelt and Great Belt, 

all part of the HELCOM region. A known horse-mussel bed in the northern Kattegat became extinct in 

the 1990s. The mussels in Danish waters are typically found on mixed sediments containing rough sand, 

gravel and larger boulders, where the larger living mussels are two-thirds buried in the sediment.  

 

Modiolus reefs host a high diversity of associated fauna and a few algal species. The beds are located 

below 15 to 19m, but a deeper depth range is likely as well. The distribution is most likely constrained to 

areas having an average salinity above 26 PSU). The geographical distribution has not been described. 

Only point observations exist in different areas.  
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Modiolus is a long-lived and slow-growing species, and the larval phase in the water column is 

approximately four weeks. Larval settling seems to be stimulated by existing mussel populations on the 

site (Dinesen and Morton, 2014). For this reason, the loss of mussel beds is likely to have adverse and 

long-lasting effects. 

 

Eelgrass beds 

Eelgrass (Zostea marina) can form dense meadows. It occurs along the east coast of Jutland, north of 

Sealand and south of the island of Læsø. This very productive habitat used to be more common in Danish 

waters until a disease in the 1930s diminished most populations. Despite large methodological 

differences, Bostrøm et al. (2014) made a rough estimate that eelgrass coverage in Kattegat and adjacent 

fjords diminished to 10  per cent of the coverage in the year 1900. 

 

Eelgrass is an important habitat for many invertebrates and serves as a feeding and nursery area for a 

number of fish, including young cod. Despite an improving environment in Danish waters, the eelgrass 

meadows are not recovering as expected. Figure 9 shows a modelled potential distribution of eelgrass in 

Danish waters based on seabed sediment, light and exposure. 

 

Seal species 

Harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) rest and breed on the islands of Anholt and Læsø. Gray seal (Halichoerus 

grypus) is less common in Kattegat. 

 

Harbor porpoise  

Kattegat hosts both the North Sea population in the northern part of the area as well at the Belt Sea 

population in the southern part of Kattegat. Both occur in relatively high numbers (Figure 10). The 

harbour porpoise is listed in the OSPAR Recommendation 2013/11 on furthering the protection and 

restoration of the harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in Regions II and III of the OSPAR maritime 

area (OSPAR 2013). Harbour porpoise is also assessed as vulnerable by Denmark according to the 

HELCOM red list assessment (HELCOM 2013a) 

 

Birds - Pelagic feeders and surface feeders 

A number of pelagic-feeding bird species are present in the deeper parts of the area, from the north, 

through the eastern to the southeastern parts. These include, most notably, common guillemot (Uria 

aalge) and razorbill (Alca torda), but also kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) and northern gannet (Morus 

bassanus).  

 

Razorbill/Common Guillemot 

Razorbills and common guillemots are treated in common in the analysis below, as the species are 

difficult to separate when recorded by aerial surveys. The two species are found in the area throughout the 

year, but do not breed in the area or its vicinity. Over the summer the majority of the alcids present are 

common guillemots. Breeding birds from Scotland perform a swimming migration with their flightless 

young from breeding grounds in Scotland and raise their offspring to fledglings in the area. In winter the 

majority of the alcids in the area are razorbills. The ratio between the two species is poorly known and is 

thought to fluctuate considerably over time in winter. The eastern and southeastern parts of the area are 

the most important areas for the species in inner Danish waters, where there are frequently tens of 

thousands of birds. A spatial model of alcids in the area in the winter of 2008 estimated close to 73,000 

individuals in the area, most of which were found in the southeastern parts of the area (Figure 11).  

 

In the winter of 2016, a national waterbird monitoring study was conducted  in inner Danish waters. 

During this survey more than 4,200 razorbills/common guillemots were recorded (Figure 12). No spatial 

model of abundance from these sampled data has been performed. Based on the number of observed birds 

and their distribution, the total abundance and distribution show very similar patterns as the 2008 results 

(Holm et al. 2018).   
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Black-legged Kittiwake 

Kittiwakes are offshore surface feeders, in the non-breeding season mainly at sea. Kattegat, with its influx 

of saline water, comprises a suitable habitat for this species. The spatial distribution of the species 

coincides with the distribution of razorbills/common guillemots. Kittiwakes are, on the other hand, more 

mobile than the alcids, and thus the occurrence in the Kattegat area is more unstable. The deep area in 

Kattegat is the most important area of the inner Danish waters for the species (Figure 13). 

 

Birds ï Benthic-feeding birds 

The central part of the area has extensive areas of shallow water, less than 20 m in depth. In such areas, 

benthic feeders are present in high numbers, notably during spring, winter and autumn, but also in 

significant numbers during summer (Petersen et al. 2003). The most abundant species is common scoter 

(Melanitta nigra) with up to 900,000 individuals recorded at a single time (Laursen et al. 1997). Also, 

common eider (Sommateria mollissima), velvet scoter (Melanitta fusca), long-tailed duck (Clangula 

hyemalis) and greater scaup (Aythya marila) are found in the area. Moreover, the shallower parts of the 

area have significant concentrations of divers. Gaviidae stage during migration or overwinter in this area. 

Red-throated diver (Gavia stellate) is the most abundant diver species in the area. Many waterbirds that 

breed in the Russian Federation and northern Scandinavia overwinter in this area due to the low 

probability of ice cover in winter and large areas of shallow water. 

 

During the summer, common scoters, common eiders and velvet scoters moult in the shallowest parts of 

this area. These species moult remigial feathers simultaneously, leaving them flightless for a period of 

approximately three weeks (Fox et al. 2008). During this time the birds are particularly vulnerable to 

human disturbances (Petersen et al. 2017). An area between the islands of Læsø and Anholt has very 

shallow waters, making human access difficult, and is thus an important area for moulting common 

scoters. 

 

Common Scoter 

Common scoter is the most abundant seaduck species in the area. The shallow parts of the area comprise 

the single most important area for this species in inner Danish waters. The modelled abundance from a 

national waterbird census in the winter of 2008 estimated more than 400,000 individuals in inner Danish 

waters, of which more than 350,000 were estimated to occur within the area (Figure 14; Petersen & 

Nielsen 2011). 

 

Common scoters are found in the Kattegat area all year, though in highest numbers over the autumn, 

winter and spring (Figure 15). Regardless of the lower numbers from July to September, the area remains 

important for the species as it moults and is therefore flightless for a period of about three weeks. 

 

Common scoters primarily feed on benthic invertebrates, notably mussels. In the Kattegat area, common 

scoters have been found in shallow water, the majority at a depth of between 4 and 10 metres (Figure 16). 

 

Velvet Scoter 

Velvet scoters are benthic feeders, mainly feeding on soft bottom infauna (Petersen et al. 2019). The 

winter abundance in inner Danish waters has been estimated at between 26,000 and 65,000 individuals 

(Figure 7, Nielsen et al. 2019), of which approximately 30  per cent were observed within the area 

meeting EBSA criteria. 

 

Divers (Gaviidae) 

The shallow parts of Kattegat are important areas for wintering divers. Most of these birds are red-

throated divers (Petersen & Nielsen 2011). In inner Danish waters, Kattegat is the most important area for 

these species (Figure 18). The highest numbers are found in the western parts of the Kattegat area as well 

as along the north coast of Sjælland.  
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Divers are found in the Kattegat area in winter and spring primarily. Few divers were recorded during the 

summer and autumn (Figure 19). 

 

Divers are mainly piscivorous, and largely feed on demersal fish. The birds are found on deeper waters 

than the benthic feeding seaducks, with more than 50 per cent of the divers recorded on water depth 

between 8 and 16 meters (Figure 10). 

 

Feature condition and future outlook of the area 

Kattegat hosts a rich birdlife of international importance and the larger of two sub-populations of harbour 

porpoise. It also holds productive boulder and bubbling reef areas and areas with relatively high benthic 

biomass. Measures were enforced in the late 1980s to reduce eutrophication levels in Kattegat and 

adjacent waters. Since then the environment in Kattegat has been undergoing an oligotrophication 

process, improving the water quality (Riemann et al. 2015). Major shipping routes, connecting the Baltic 

Sea and the northeast Atlantic, pass through Kattegat, and an intensive fishery takes place in the deeper 

eastern part, mainly for Norway lobster.  

 

National legislation prohibits the use of dredging fishing gears on reefs and all bottom-contacting gears 

on ñStructures made by leaking gassesò (bubbling reefs) in NATURA 2000 sites where those features are 

part of the designation lists.  

  

Assessment of area no. 2, Danish Kattegat, against CBD EBSA Criteria  

 

CBD EBSA 

Criteria  

(Annex I to 

decision 

IX/20) 

Description 

(Annex I to decision IX/20) 
Ranking of criterion relevance  

(please mark one column with an X) 

No 

informat

ion 

Low Medi

um 

High 

Uniqueness 

or rarity  

Area contains either (i) unique (ñthe only one 

of its kindò), rare (occurs only in few 

locations) or endemic species, populations or 

communities, and/or (ii) unique, rare or 

distinct, habitats or ecosystems; and/or (iii) 

unique or unusual geomorphological or 

oceanographic features. 

   X 

Explanation for ranking 

Presence of ñbubbling reefsò habitat (Habitats Directive type 1180) exists with one or more structures in 

several places. Most structures are found north of Læsø and north east of Frederikshavn. The habitat is on 

the HELCOM biotope red list (HELCOM 2013a). 

 

Presence of biogenic reef structures and combined biogenic-geogenic reef structures of Modiolus 

modiolus in the southern part of Kattegat (reference: Danish NOVANA database) 

 

The area is unique, combining high numbers of both benthic-feeding and pelagic-feeding seabirds. The 

range of ecological niches creates optimal habitats for the unusual variety of seabirds. In the shallow 

western part, benthic-feeding common scoter (Melanitta nigra) and common eider (Somatteria 

mollissima) are found in numbers of international significance (Petersen et al., 2003, 2010).  

 

Special 

importance 

for life -

history stages 

Areas that are required for a population to 

survive and thrive. 

   X 
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of species 

Explanation for ranking 

Existing Modiolus modiolus beds seem to attract larval settling of new generations (Dinesen and Morton 

2014). Loss of existing mussel beds may result in lacking or very slow restocking of the beds. 

 

Kattegat acts as a donor area for several benthic invertebrates to the adjacent fjords. The organisms are 

transported in planktonic stages (Josefson and Hansen 2004). This function is important as many fjords, 

bays and inlets with poor water exchange regularly suffer from oxygen deficiencies. In general, problems 

with oxygen deficiency have not diminished in the last 25 years, despite severe reduction in nutrient load 

to Kattegat (Riemann et al. 2017)  

 

During the summer, common scoters, common eiders and velvet scoters use the shallow areas of the 

Kattegat as a moulting site. These species moult remedial feathers simultaneously, leaving them flightless 

for a period of approximately three weeks (Fox et al. 2008). The area is among the most important 

moulting places for this species in Europe (Petersen and Fox 2009 and Petersen og Nielsen 2011). During 

this time the birds are particularly vulnerable to human disturbances (Petersen et al. 2017). An area 

between the islands of Læsø and Anholt has very shallow waters, making it difficult to access for human 

activities and is thus a more natural habitat and an important area for moulting common scoters. 

 

Importance 

for 

threatened, 

endangered 

or declining 

species 

and/or 

habitats 

Area containing habitat for the survival and 

recovery of endangered, threatened, declining 

species or area with significant assemblages of 

such species. 

   X 

Explanation for ranking 

The tube-building crustacean Haploops tubicola used to cover extensive areas in the southern Kattegat, 

where dense numbers formed a specific habitat. Today Haploops are still present in the Kattegat area but 

only in low densities with no habitat-forming function. Haploops is considered endangered on the 

HELCOM Red List (HELCOM 2013b). 

 

Modiolus modiolus beds are on the OSPAR List of Threatened and/or Declining Species and Habitats 

(OSPAR 2008) Modiolus beds are recognized as biogenic habitats hosting a specific community (Dinesen 

and Morton 2014)   

 

Velvet scoter (Melanitta fusca) and long-tailed duck (Clangula hyemalis) found within on shallow waters 

the area are described as declining (Skov et al. 2011) and globally Red Listed (IUCN Red List of 

Threatened Species). 

 

Diver species (Gaviidae), mainly red-throated diver (Gavia stellate), are found in numbers of national 

importance (Petersen et al. 2003; 2006; 2010; Holm et al 2018). Red-throated divers are described as 

declining in the Baltic (Skov et al. 2011).   

 

The harbour porpoise is listed in OSPAR Recommendation 2013/11 on furthering the protection and 

restoration of the harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in regions II and III of the OSPAR maritime 

area (OSPAR 2013). Harbour porpoise is also assessed as vulnerable by Denmark according to the 

HELCOM Red List (HELCOM 2013a) 

 .  

Vulnerability

, fragility, 

Areas that contain a relatively high proportion 

of sensitive habitats, biotopes or species that 

   X 
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sensitivity, or 

slow 

recovery 

are functionally fragile (highly susceptible to 

degradation or depletion by human activity or 

by natural events) or with slow recovery. 

Explanation for ranking 

The Danish part of Kattegat hosts a large number of identified bubbling reef structures. The reef 

structures are fragile and sensitive to physical disturbance, e.g., by mobile fishing gears like bottom trawls 

or bottom set gears like pots and gillnets, anchors and lines. Damage to bubbling reef structures is 

irreversible.  

 

Eelgrass meadows occur all along the coast of Kattegat. In the 1930s, eelgrass was more widely 

distributed than it is today. Despite significant improvement in the marine environment over the last 25 

years, eelgrass distribution is still reduced, with hardly any improvement (Rieman et al. 2015).  

 

During summer moult the diving ducks are particularly vulnerable to human disturbances (Petersen et al. 

2017).  

An area between the islands of Læsø and Anholt has very shallow waters, making human access difficult, 

and is thus an important area for moulting common scoters 

 

Biological 

productivity  

Area containing species, populations or 

communities with comparatively higher 

natural biological productivity. 

  X  

Explanation for ranking 

The large offshore reef sites have a considerably higher coverage of erect macroalgae compared to coastal 

sites or sites in adjacent fjord areas (Carstensen and Dahl 2018; Würgler 2018).  

 

Eelgrass meadows occur all along the coast of Kattegat. In the 1930s, eelgrass was more widely 

distributed than it is today. Despite significant improvement in the marine environment over the last 25 

years, eelgrass distribution is still reduced, with hardly any improvement (Rieman et al. 2015).  

 

The general assessment of benthic infaunal biomass indicates that it is high in the Danish part of Kattegat 

(Gogina et al. 2016). 

 

Biological 

diversity 

Area contains comparatively higher diversity 

of ecosystems, habitats, communities, or 

species, or has higher genetic diversity. 

  X  

Explanation for ranking 

High number of harbour porpoise, harbour seals and several bird species.  

Off-shore reefs and bubbling reefs both host many macroalgal species and hard-substrate species.  

 

Naturalness Area with a comparatively higher degree of 

naturalness as a result of the lack of or low 

level of human-induced disturbance or 

degradation. 

  X  

Explanation for ranking 

Coastal areas in Denmark, including Kattegat, are in an oligotrophic state as a result of the Danish action 

plans from 1988 to reduce nutrient load to marine waters. Several parameters, like marine algal 

vegetation, level of chlorophyll, reduced benthic biomass and a reduction of filter feeders, are 

counteracted by increasing deposit feeders. 

 

No improvements have been seen in oxygen content and eelgrass distribution (Riemann et al. 2017). 
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Some features can be considered to have a high naturalness rating, such as bubbling reef sites, offshore 

reef areas and seal haul outs on the eastern spit of the island Anholt and the southern part of Læsø.  

 

The shallow water in the western Kattegat, especially the area south of the island Læsø, is important for 

benthic-feeding bird species, particularly in the moulting season, and can be considered to have a high 

degree of naturalness, as human access is limited due to the shallow waters, and thus birds experience 

reduced human disturbance. 
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Maps and Figures 

 
Location of area no. 2: Danish Kattegat  
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Figure 1. Danish Kattegat with suggested boundaries. The figure also shows the existing EBSA (Area No. 

9: Fladen and Stora and Lilla Middelgrund), described in the Baltic EBSA workshop, next to the Danish-

Swedish border, as well as Danish birds and habitats directives area jointly known as Natura 2000 

sites.ñSwedish EBSA designationò refers to: Area No. 9: (Fladen and Stora and Lilla Middelgrund), 

described in the Baltic EBSA workshop.  

 

 

Figure 2. Bubbling reefs from Kattegat.  

Photos: Karsten Dahl 

 

  
 

 

Figure 3. Distribution of identified bubbling reef 

areas in the area meeting EBSA criteria. 

 

 

 
 

 



CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/5 

Page 66 

 

Figure 4. Mapped reef sites within Nature 2000 

sites in Danish part of Kattegat.  

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Left: Biomass distribution of benthic infauna in Kattegat. Right: communities identified 

based on biomasses in Kattegat (Gogina et al. 2016) 
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Figure 5A. Biomass distribution of benthic infauna in Kattegat (Gogina et al. 2016) 
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Figure 5B. communities identified based on biomasses in Kattegat (Gogina et al. 2016) 
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Figure 6 

 

Video survey conducted by Denmark and 

Sweden in Kattegat describing the density 

of burrows of Norway lobster (Anon 

2018). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 

From mapping of the Haploops community in 

southern Kattegat by Petersen (1913). 

Community distribution encircled in black. 
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Figure 8  

Modiolus modiolus finding in the Danish part of 

Kattegat. One finding north of the island Læsø 

became extinct in the 1990s after severe oxygen 

deficiency. Source: Danish National monitoring 

program. 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9 

Potential eelgrass distribution in Danish 

waters modelled by Stæhr et al. 2019.  
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Figure 10. North Sea population 

(upper figures in two time periods 

and in summer and winter) and 

Belt Sea population (lower figures 

in two periods and in summer and 

winter) of harbour porpoise of 

Kattegat.  
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Figure 41. The spatial distribution of 76.553 razorbills/guillemots in inner Danish waters in the winter of 

2008. Density is N/0.25 km
2
. Of these, almost 73,000 individuals were estimated to be within the Danish 

part of Kattegat between Sjælland and Anholt (Petersen and Nielsen, 2011).  

 

 

 
Figure 12. The spatial distribution of 4,228 observed razorbills/common guillemots in inner Danish 

waters in the winter of 2016 (Holm et al. 2018). 

 

 



CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/5 

Page 73 

 

 
Figure 13. The spatial distribution of a total of 1,568 observed black-legged kittiwakes, observed within 

the area meeting EBSA criteria in the Danish parts of Kattegat during national waterbird censuses in 

2004, 2006, 2008, 2012, 2013 and 2016. 

 

 
Figure 14. The modelled distribution of 401,339 common scoters in inner Danish waters in the winter of 

2008. Of those, more than 350,000 common scoters wintered in the area meeting EBSA criteria.  
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Figure 15. Phenology chart of occurrence for common scoter in the area meeting EBSA criteria. Plotted 

monthly values indicate the mean number of individuals recorded per kilometre of flown transect 

coverage for each survey (after Petersen et al. 2003). 

 

 

 
Figure 16. Frequency distribution of water depths for points at which common scoter were recorded in the 

area meeting EBSA criteria, compared to the frequency distribution generated from 105,372 points 

sampled at regular intervals along the track lines (after Petersen et al. 2003). 
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Figure 17. The spatial distribution of 2,310 observed velvet scoters in inner Danish waters in the winter of 

2016 (Holm et al. 2018). 

 

 
Figure 18. The spatial distribution of 740 observed diver species in inner Danish waters in the winter of 

2016. Source: Holm et al. 2018. 
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Figure 19. Phenology chart of occurrence for diver species in the study area. Plotted monthly values 

indicate the mean number of individuals recorded per kilometer of flown transect coverage for each 

survey. Source: Petersen et al. 2003. 

 

 
Figure 20. Frequency distribution of water depths for points at which diver species were recorded in the 

area meeting EBSA criteria, compared to the frequency distribution generated from 105,372 points 

sampled at regular intervals along the track lines. Source: Petersen et al. 2003. 
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Area no. 3:  Cantabrian Sea (Southern Bay of Biscay) 

 

Abstract  

The Cantabrian Sea ecosystem includes the continental shelf and slope and the deep abyssal basin (5000 

m water depth) located along the northern border of the Iberian Peninsula (Southern Bay of Biscay), from 

the Capbreton Canyon head to Estaca de Bares Cape, on the Galician coast. It is a highly complex area, 

where the narrow continental shelf is deeply affected by the action of tectonic compression. The area 

contains important geomorphological elements, such as large submarine canyons and seamounts. The 

hydrology is also complex due to the interaction between waters formed in the Atlantic and waters of 

Mediterranean origin. This area includes a variety of benthic habitats, including habitats that are 

considered hotspots of biodiversity. These habitats serve as spawning grounds for several commercial 

species. The area also contains habitats for endangered, threatened and declining species and for 

migratory pelagic species, including cetaceans. 

 

Introduction  
The Bay of Biscay, where the Cantabrian Sea is located, is an arm of the Atlantic Ocean, indenting the 

coast of Western Europe from north-western France (offshore Brittany) to north-western Spain (Galicia). 

The southern Bay of Biscay is a well-differentiated geomorphological unit in the northeast Atlantic. The 

abyssal basin has a mean depth of 4,800 m. The shelf of the Bay of Biscay is quite narrow in the 

Cantabrian Sea, whereas it is much wider and increasing with latitude on the French coast. In the 

Cantabrian Sea, there are various deep-sea canyons that have generally narrow, steep-sided, linear and 

sinuous channels. The deep-sea valleys allow continental sediments to be transported to oceanic basins 

(Lavín et al., 2005). 

 

Most of the water masses occupying the bay have a North Atlantic origin or are the result of interaction 

between waters formed in the Atlantic with water of Mediterranean origin. The hydrodynamics of the bay 

are dominated by: a) a weak anticyclonic circulation in the oceanic part, b) a poleward-flowing slope 

current, c) coastal upwelling, d) the northward flow of Mediterranean water at depth, around the Iberian 

Peninsula, e) the shelf circulation and f) the cross-shelf transport along the axes of submarine canyons 

(OSPAR, 2000). Most of these features show a marked seasonality (Koutsikopoulos and Le Cann, 1996). 

The Bay of Biscay is a region of large tidal amplitudes and strong thermohaline forcing (Piraud et al., 

2003). It is well known for its energetic internal tides, caused by the combination of summer 

stratification, steep shelf-edge topography and strong (cross-slope) tidal currents, especially at spring tides 

(Lam et al., 003). 

 

Coastal upwelling events occur mainly on the Spanish continental margin of the Bay of Biscay 

(Cantabrian Sea). These are produced by north-eastern winds prevailing from late May to September. 

Upwelling events are highly variable in intensity and frequency from year to year, but in general they are 

more common and intense to the west of Cape Peñas and act as a mechanism generating an environmental 

contrast between the western and eastern parts of the Cantabrian Sea and between the coastal mixed 

waters and the neighbouring oceanic stratified areas (Lavín et al., 2005). Moreover, the Cantabrian Sea is 

only weakly influenced by the land, due to the absence of large rivers in the area, which can affect the 

physical and chemical characteristics of the water column and sediments. As a result, it shows 

environmental characteristics significantly different from the large continental shelf of the French Bay of 

Biscay area. 

 

There are many descriptive studies on different aspects of the Bay of Biscay. The main reviews/studies 

are the Quality Status Report from OSPAR (2000) and the work of Valdés and Lavín (2002), which 

considers the Bay of Biscay a ñlarge marine ecosystemò. Díez et al. (2000) reviewed the information on 

the southern part of the Bay of Biscay (the Cantabrian Sea). 

 

Location 
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The area is located in the south of the Bay of Biscay and is bounded by the parallels 43º 25'N and 45º 

00'N and meridians 2º 10'W and 7º 00'W. The feature for which this area is described also extends 

eastwards and northwards, beyond the boundaries currently described.  

Feature description of the area 

 

ü The area includes a variety of benthic habitats that are considered hotspots of biodiversity.  

 

The Bay of Biscay area forms the subtropical/boreal transition zone of the eastern Atlantic, where typical 

temperate-water species from the south occur, together with those of northern origin and, consequently, 

high biodiversity indices exist in comparison with adjacent areas (Quéro et al., 1989; Sánchez et al., 

2002). Additionally, the highly complex area includes a great diversity of geomorphological features 

(e.g., submarine canyons, seamounts, banks and mounds, pockmarks, slope affected by smaller rock 

outcrops) and hence, a diversity of benthic niches is available. Although, in some areas, benthic 

information is scarce (particularly in the deepest zones), available scientific data highlight the existence of 

important hotspots of biodiversity. The submarine canyons of the Avilés system (Sánchez et al., 2014), 

the Le Danois Bank (Sánchez et al., 2008) as well as numerous areas of the continental slope (Aguilar et 

al., 2009) are example of hotspots of benthic biodiversity, where numerous vulnerable taxa and habitats 

have been recorded. 

 

Habitats on both soft and rocky bottoms host a high diversity of species, resulting in shelf and slope 

ecosystems that are rich in species and in ecological interactions, including circalittoral rocky bottoms 

with sponges (Phakellia ventilabrum) and corals (Dendrophyllia cornigera), coral reefs with Madrepora 

oculata and Lophelia pertusa, bathyal rocky bottoms with gorgonians (Callogorgia verticillata, 

Acanthogorgia spp.), big sponge grounds (Asconema setubalense, Geodiidae, Pachastrellidae) and black 

corals (Leiopathes sp., Antipathes sp., Bathypathes sp.). Other species that are frequently found over hard 

substrates are crinoids (Leptometra celtica) and sea stars (Brisinga endecacnemos and Novodina pandina). 

However, over soft bottoms, different communities have been found, such as pennatulids (Pennatula 

rubra, Pennatula phosphorea, Funiculina quadrangularis), tube-dwelling anemones (Cerianthus sp.) and 

detritic sand bottoms with sea anemones (Phelliactis hertwigi). Some carnivorous sponges (Lypocodina, 

Chondrocladia and Cladrihiza) have also been recorded (see Sánchez et al., 2008; 2014; Aguilar et al., 

2009). 

 

Together with deep zones, some coastal areas are ecologically or biologically significant due to the 

presence of gorgonian forests and sponge grounds (e.g., Somos Llungo- Peñas Cape) where levels of 

biodiversity indices are high (Aguilar et al., 2009) or due to their geomorphology and the presence of 

species typical of the Mediterranean in the Cantabrian Sea (e.g., Jaizkibel).  

 

ü The area is important for cetaceans.  

 

The Bay of Biscay, including the areas of the canyons, seamounts, shelf, and adjacent pelagic areas, 

support a persistent presence of cetacean species, including the bottlenose dolphin (Tursiops truncatus 

Montagu, 1821), common dolphin (Delphinus delphis. Linnaeus, 1758), the long-finned pilot whale 

(Globicephala melas, Traill, 1809), striped dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba, Meyen, 1833) Cuvier's beaked 

whale (Ziphius cavirostris, Cuvier, 1823), fin whale (Balaenoptera physalus, Linnaeus, 1758), and sperm 

whale Physeter macrocephalus (Linnaeus, 1758; Laborde, 2008; CODA 2009) (Marcos-Ipiña et al., 2014; 

Laran et al., 2016).  

 

ü The area includes habitats for endangered, threatened and declining species. 

 

Many species recorded in the area are considered endangered, threatened and/or declining, according to, 

for example, the IUCN, OSPAR, ICES or the EU Habitat Directive. 
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Listed below are some examples of species and habitats in the area that need special attention: 

 

The IUCN Red List of threatened species (CR: Critically endangered, EN: Endangered and VU: 

Vulnerable):
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Balaenoptera musculus 

Balaenoptera borealis 

Physeter macrocephalus 

Balaenoptera musculus 

Balaenoptera borealis 

Balaenoptera physalus 

Caretta caretta 

Dermochelys coriacea 

Dipturus batis 

Squatina squatina 

Anguilla anguilla 

Sphyrna mokarran 

Sphyrna zygaena 

Isurus paucus 

Isurus oxyrinchus 

Cetorhinus maximus 

Oxynotus centrina 

Galeorhinus galeus 

Squalus acanthias 

Mustelus mustelus 

Centrophorus lusitanicus 

Dalatias licha 

Carcharhinus plumbeus 

Carcharhinus longimanus 

Odontaspis ferox 

Raja undulata 

Rostroraja alba 

Leucoraja circularis 

Leucoraja fullonica 

Amblyraja radiata 

Dipturus batis 

Mobula mobular 

Thunnus thynnus 

Coryphaenoides rupestris 

Hippoglossus hippoglossus 

Palinurus elephas 

Epinephelus marginatus 

Mola mola 

Labrus viridis 

Balistes capriscus 

Pomatomus saltatrix 

Thunnus thynnus 

Trachurus trachurus 

Sardinella maderensis 

Makaira nigricans 

Dentex dentex 

Opisthoteuthis calyso 

Opisthoteuthis massyae 

 

OSPAR List of Threatened and/or Declining Species  

Arctica islandica 

Ostrea edulis 

Patella aspera 

Puffinus mauretanicus 

Rissa tridactyla 

Uria aalge 

Sterna dougallii 

Centroscymnus coelolepis 

Centrophorus granulosus 

Centrophorus squamosus 

Cetorhinus maximus 

 

Dipturus batis 

Raja montagui 

Raja clavata 

Rostroraja alba 

Lamna nasus 

Squalus acanthias 

Squatina squatina 

Acipenser sturio 

Alosa alosa 

Anguilla anguilla 

Hippocampus guttulatus 

 

Hippocampus hippocampus 

Hoplostethus atlanticus 

Petromyzon marinus 

Salmo salar 

Thunnus thynnus 

Caretta caretta 

Dermochelys coriacea 

Balaenoptera musculus 

Eubalaena glacialis 

Phocoena phocoena 
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OSPAR List of Threatened and/or Declining Habitats  

Coral gardens 

Deep-sea sponge aggregations 

Seamounts 

Sea-pen and burrowing megafauna communities 

 

EU Habitat Directive Habitats 

1170 Reefs 

1180 Submarine structures made by leaking gases 

 

ü The area comprises spawning grounds for several fish species of commercial interest 

 

Small-sized pelagic species, such as anchovy (Engraulis encrasicolus) and demersal species, such as hake 

(Merluccius merluccius), are examples of species that spawn in the area. 

 

Anchovy in the Bay of Biscay may grow to >20 cm and rarely live beyond three years of age. The species 

forms large schools located between 5 and 15 metres above the bottom during the day (Massé, 1996). It is 

a serial spawner (several spawns per year) and reproduces in spring. The spawning area stretches to the 

south of 47ºN latitude and to the east of 5ºW longitude. Most spawning takes place over the continental 

shelf in areas under the influence of the river plumes of the Gironde, Adour and Cantabrian rivers (Motos 

et al., 1996). As spring and summer progress, the anchovy migrates from the interior of the Bay of Biscay 

northward along the French coast and towards the east through the Cantabrian Sea. It spends the autumn 

in these areas, and in winter migrates in the opposite direction towards the southeast of the Bay of Biscay 

(Prouzet et al., 1994). 

 

European hake (Merluccius merluccius) is one of the most important species, both commercially and 

ecologically, in the Bay of Biscay. Hake spawns in winter, with the adults concentrating in canyons and 

rocky grounds of the shelf break area. Areas of high concentration of hake recruits have been located 

between 80 to 200 m depth and over predominantly muddy bottoms. The area includes one permanent 

nursery area of hake in Peñas Cape and another area that only appears in some years close to Capbreton 

Canyon. Important hake recruitment processes lead to well-defined patches of juveniles, found in 

localized areas of the continental shelf. The location of these concentrations remains generally stable and 

is determined by hydrographic mesoscale structures and the Poleward Current (Sánchez and Gil, 2000). 

 

ü The area is a seasonal migratory pathway for large migratory pelagic species 

 

Large migratory pelagic species are strong swimmers, which enables them to perform long migrations. 

Some families of the sub-order Scombroidae (tuna-like fishes) and sharks from the Carchariniforms and 

Lamniforms typically belong to this group. Tuna-like fishes are serial spawners whose spawning area is 

usually located in tropical and subtropical waters. In tropical areas food is relatively scarce, so tuna must 

actively search for food patches. This means that their life is nomadic, based on continuous long 

displacements (Helfman et al., 1997). In the Bay of Biscay the most characteristic species are albacore 

(Thunnus alalunga) and bluefin tuna (Thunnus thynnus). Other tuna and tuna-like fishes, such as bigeye 

(Thunnus obesus), Atlantic bonito (Sarda sarda), skipjack tuna (Euthynnus pelamis) and swordfish 

(Xiphias gladius), may also be present (Lavín et al., 2004). 

 

The presence of bluefin tuna and albacore in the Bay of Biscay is seasonal. They normally appear at the 

beginning of summer and disappear at the beginning of autumn, following a trophic migration in search of 

food. Large predatory sharks have internal fertilization, and females either lay eggs or nourish embryos 

internally for several months before giving birth (Helfman et al., 1997). Their populations are very 

vulnerable to fishing pressure. In the Bay of Biscay the common epipelagic sharks are blue shark (Priona 

glauca), shortfin mako (Isurus oxyrrinchus) and porbeagle (Lamna nasus). They prey on a wide range of 
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pelagic and demersal fishes. The largest shark in the Bay of Biscay is the basking shark (Cetorhinus 

maximuis), which can measure  more than 9 m in length (Lavín et al., 2004). 

 
ü The area includes soft bottoms essential for the biology of commercial benthic species.  

 

This is the case, for example, of the Norway lobster (Nephrops norvegicus). This species is distributed 

from Iceland to Portugal and the Mediterranean and is limited to areas of muddy habitat at depths of 15 to 

800 m. The spatial extent of suitable sediment defines the species distribution and the stock boundaries. 

Nephrops are sedentary and rather common on muddy grounds, in which they dig the burrows where they 

spend most of their time. In the Bay of Biscay, three populations are distinguished: one on the French 

shelf and two in the Cantabrian Sea. Females spawn from April to August and carry eggs under their tails 

(ñberriedò females) until they hatch about seven months later. The larvae develop in the plankton for one 

month before settling to the seabed. When berried, females rarely come out of the burrow and are 

therefore naturally protected from trawlers. Nephrops are mainly nocturnal and feed on detritus, 

crustaceans and worms (Lavín et al., 2004). 

 

 

Feature condition and future outlook of the area 

There are various activities impacting the ecological/biological features of the Bay of Biscay: 

 

 - Fishing activities: the main fishing gears used in the area are bottom trawling, fishing lines and gill nets. 

Trawlers operate on the muddy bottoms of the shelf and produce serious negative impacts over certain 

habitat types. Long-liners also operate mainly at the bottom but at the shelf-break, whereas gill nets are 

used on rocky grounds near the coast and shelf-break. In addition to resource overexploitation, fishing 

activities have an impact on other species, such as sea turtles, cetaceans and seabirds (longline bycatch).  

 

Bay of Biscay fisheries have had a strong impact on the bottom communities and have induced changes in 

their structure (Sánchez and Olaso, 2004; Serrano et al., 2006). This impact has been mainly direct 

(fishing mortality on target species and bycatch) and indirect by means of modifications to the habitat 

through erosion of the sediment and damage to the benthos by different elements of the gears. 

 

- Water pollution: the main sources of pollution are ships and cities located on the coast (mostly in 
summer when the intensity of tourism increases in some coastal areas).  

 

- Global warming: this phenomenon seems to have led to an increase in the presence of temperate-water 

fish species in the Bay of Biscay (e.g., among pelagic fishes Megalops atlanticus, Seriola rivoliana) over 

the last 20 years (Quéro et al., 1998; Stebbing et al., 2002). These changes related to global warming tend 

to operate slowly but have severe long-term consequences for the ecology of the ecosystem. They can 

affect: i) the behaviour of species (e.g., changes in migratory routes), ii) their recruitment (due to changes 

in the environmental conditions in the spawning and/or recruitment areas) and iii) the spatial distribution 

of species (since more meridional species can expand their area of distribution). In fact, this increase in 

temperature is likely to be responsible for the appearance of tropical fish species in the southeast shelf of 

the Bay of Biscay. 
 

- Shipping and oil transport: The Bay of Biscay is located on the main route of supertankers transporting 

oil from the Middle East and Africa to EU harbours. More than 70  per cent of the total oil consumed in 

the EU is moved by shipping through the Finisterre pass directly towards the English Channel and then to 

the final destination in different European harbours. In recent years, several oil spills have occurred in the 

Bay of Biscay; for example five supertankers carrying more than 50 000 t have been wrecked since 1976, 

the last three of which occurred in an interval of just a decade (1992, Aegean Sea; 1999, Erika; 2002, 

Prestige), which has made this region the most severely affected in the world by this kind of accident 

(Lavín et al., 2004). 
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Conversely, some actions to protect the area and to ensure the conservation of its biodiversity are being 

carried out, and two specific areas within the area described have been protected in accordance with 

international and Spanish regulations and conventions: 

 

(1) The El Cachucho-Le Danois Bank: this off-shore marine protected area (MPA) covers an extensive 

offshore bank and seamount with surrounding slopes and a complex system of channels and canyons that 

covers 234 000 ha. Depths within the area vary from 500 to 4000 m, which makes for an amazingly 

diverse biological hotspot. The high biodiversity found in the area (Sánchez et al., 2008; Cristobo et 

al., 2009; Altuna, 2013), but moreover, the presence in the area of ñ1170 Reefò habitats that are 
included in Annex I of the Habitats Directive of the European Union (Council Directive 92/43/EEC), were 

the main reason for the declaration of the area as a MPA and inclusion in the OSPAR Network of Marine 

Protected Areas (Sánchez et al., 2017; Rodríguez-Basalo et al., 2019).  

El Cachucho MPA has been the subject of numerous studies and surveys in recent years to evaluate the 

condition of the habitats (García-Alegre et al., 2014; Sánchez et al., 2017).  Many species have been 

recently discovered there to be new to science, and more are being described (Guerra-García et al., 

2008; Frutos and Sorbe, 2010; Frutos et al., 2011). 

Bottom trawling and fishing with static gear, including bottom set gillnets and bottom set longlines, are 
prohibited. 

(2) The Avilés submarine system of canyons: this Site of Community Importance (Natura 2000 network) 

comprises three great submarine canyons (Avilés, El Corbiro and La Gaviera), a marginal platform (Canto 

Nuevo) and a tall, structural, rocky mass (Agudo de Fuera). The Avilés Canyon begins at a depth of 128 m 

and is approximately 75 km in length, with a V-shaped profile and a primarily sedimentary bottom. The 

Corbiro Canyon is 23 km in length and also has a V-shaped profile and a sedimentary bottom, while the 

La Gaviera Canyon has U-shaped profile with one sedimentary and one rocky flank, with features of a 

hanging canyon. Along its axis there are several rocky escarpments (Gomez-Ballesteros et al., 2014).  

The submarine canyons of the Avilés system act as a collector of terrigenous material deposited by the 

rivers and play an important role as a transport mechanism for the sediment and organic matter from the 

continental shelf to the deep areas of the Bay of Biscay abyssal basin. Therefore, this area is considered a 

highly productive biological system. Biodiversity in the area is very high, and more than 1300 species 

have been catalogued to date on the seabed (excluding the pelagic organisms that occupy the water 

column). Some of these species, such as corals, sponges and sharks, are particularly vulnerable and are 

included in various protection regulations. The management plan of the area is being developed in the 
framework of the INTEMARES project. 

A third area currently under consideration under the coverage of the INTEMARES project is the 

Capbretón Canyon. This submarine valley located on the continental shelf and slope of the Bay of Biscay 

is divided in two zones: the northern Aquitanian continental shelf and the southern Cantabrian shelf.  A 

proposal for protection will be developed. 

Apart from conservation projects, every autumn the Instituto Español de Oceanografía (IEO) carries out a 

bottom-trawling survey named DEMERSALES. This survey aims to provide data for the assessment of 

commercial fish species and benthic ecosystems on the Galician and Cantabrian shelf (ICES, 2010). This 

survey is part of an international effort to monitor marine ecosystems and is coordinated by the 

International Bottom Trawling Surveys (IBTS) working group of the International Council for the 

Exploration of the Sea (ICES). 

 

Assessment of area no. 3, Cantabrian Sea (Southern Bay of Biscay), against CBD EBSA Criteria  

 

CBD EBSA Description Ranking of criterion relevance  



CBD/EBSA/WS/2019/1/5 

Page 84 

 

Criteria  

(Annex I to 

decision 

IX/20) 

(Annex I to decision IX/20) (please mark one column with an X) 

No 

informat

ion 

Low Medi

um 

High 

Uniqueness 

or rarity  

Area contains either (i) unique (ñthe only one 

of its kindò), rare (occurs only in few 

locations) or endemic species, populations or 

communities, and/or (ii) unique, rare or 

distinct, habitats or ecosystems; and/or (iii) 

unique or unusual geomorphological or 

oceanographic features. 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

X 

Explanation for ranking 

The Bay of Biscay is a border area between different biogeographic regions, where water masses of 

different origin (Atlantic and Mediterranean) meet. A diversity of canyons and submarine seamounts are 

present along the area, making available many different ecological niches (Sánchez et al., 2007, 2008, 

2014; Aguilar et al., 2009; García-Alegre et al., 2014The El Danois Bank is a unique, diverse biological 

hotspot with many species new to science.  (Sánchez et al., 2008; 2017). 

 

Special 

importance 

for life-

history stages 

of species 

Areas that are required for a population to 

survive and thrive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

X 

Explanation for ranking  

The area is important for cetaceans (Marcos-Ipiña et al., 2014; Laran et al., 2016) and a seasonal 

migratory pathway for large migratory pelagic species (e.g., tuna species) (Lavín et al., 2004). It also 

includes spawning grounds for several species of commercial interest (e.g., anchovy, hake, Norway 

lobster) (Motos et al., 1996; Sánchez and Gil, 2000; Lavín et al., 2004).  

 

Importance 

for 

threatened, 

endangered 

or declining 

species 

and/or 

habitats 

Area containing habitat for the survival and 

recovery of endangered, threatened, declining 

species or area with significant assemblages of 

such species. 

    

 

X 

Explanation for ranking  

Many species considered ñthreatened, endangered or decliningò, based on different international 

regulations and agreements, are present in the area, including benthic species as well as marine mammals, 

fish and reptiles.  Sixty of these species (see the list in the text above) have been observed in the Site of 

Community Importance ñAviles Canyonò (S§nchez et al., 2014).. 

 

Additionally, a high diversity of Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems characterized by habitat-forming species 

such as sponges (Phakellia ventilabrum) corals (Madrepora oculata, Lophelia pertusa, Dendrophyllia 

cornigera), gorgonians (Callogorgia verticillata, Acanthogorgia spp.), and black corals (Leiopathes sp., 

Antipathes sp., Bathypathes sp.) that are threatened or endangered due to the intense fishing activity that 

takes place in the area, are frequently found over the continental shelf as well as in canyons and over 

seamounts (see Sánchez et al., 2008; 2014; Aguilar et al., 2009). 

 

Vulnerability

, fragility,  

Areas that contain a relatively high proportion 

of sensitive habitats, biotopes or species that 
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sensitivity, or 

slow recovery 

are functionally fragile (highly susceptible to 

degradation or depletion by human activity or 

by natural events) or with slow recovery. 

X 

Explanation for ranking 

Many vulnerable habitats and taxa, characterized by sessile habitat-forming species that are slow-growing 

and have long life cycles  are present in the area and are vulnerable and sensitive to fishing activities: 

cold-water coral reefs (Madrepora oculata, Lophelia pertusa), coral gardens (Callogorgia verticillata, 

Acanthogorgia spp.), big sponge grounds (Asconema setubalense, Geodiidae, Pachastrellidae) and black 

corals (Leiopathes sp., Antipathes sp., Bathypathes sp.). Other species that are frequently found over hard 

substrates are crinoids (Leptometra celtica) and sea stars (Brisinga endecacnemos and Novodina pandina). 

However, over soft bottoms, different communities have been found, such as pennatulids (Pennatula 

rubra, Pennatula phosphorea, Funiculina quadrangularis), tube-dwelling anemones (Cerianthus sp.) and 

detritic sand bottoms with sea anemones (Phelliactis hertwigi). Some carnivorous sponges (Lypocodina, 

Chondrocladia and Cladrihiza) have also been recorded (Sánchez et al., 2008; 2014; Aguilar et al., 2009). 

 

Moreover, other populations comprising species with low fecundity, such as sharks or cetaceans, are very 

vulnerable to anthropogenic impacts (Helfman et al., 1997; Lavín et al., 2004). 

 

Biological 

productivity  

Area containing species, populations or 

communities with comparatively higher 

natural biological productivity.  

    

X 

Explanation for ranking 

This area is highly productive biologically due to its complex hydrology, which is the result of the 

interaction between waters from the Atlantic with water from the Mediterranean  and the 

geomorphological role of canyons and seamounts in transporting organic matter and sediment from the 
continental shelf to the deep areas of the Bay of Biscay abyssal basin.  

Coastal upwelling events occur mainly on the Spanish continental margin. These are produced by north-

eastern winds prevailing from late May to September. Upwelling events are responsible for the high 

productivity of the area and act as a mechanism generating spatial variability between the western and 

eastern parts of the Cantabrian Sea and between the coastal mixed waters and the neighbouring oceanic 
stratified areas (Lavín et al., 2004).   

Biological 

diversity 

Area contains comparatively higher diversity 

of ecosystems, habitats, communities, or 

species, or has higher genetic diversity. 

    

X 

Explanation for ranking 

Overall, compared with adjacent areas, the Bay of Biscay has a high level of biological diversity (Quéro et 

al., 1989; Sánchez et al., 2002), caused by the complex hydrodynamic regime that characterizes the area;  
typical temperate-water species from the Mediterranean co-occur with species  more typical of the north.  

Additionally, the highly complex area includes a great diversity of geomorphological features (e.g., 

submarine canyons, seamounts, banks and mounds, pockmarks, slope affected by smaller rock outcrops) 

and hence, a great diversity of benthic niches are available (Sánchez et al., 2008; 2014; Aguilar et al., 
2009). 

Naturalness Area with a comparatively higher degree of 

naturalness as a result of the lack of or low 

level of human-induced disturbance or 

degradation. 

  

X 

  

Explanation for ranking   

Fisheries, climate change and several oil spills that have occurred in the Bay of Biscay have had a strong 

impact on the bottom communities and have induced changes in their structure (Lavín et al., 2004). 

Therefore, the area displays characteristics of a heavily exploited area, although some rocky substrates 
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show less stressed ecosystems. 
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Maps and Figures 

 

 
 

Location of area no. 3: Cantabrian Sea (Southern Bay of Biscay) 
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Figure 1. The area encompasses the continental shelf along the Spanish northern coast and includes 

pronounced submarine canyon systems such as Capbreton, Llanes, Lastres and Avilés, seamounts such as 

Jovellanos and Le Danois Bank, as well as numerous mounds, pockmarks and continental rocky outcrops. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Areas of Ecological Importance from the Cantabrian Sea (Aguilar et al., 2009). 

 




