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The implementation of the ecosystem approach to management of human activites in 
ecologically meaningful, but in terms of management practical regions is at the heart of 
WWFs marine conservation policy. Internally, work has been restructured over the past 10 y 
to focus on ecoregions, as for example the North East Atlantic Shelf and Baltic Sea 
ecoregions. 
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Ecological quality objectives are but one of many elements of an ecosystem approach. At the 
very basis of an EAM is the recognition, that only an integrated, cross-sectoral and longterm 
policy and management towards an ecologically robust marine ecosystem will ensure 
economic sustainability and social well-being. Like high density fish populations, unstressed 
foodwebs have a higher buffer capacity towards large scale climate variations and resilience 
to human impacts. So finally a reduction of pressures may save us from jellyfish as exclusive 
top predators ...  
 
One of the qualities of an ecosystem approach to management is that it deals with ecosystems, 
and wants to ensure natural ecosystem functionning rather than a particular status of some of 
its components. Given the complexity and inaccessibility of marine ecosystems (compared to 
terrestrial ones), it is of utmost importance to base any management decisions on the 
precautionary principle – as inherent in the EAM: It is therefore not necessary to be able to 
explain every detail of ecosystem functionning in order to take decisions: The only valid 
argument is one of minimizing risks to the ecosystem from human activities. As such, the 
known sensitivity of species and habitats towards certain impacts arising from human 
activities should be enough to trigger management action.  
 
The ecological quality objectives presented here, shall serve as indicators on the way towards 
achieving the objective of a sustainable ecosystem in a good state. You ask what we think 
how well these EcoQOs meet the criteria – established by ICES – for „good“ EcoQOs. Why 
don´t you ask whether we can agree to the criteria? Do they allow us to get a clear view on the 
state of the most important parameters for judging on the overall ecosystem state? And do 
these EcoQOs offer an added value to existing monitoring programmes?   
 
WWFs answer to all these questions is – for the present time - : NO. Though probably 
scientifically accurate when taken individually, with a few exceptions, the EcoQOs presented 

• lack a precautionary reference point triggering management action 
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• cannot be regarded as a comprehensive set, nor where they evaluated cumulatively as 
to how far we are on the way to describe the state of the ecosystem 

• Again with a few exceptions (very good example: fish age and size EcoQO), most 
EcoQOs are „defensive“ – „no further decline“ - rather than aspirational. Can we 
avoid the „shifting baselines syndrome“? 

• More than 10 y of developing EcoQOs – but what about the framework for action? 
When would management action beyond existing measures take place? By whoom? 
How, if OSPAR and Contracting Parties do not have the mandate for doing so? Why 
count the oiled guillemots if coastal states do not improve and strengthen harbour 
facilities, surveillance and enforcement? 

• And even more basic questions: What is the overarching objective, ist timeline? Why 
aren´t there any intermediate targets, preferably SMART and with timeline? 

 
Whereas EcoQOs related to already existing measures or targets for pollution and 
eutrophication reduction seem pretty straight forward and well-developed, the whole group of 
EcoQOs related to threatened species and habitats (should not only be threatened ones, but 
mainly to describe what is representative! – see first stakeholder workshop 2001) have been 
neglected. The national and international red lists are nearly endless – we all know too well 
that the North Sea is an ecosystem which 100 years of human exploitation has altered beyond 
recognition. In particular in offshore waters, there is a lack of measures to reduce the stress 
from human activities - nonetheless the North Sea Pilot project has not even developed a clear 
idea on the desired state of the natural ecosystem,  on which to develop NEW MEASURES. 
THIS SHOULD HAVE BEEN A PRIORITY!  
 
Since they fail with respect to the precautionary principle, the criteria to be met by „good“ 
EcoQOs, as designed by ICES will not allow to develop any EcoQO covering offshore 
habitats and/or species: To give an example: ICES recommended that the habitat „seapens 
and burrowing megafauna“, (which is the only offshore and deep water North Sea habitat on 
the OSPAR list of threatened and declining species and habitats,) was not suitable for further 
EcoQO development as there was no scientifically sound proof of threat and decline of this 
habitat due to lack of data on present and historic distributions. Fact is that we know too well 
that trawling for Nephrops norwegicus in the North Sea basis flattens exactly this habitat and 
produces masses of invertebrate bycatch and destroys the sensitive epifauna such as seapens. 
However, the scientific data available are all taken by means of invasive methods, mostly 
grab sampling for infauna and trawling for larger organisms. It is thus impossible to ever 
come to a conclusion on threat and decline as the species are not sampled representatively.  
 
WWF considers it important to develop EcoQOs which are capable of giving an idea about 
the functional capacity of the ecosystems – not to concentrate on individual species, but to 
relate the actually occurring habitat quality to the potential habitat quality, which as such 
describes the naturally inventory of species and functions.   
  
WWF appreciates that ICES now opened the debate on the framework for implementation and 
nature of indicators used for ecological quality objectives: rather than completely relying on 
ecosystem state variables as elaborated so far, ICES proposed to concentrate also on pressure 
indicators – this may be an important improvement to the current EcoQO system. However, 
WWF is strongly concerned that many more years will pass with scientific debate before 
implementation of a practical and useful framework for achieving the objective of 
implementing and ecosystem approach to management of human activities and thus managing 
activities towards achieving robust and healthy ecosystems of the North Sea. Action is needed 
now! 


