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Human pressures at sea



Legislation responses

l Clean Water Act (1972)

l Oceans Act (2000)

l Oceans Act (1997) 

l Oceans Strategy (2002)

l Water Framework Directive (WFD: 2000) 

l Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD: 2008)

l Sea Water Quality Act 

(1997)

l National Water Act (1998)

l Coastal Management Act (2008)
l Oceans Policy (1998)
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Good Environmental Status (GEnS) under the MSFD

It is achieved when physicochemical (including contaminants, litter and noise) and

hydrographical conditions are maintained at a level that main structuring components

of the ecosystem are present, allowing the functionality of the system to provide

resistance and resilience (ability to withstand stress and also ability to recover after a

stressor) against deleterious effects of human pressures/activities/impacts,

maintaining and delivering the ecosystem services that provide societal benefits in a

sustainable way (i.e. pressures associated with uses cumulatively do not hinder the

ecosystem components to retain their natural diversity, productivity and dynamic

ecological processes, and recovery is rapid and secure if a use ceases)

Need for a definition of GEnS



The main challenge is to translate 
this definition into terms suitable 
to provide an operational tool for 
policy-makers and stakeholders

A definition, a problem



Making GEnS definition operational

Option Pros Cons Examples
1. fulfilling all the indicators in all the 
descriptors

Most comprehensive 
approach

Unreasonable data requirements; areas will fail 
on at least one indicator; double-counting

None

29 criteria
56 indicators
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Good Environmental Status

Marine Strategy Framework Directive & Commission Decision

How do we 
define it?

…resulting 
in impacts

Need: amount of 
pressure & impact (but 
data are incomplete)

Generic framework (e.g. 
based on existing 
matrices)

Site-specific for each 
regional sea or sub-area 
and/or habitats (edit 
existing matrices)

How do we know 
when it is met?

Measure of 
change

How do we know it 
has changed?

(a) By localised human 
impacts (endogenic 
managed pressures)

(b) By wider pressures, e.g. 
climate change (exogenic 
unmanaged pressures)

Ranking of pressure 
& impact (e.g. by 
expert judgment)

........

........

Use QSR data, need 
case-study for whole 
area or sub-area

D9

D10

D11

D6

D5

D1

D3

D4

D2

D7

D8

Criterion
Criterion

Criterion
Criterion

Indicator

Indicator

Indicator

Indicator

And by adopting Compliance/ 
agreement/ aggregation rule(s): 

Options 1-8 

…producing 
pressures

List of activities

De
scr
ipt
ors

Environmental 
targets

with associated 
thresholds

See DEVOTES 
definition



Conclusions

• Assessing GEnS is not an easy task

• We get now an operational GEnS definition

• This allows us to propose an adequate way to
assess the status

• In DEVOTES we are working in a new tool to assess
the status for the MSFD implementation
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