EurAqua 8th Scientific and Technical Review STR8,

"Good Ecological Status: Reference Conditions for Surface Waters"

Recommendations

Introduction

8th EurAqua Scientific and Technical Review STR8 was held on 24-25 October 2001 in Helsinki. The topic "Good Ecological Status: Reference Conditions for Surface Waters" gave an opportunity to the participants to provide recommendations on improving the knowledge base for the implementation of the Water Framework Directive. In particular, the STR8 aimed at supporting the work of the Working Group on Reference Conditions, thus contributing as water institutions to the implementation of  the process.

The topic was first discussed in a plenary session on the basis of background documents and other invited contributions. More in-depth discussions took place in four working groups and resulted in the recommendations below. A general recommendation of  the STR8 was to improve the access of the research community to the work of the WFD working groups both at EU and at Member State level and to  improve the  dialogue between scientists and managers in general.

Recommendations to the WFD-working group on Reference Conditions


(1) With regard to the definition of reference conditions:

1.  It is suggested to re-define reference condition into: "A situation with 
a hydromorphological and physiochemical regime sustaining a healthy 
ecosystem functioning with natural biodiversity"


2.  There is support for the decision in the  WG Refcond to re-define 
"slight deviation on biological parameters from the reference condition" 
into "minimal anthropogenic impact", but it raises the question "what is 
minimal?"


3.  If there is a reference site in the district (or close to it) it should 
preferably be used to define reference conditions


4.  Identify reference conditions for identified types as close as possible 
(e.g. in neighbouring countries) within the same district


5.  Define reference conditions for different stretches of a river system, 
and not for the complete system


6.  Expert judgement will be needed throughout


7.  To focus the identification of thresholds more on causes of alteration 
processes than on status variables


8.  Reference conditions should also be intercalibrated;


9.  There is a need to distinguish between setting reference conditions, 
which is a scientific process and goal-setting, which is part of a political 
process.


(2) With regard to the values representing reference conditions:

1.  Make use of pristine conditions if available, otherwise use modeling 
to define historical status (no fixed date).


(3) With regard to the spatial and temporal variability of values

1.  To account for spatial variability (especially lakes), identification of 
representative sites or stretches is needed. Streams should be divided in 
stretches which are homogenous in hydromorphological conditions and 
human impact


2.  To account for the temporal variability it is necessary to define



  i.  the biological indicators



 ii.  the time horizon



iii.  the frequency for sampling



iv.   statistical descriptors to represent data.


(4) With reference to the establishment of class boundaries 
(slight/moderate changes compared to type-specific parameters)


1.  To consider expert judgement needed, technical possibilities, 
intercalibration and the different scales for different biological elements


2.  Initiate a continuous dialogue between water managers and scientists 
to define common perception of class boundaries (so: start a joint 
process)


3.  Joint inspection (scientists and water managers), assessing various 
locations.

Recommendations regarding research needs:
Needs for reviews and assessments


1.  Organising and assessment of multidisciplinary databases


2.  Evaluation of existing classification systems to identify underlying 
principles of high, good and moderate ecological status


3.  Review the scientific content of all products related to the 
implementation WFD


4.  Promote application of paleoecological methods for types of water 
bodies for which pristine conditions cannot be found today

Needs to develop techniques and methodologies


1.  Optimisation of the monitoring network and the monitored 
parameters through the development of indicators and their monitoring 
methods


2.  Develop spatial techniques to account for the spatial variability of 
lakes (statistics and integration)


3.  Development of a methodology to arrive at scientifically sound 
"reference conditions"


4.  Development of techniques to integrate indices for different 
biological elements in order to obtain a classification of ecological status


5.  Development of methodologies to handle artificial and heavily 
modified water bodies


6.  Development of modeling tools (in particular ecological models), 
decision support systems and tools to account for socio-economic 
aspects

Needs for research, lack of knowledge


1.  More knowledge on the response of each biological element along 
the gradient of human impact (degradation and recovery process)


2.  Increase knowledge on inter- and intra-annual variability of 
biological elements


3.  Better understanding of the impact of combined pressures to provide 
the basis for developing functional models for restoration measures and 
priorities


4.  Establish the interrelationships relating changes in ecological status 
to its causes


5.  Echance the expertise of taxonomic knowledge in the scientific 
community

Deadlines for WFD Implementation process may not allow development of new long-term research projects, particularly in the field of reference conditions classificaton. Application of existing research results is therefore a priority in this field.
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