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Executive summary 
The EBSA (Ecologically or Biologically Significant Marine Areas) training workshop for the Bay of 
Bengal Large Marine Ecosystem was held in Bangkok, Thailand on 6 November 2014. Over thirty 
scientists, including experts from the eight countries and region, participated.  

The workshop's aim was to inform technical personnel from the Bay of Bengal region about the EBSA 
process of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), identify new regional data contacts, and 
provide instruction and capacity development in identifying potential EBSA before the 2015 CBD 
EBSA workshop.  

Scientists were provided with a series of presentations on the EBSA criteria, the origins of the EBSA 
process within the EBSA, approaches to identifying EBSA from data and information in scientific 
publications and were given some examples of how EBSA might be used within a management 
context. The participants then broke into groups and worked through the CBD EBSA template to 
identify a number of potential EBSA within the region. This information will form input into the CBD 
EBSA workshop for the North East Indian Ocean in Colombo, Sri Lanka in March 2015. 
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1. Background 

Since November 2011, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) has embarked on a series of 
workshops to facilitate the description of areas meeting the criteria for Ecologically or Biologically 
Significant Marine Areas (EBSAs) in the world’s oceans. The primary genesis for this work began as 
an output of CBD workshops in 2005 and 2007 aimed at developing “scientific criteria for identifying 
ecologically or biologically significant marine areas in need of protection”.  These workshops 
identified seven criteria that could be used to describe EBSA: (1) Uniqueness or rarity; (2) Special 
importance for life history of species; (3) Importance for threatened, endangered or declining 
species and/or habitats; (4) Vulnerability, fragility, sensitivity, slow recovery; (5) Biological 
productivity; (6) Biological diversity;(7) Naturalness. These criteria were adopted by the 9th meeting 
of the CBD Conference of the Parties (COP). At the 10th meeting of the CBD COP, Parties noted that 
the application of the ecologically or biologically significant areas (EBSA) criteria is a scientific and 
technical exercise and that the selection of conservation and management measures in areas 
meeting the EBSA criteria 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. 
At COP 10, Parties also instructed the Secretariat of the CBD to organise regional workshops to 
facilitate the description of areas meeting the EBSA criteria in support of the efforts of governments 
and relevant organizations in identifying EBSAs. The first EBSA workshop was held in the Western 
South Pacific in November 2011. Since then, there have been eight additional workshops, covering 
approximately 68% of the world’s oceans. The workshops comprise experts nominated by the 
governments from within the regions and experts nominated by regional and global non-
governmental and intergovernmental organisations. Each workshop has been supported by a 
technical team who provide collated data on the region and mapping expertise during the workshop.  
Areas are nominated at the workshops by consensus, with all experts able to express opinions on the 
scientific information presented. There have been 207 areas described as meeting the EBSA criteria, 
with 62 of them either wholly or partly in areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ).  EBSAs are 
categorized against all of the EBSA criteria, but need only meet at least one criterion. EBSAs have 
been described for an enormous diversity of areas, from large scale oceanographic features (e.g., 
Pacific high productivity area and the Benguela current), individual seamounts (e.g., Atlantis 
seamount in the southern Indian Ocean), spawning areas (e.g., Southern Blue Fin Tuna spawning 
grounds), areas of high diversity (e.g., Archipel des Bijagos, Guinée-Bissau), and foraging ground for 
seabirds (e.g., Clipperton Fracture Zone Petrel Foraging Area). A complete summary of the first six 
workshops can be found in UNEP/CBD/SBSTTA/17/6. 

2. Workshop activities  

2.1. Overview of the CBD Secretariat’s work on the scientific assessment of 
Ecologically or Biologically Significant marine Areas (EBSAs) 

Dr Dunstan began by explaining that the EBSA criteria were originally developed and adopted for 
open ocean waters and deep sea habitats, but it was later recognized that they could also be useful 
to coastal waters.  He emphasized that the EBSA process is clearly scientific and technical in nature, 
and does not cover management issues or threats. Dr Dunstan explained that the CBD Secretariat 
was tasked to organize a series of regional workshops to facilitate the description of areas meeting 
the EBSA criteria. He noted that six EBSA workshops have taken place thus far, with funding from the 
Japan Biodiversity Fund and other sources, gathering scientists from 92 countries and from 79 
international and regional organizations around the world, who together have described 172 areas 
meeting the criteria for EBSAs. These workshops have provided scientists with an opportunity to see 
the ocean as an interconnected ecosystem.  He explained that once the workshop report is approved 
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and adopted by the workshop participants, it is submitted to a meeting of the Subsidiary Body for 
Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice (SBSTTA) for its consideration, and then to the 
Conference of the Parties to the CBD, which may decide to transmit the results to the United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA).  

2.2. The use of data to identify EBSA with examples from previous workshops  
Mr. Dunstan presented a review of the data used to describe EBSAs and how that data could be used 
to address each of the EBSA criteria. The data needed to support the description of EBSAs was 
demonstrated using examples from the Southern Indian and South-west Pacific Oceans. EBSAs are 
described using a wide range of data types, ranging from global data sets, which are readily 
available, to national- and local-scale data sets. Regional organizations such as regional Fisheries 
Management Organisations (RFMOs), Large Marine Ecosystem (LME) projects and regional 
environmental organizations are all important sources of data and can make important contributions 
to the EBSA process. Data used can be broadly broken into two different types: biological data and 
physical data. Physical data are derived from large-scale global and regional data sets and comprise 
either information on the seafloor (e.g., seamount and vent locations, geology and canyons) or the 
upper pelagic biome (e.g., global climatologies, satellite observations and derived oceanic data 
layers). Physical data is generally publically available and accessible on the internet. Biological data 
can come in a number of formats. Data from scientific surveys can be accessed from individual 
researchers or through data repositories such as Ocean Biogeographic Information System (OBIS). 
Regional organizations (e.g., RFMOs; LME projects) also hold biological data and can provide 
excellent sources of information. Fisheries data are also an important data source and can be 
obtained from RFMOs. 

2.3. The potential application of scientific information related to Ecologically or 
Biologically Significant Areas (EBSAs)  

Mr. Dunstan gave a presentation on the potential use of EBSA information for the management of 
marine biodiversity. He showed that the Key Ecological Features identified in Australia's Marine 
Bioregional Plans were based on criteria similar to the EBSA criteria and were used to identify 
potential interactions between biodiversity values and environmental pressures. He used the 
examples of the outputs of the CBD Western South Pacific EBSA workshop, which show where 
pressures in the Western South Pacific would interact with the ecological or biological values 
described by the EBSA workshop. He provided more detail in an example from the Seamounts of 
Norfolk Ridge, showing that the EBSA values could be used to inform a conceptual ecosystem 
modelling and form the basis for adaptive ecosystem-based management. 

2.4. Application of EBSA criteria to the BOBLME area 
Participants broke into groups and used their knowledge of the area and the information contained 
in the BOBLME-CSIRO regional ecosystem characterisation workshop to identify a number of areas 
that meet the EBSA criteria.  These included the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, West Sumatra 
Islands, the Gulf of Mannar, Mirissa, Krishna- Godavari Basin, Chilika Lagoon, Sundarbans and 
Bakkhali River Estuary. 
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Figure 1: Potential EBSA identified during the training workshop 

3. Next steps 

The CBD has organised a regional workshop for the Bay of Bengal region in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in 
March 2015. Details of the CBD Regional Workshop to Facilitate the Description of Ecologically or 
Biologically Significant Marine Areas (EBSAs) in the North-East Indian Ocean region can be found at 
http://www.cbd.int/doc/?meeting=EBSAWS-2015-01
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Appendix I Agenda 

 

 

Training workshop on Ecologically or Biologically Significant 
Areas 

6 November 2014 

Agenda 

• CBD's EBSA Process and brief overview of EBSA regional  

• EBSA criteria and its application through the compilation, analysis, synthesis and mapping of 
scientific data and expert judgment  

Morning Break 

• Interplay between EBSA and identified bioregions. 

• EBSA data compilation and scientific collaboration at local, national and regional scales 

Lunch Break 

• Worked exercise: Preliminary identification of EBSA within BOBLME. 

• 3-4 bioregional groupings based on outputs of eco-regionalisation 

• Each group will be asked:  

o to identify one or more case-study areas at national or sub-regional level;  

o to define steps for applying scientific assessment for describing EBSA areas or other 
vulnerable   

o to identify additional data that could be accessed and used and to identify any key 
layers that are missing 

o complete a preliminary EBSA proposal on the CBD template. 

Afternoon Break 

Continue with worked exercise 

• Potential use of EBSA-related scientific information, including ecosystem-based 
management 

 

 

Bay of Bengal 
Large Marine Ecosystem Project 
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