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exploited fish stocks (a pressure-based Descriptor according to GES Decision) is presented here in 
Section 5.5, next to the status assessment of fish species.  

The Guidance Chapters 4 and 5 relate to the individual Descriptors, using their number and/or 
short name, as follows: 

Guidance Chapter 4: Guidance Chapter 5:  
D2 Non-indigenous species D1 Birds, mammals, reptiles and fish*  
D5 Eutrophication D3 Commercial fish and shellfish 
D7 Hydrographical changes D1 Pelagic habitats 
D8 Contaminants  D6/D1 Seafloor integrity and benthic habitats 
D9 Contaminants in seafood D4/D1 Food webs 
D10 Marine litter   
D11 Underwater noise  

 
  

* Cephalopods are not covered in this version of the Guidance given that to date no progress has been made to develop an 
assessment framework for this ecosystem feature. This was not a priority of MSFD CIS and regional work so far. 
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Figure 2-1: An ecosystem-based approach to determination and assessment of GES follows the main elements 
of the ecosystem (state-based Descriptors, centre, green) and is closely linked to the adverse effects of 
pressures from human activities via their environmental impacts (pressure-based Descriptors, satellite circles, 
in which pink depicts pressure and orange the impact). Note in relation to the satellite circles that Descriptors 
D2, D3, D5, D6, D7, D8 and D10 include both pressure (pink) and impact (orange) criteria in the GES Decision. 
For D11, impact criteria are not yet available. Source: SWD(2020) 62 final 

For a structured approach to Article 8(1)(a) and (b) MSFD, it is recommended to assess the 
following components in the given sequence (Figure 2-2): 

  

Figure 2-2: Integrated assessment framework 

The integrated framework invokes a number of aspects and challenges for which a common 
understanding and methodologies are still under development. They include the following: 
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Figure 2-5: Steps to assess environmental status and extent of GES achieved. 

2.2.1  Primary and secondary criteria  
Distinction 

The GES Decision intends to give Member States, under specified conditions, sufficient flexibility to 
focus on the predominant pressures and their environmental impacts on the different ecosystem 
elements in each region or subregion in order to monitor and assess their marine waters in an 
efficient and effective manner and to facilitate prioritisation of actions to be taken to achieve good 
environmental status (cf. recital 19 of GES Decision). For that purpose, Member States should be 
able to consider that some of the criteria are not appropriate to apply, provided that this is 
justified. They should also be able not to use certain criteria elements or to select additional 
elements or to focus on certain matrices or areas of their waters, provided that this is based on a 
risk assessment in relation to the pressures and their impacts. 

One means of introducing flexibility is that the GES Decision distinguishes between primary and 
secondary criteria. The terms and definitions of primary and secondary criteria were introduced in 
the GES Decision. While primary criteria should be used to ensure consistency across the Union, 
flexibility should be granted with regard to secondary criteria. 

Primary criteria are mandatory for all Member States and in all regions as the minimum common 
denominator for the determination of GES and assessment of the environmental status. Article 3(1) 
GES Decision allows Member States, in justified circumstances, to consider not to use one or more 
of the primary criteria. In such cases, Member States have to inform Member States sharing the 
same region of their intention prior to the decision, and, when reporting their determinations of 
GES pursuant to Article 17(2)(a) MSFD, provide the Commission with a justification for not using a 
criterion. 

Secondary criteria are defined in Article 3(2) GES Decision and are to be used to complement a 
primary criterion or when the marine environment is at risk of not achieving or not maintaining 
good environmental status for that particular secondary criterion. While the use of a secondary 
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