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Assessments of the condition of the marine environment are required for a
variety of purposes.. Assessments of regional marine areas are useful for summarizing
contemporary understanding and its limitations, identifying problems and providing a
basis for formulating management action. Such assessments are relatively tractable
and have been used to advantage in both developed and developing areas of the world.
Demands for global assessments are less frequent but nevertheless exist. The last
global assessment of "The State of the Marine Environment" was completed by
GESAMP1 in 1990 [1]. In the intervening period, several regional reviews have been
undertaken, including a fairly comprehensive assessment of the Arctic [2, 3], that
offer the opportunity to improve the next global assessment.

In 1996, GESAMP decided to commence planning for a new global
assessment to be completed in the year 2002. This was just after the conclusion in
November, 1995, of negotiations on an agreement on a Global Programme of Action
(GPA) for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-Based Activities. It
was recognized that an assessment in the context of the effects of land-based activities
on the marine environment would be needed in 1998-99 for the purposes of this
agreement. GESAMP itself had also reached the conclusion that there was a need for
interim statements regarding the condition of the oceans in the decadal periods
between major global assessments. The GESAMP sponsoring agencies therefore
decided to commission a working group and a process leading to the preparation of:

1. biennial statements on the condition of the marine environment with the first to
be issued in 1998;

2. a global assessment of the state of the marine environment from the perspective
of land-based activities for the purposes of the GPA to be completed in 1999;
and

3. a new major comprehensive assessment of the state of the marine environment
to be completed in 2002.

Most global assessments are necessarily based on the analysis of regional
assessments. In 1994, GESAMP, in recognition of the importance of increasing the
number and specificity of regional assessments, published simple guidelines for their
preparation [4]. Its motive in doing so was to encourage the preparation of new
regional assessments, to improve their comprehensiveness and to promote the
adoption of standardized contents and format. Unfortunately, either because these
guidelines are so recent or they contain some unknown flaws, they do not appear to be
being used. Most remarkable is the fact that the most recently-commissioned regional
assessments for GPA purposes are not adhering to the regional guidelines.

1 The United Nations Joint Group of Experts on the Scientific Aspects of Marine Environmental
Protection. Prior to 1993, its title was "The United Nations Joint Group of Experts on the Scientific
Aspects of Marine Pollution."
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During the period 1996-97, the UNEP Global Environment Facility (GEF)
Coordination Office based in Nairobi undertook the design of a new GEF Project
entitled "Global International Waters Assessment" (G1WA). This project has been
designed through multifaceted regional and sub-regional assessments, to identify the
nature of existing environmental damage and threats, their root causes, and priorities
for management action [5]. The assessment covers all waters defined within the GEF
International waters portfolio, namely marine waters and shared (i.e., riparian)
freshwater bodies. The primary foci of the GIWA assessment are freshwater shortage,
habitat, pollution, fisheries and global change.

Those involved in the design of the GIWA Project acknowledged that
GESAMP had already decided to undertake a new global assessment of the marine
environment and requested GESAMP's cooperation in the GIWA assessment process.
Similarly, because the Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment
(SCOPE) of the International Council of Scientific Unions (ICSU) had, at about the
same time, proposed to undertake a forward-looking review of threats to the marine
environment and its resources, cooperation with SCOPE was also incorporated into
the GIWA Project planning process. In addition, the Intergovernmental
Oceanographic Commission and ICSU are currently collaborating on an assessment of
scientific understanding of the oceans and the suitability of science for the analysis of
options for management intervention.
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