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In European legislation, the Birds Directive, the Habitats Directive and recently, the Marine Strategy Framework Directive, determine national environmental policies in the seas. The first two directives aim at establishing a network of marine protected areas for selected species and habitats, whereas the latter directive focuses on the analysis of all anthropogenic impacts on the entire marine environment. Conservation needs and measures for the mitigation of impacts in general require scientific tools for decision support and decision making to set up the appropriate management plans.

Relative ecological risk assessment (RERA) is introduced as such a tool to satisfy both the needs of conservation and impact mitigation. The relative approach allows to include effects of very different kinds of stressors and pressures and to analyse cumulative effects on selected ecosystem components. In the RERA evaluation step, the final weighting of risk scores depends on the equivalence of environmental units, so that these become directly comparable among ecosystem components. 

RERA examples are presented for impacts of fisheries and boat traffic in relation to both species and larger ecosystem components including benthic communities, marine mammals, and marine avifauna.

