
Action Levels Review

Claire Mason| Cefas 

Together we are working for 
a sustainable blue future



Action Levels Review Report

Claire Mason
Jemma Lonsdale
Chris Vivian
Andrew Griffith
Lee Warford 
Clare Hynes 
Jon Barber 
Dave Sheahan
Philippe Bersuder 
Adil Bakir 

Tributyltin TBT





OSPAR Guidelines for the Management of Dredged Material at Sea 

(Agreement 2014-06)

International Requirement
the UK is signatory to both the London Convention/ London 
Protocol and Oslo-Paris Convention for the Protection of the 
Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic (OSPAR) 
These aim to prevent marine pollution from human activities like 
disposal of dredge material. 
The UK reports annually to the OSPAR and London Convention/ 
London Protocol Secretariats

volume of material disposed of to each designated disposal 
site 
the contaminant loading (based on the concentration of 
contaminants in samples and tonnages disposed). 

These figures then feed into international assessments regarding 
the amount of contamination potentially being released into the 
marine environment based on the UK’s national action levels.
Requirement to review action levels regularly





High level Review of Current UK Action Level Guidance Recommendations:

AL2 (and potentially AL1 in parallel) need reviewing in more depth 
UK specific sediments (and organisms)
AL list refinement required – emerging contaminants
Framework could be developed



Dredge sample data collated from:
England (CEFAS holdings plus public register)
Scotland (sent from MSLOT)
Wales (Cefas holdings)
NI, IoM, Jersey, Guernsey, no compatible data
Substantive existing dataset from 1998 to 2015
Data added from 2015 to 2018
All data reviewed for accuracy (coordinates, wrong units etc)
All LOD entered as the detection limit

Total of 7026 records from 1998 to 2018
84 different determinands
Decision to restrict data to 2009-2018 
to make sure any differences noted are relevant now

The ten year period covered at least 2 cycles for ongoing 
maintenance licences:
• Trace metals ~2720 samples
• Organotins ~2140 samples
• Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs) ~1852 samples
• Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) ~1000 samples
• Organochlorine Pesticides (OCPs) ~ 450 samples 
• Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs) ~141 samples



Metrics

Metric descriptor Colour code 

Lower number of 
samples fall below AL1- 
more protective 

> -10% 

Slightly lower number of 
samples fall below AL1  

> -5% to -10% 

Neutral < -5 to <5 

Slightly higher number of 
samples fall below AL1 

>5% to 10% 

Higher number of 
samples fall below AL1- 
more permissive 

>10% 

 

Below AL1

Metric descriptor Colour code 

Lower number of 
samples fall above AL2- 
more permissive 

>-10% 

Slightly lower number of 
samples fall above AL2 

>-5% to -10% 

Neutral <-5 to <5 

Slightly higher number of 
samples fall above AL2 

>5% to 10% 

Higher number of 
samples fall above AL2- 
more protective 

>10% 

 

Above AL2 Range

Metric descriptor Range 

Range reduced from 
current action level 
(C_AL) 

- 

Range unchanged  

Range increased from 
current action level 
(C_AL) 

+ 

 



Organotins
Revised ALs

2% 
>C_AL2

C_AL2



Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons (PAHs)

Proposed AL1 : Effects Range Low (ERL)
Proposed AL2: Effects Range Median (ERM)

For Σ low molecular weight  (LMW) PAHs - 7 PAHs For Σ high molecular weight  (HMW) PAHs - 6 PAHs
2-3 ring 4-5 ring
Acute toxicity Carcinogenic/ chronic toxicity



Proposed Action Levels

Action Levels Review – Next steps
• Economic assessment
• Development of a Framework tool 
• Additional elements
o integration of sediment and water 

assessments
o use of ecotox testing
o open-loop scrubbers
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