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How undersea cables may affect marine
life

2 February 2023 Share <

By Adrienne Bernhard, Features correspondent

Jean-Sebastien Evrard/Getty Images
Submarine cables carry electricity and information across vast oceans and seas, but
we're only beginning to understand their possible impact on delicate marine life.
Tens of thousands of miles of cables crisscross our deep seas, ferrying data between
continents and carrying renewable power from offshore energy platforms to the land.
These snaking, artificial structures can serve as shelter to a vast array of bottom-
dwelling sea life: anemones, sponges, corals, sea stars, urchins, worms, bivalves, crabs
and other invertebrates have been found to take up residence on or near undersea
cables.

But marine scientists believe we need a greater understanding of how electromagnetic
fields (EMF) generated by submarine power cables might affect some of these delicate
creatures, many of which rely on their own internal sense of magnetic north to
navigate or use electric fields to help them hunt. Given that the number of submarine
cables will only multiply as the marine renewable energy sector grows, what threats
do they pose to life underwater, one of the last spots on Earth largely untouched by
humans?

Undersea cables can be divided into two broad categories: telecommunication cables
and high-voltage power cables. Telecommunications cables are laid on the surface of
the seabed where they cross deep seas, while power cables, which tend to be found
closer to shore, are typically buried under sediment for protection. Today, around 380
underwater telecommunications cables are in operation around the world, spanning a
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1/6



2024/6/23 T42:38

How undersea cables may affect marine life

length of over 1.2 million kilometres (745,000 miles). This map shows all active subsea
fibre-optic telecommunications cables — many of them featuring whimsical names like
Apricot, Concerto, Topaz, Polar Express or Meltingpot.

Telecommunications cables provide the information pathways for more than 95% of
international data. And offshore wind and hydrokinetic power plants also rely on
submarine cables. Over the past few decades, as renewable energy projects proliferate,
researchers have begun studying their environmental effects.

You might also like:
o The life that colonised the cold

o How do you find an underwater volcano?

o The unseen tracks of the deep ocean
For most of its journey along the ocean floor, a telecommunications cable is about
as wide as a garden hose, its digital data-carrying filaments no larger in diameter than
a human hair. Power cables are generally larger in size (between 7-30 cm/2.75-12in)
and are sheathed in a few layers of metal for enhanced protection. Subsea cables are
carefully routed to avoid hazards that could damage them, such as earthquakes and
underwater landslides. To minimise any accidental damage that may occur in
shallower waters (for example, damage caused by human activities such as fishing,
ocean trawling and anchoring), cables must be buried below the seafloor.

Ingunn B Haslekaas/Getty Images

In shallower water, boats may be prohibited from coming near cables, which can result in healthier fish stocks (Credit:
Ingunn B Haslekaas/Getty Images)

"During subsea installation, companies will try to bury a [power] cable beneath the
sediment to protect it," says Bastien Taormina, a researcher at the Norwegian Institute
of Marine Research in Bergen. "This has a much bigger impact on the surrounding
habitat." Taormina is the lead author of an oft-cited study on the effects of artificial
structures on marine ecosystems, published in the Journal of Environmental
Management. Over a span of five years, he and his team studied the submarine power
cable of a tidal energy test, taking pictures of species that colonised the cable and
associated structures.

Installation of a cable disturbs the surrounding seabed. Somewhat paradoxically, that
can lead to greater initial biodiversity, says Taormina. "Opportunistic species will
survive, but that doesn't mean it's a good ecosystem, because these species, while
diverse, won't stick around.” This phenomenon is what's known as ecological
succession: the process by which communities gradually replace one another until a
"climax community" — such as a mature coral reef — is reached, or until a disturbance,
like a fire (or in this case an electrified submarine cable), occurs.

With nearly all of the world’s internet and banking transactions conducted over
underwater cables, there is growing concern about their vulnerability.

Critical cables

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20230201 -how-undersea-cables-may-a3:4arine-Iife
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In January 2022, Tonga was cut off from the rest of the world after the Hunga Tonga-Hunga
Ha'apai volcano exploded and severed a submarine internet cable. Full connection was not
restored until February when the cable linking it to Fiji was repaired.

There are other threats, too. Researchers recently discovered underwater "rivers" flowing
along sea beds. One running south from Newfoundland cuts across many cables connecting
the US to Europe. In 1929, 23 underwater telegraph cables were cut when a rush of sediment
roared down the river’s channel. (Read more here.)

Today, undersea cables could be targeted by states wishing to sabotage the economies of their
rivals, threats heightened over growing tension with Russia.

Another possible consequence of undersea power cables is their generation of
electromagnetic fields (EMF). The intensity of EMF is a direct function of the current
passing through a cable and the depth at which it is buried, as well as the distance
between cables (if multiple cables are running in close proximity, for example). EMF
can distort the natural geomagnetic field that marine organisms rely on to navigate,
particularly if they swim or drift 10 metres near the cables.

"There is a need to further study electro-magnetically susceptible species," says
Michael Clare, leader of Marine Geosystems at the National Oceanography Centre.
"What's the threshold at which EMF presents a problem for these sea creatures?" Most
institutions and scientists (including Clare) are hesitant to make any causal link
between subsea cables and the behaviour of marine organisms.

"It has been suggested that behavioural movements in organisms such as skates and
lobsters can be affected by EMFs, but whether they are affected by the EMF intensities
generated by power cables remains unclear and the subject of ongoing research," Clare
adds.

After completing several impact studies, the US Department of the Interior noted that
"brief lingering activity near undersea cables have been observed, the data do not
currently support a finding that overall navigational capabilities in fish are impaired".
Much of the available peer-reviewed field studies performed to date also support this
statement.

Boris Horvat/Getty Images

Telecommunications cables provide the information pathways for more than 95% of international data (Credit: Boris
Horvat/Getty Images)

In experimental studies performed in aquariums, marine organisms sensitive to
magnetic fields have been shown to exhibit behavioural responses to EMF, although
at exposure levels far larger than those emitted by power cables. But sharks, rays and
chimaeras, for example, are known to have evolved organs that are exquisitely
sensitive to electrical fields: the ampullae of Lorenzini. These electroreceptors form a
network of mucous-filled pores in the skin of cartilaginous fish - highly specialised
organs optimised to detect prey, and that have a threshold sensitivity of less than a
single microvolt.

"Future field studies — particularly that represent a collaboration between ocean
researchers and cable operators and owners — will help further our understanding,”

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20230201 -how-undersea-cables-may-a@:ﬁarine-Iife 3/6
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says Clare. Taormina's study suggests animals that migrate along the continental
shelves might be affected by a cable's electromagnetic field, moving either inshore or
offshore away from their normal path, but he also agrees that more study on EMF is
needed.

¢  Submarine cables do not pollute: they are stable, inert structures that can even be
recovered and recycled after they've served their time

While studies of the deep sea are expensive, time-consuming and resource-heavy, they
can help fill that information gap. Almost two decades ago, researchers at the
Monterey Bay National Marine Sanctuary, in collaboration with the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), conducted a survey of a seamount
thermometry cable on the deep seafloor off the coast of central California —a survey
considered unique at the time for investigating the biological impact of subsea cables.
Remote operated vehicles (ROVs) carried electronic cable-tracking systems into the
deep waters of Half Moon Bay, allowing researchers to find parts of the cable that had
been buried under sediment (the cable was initially laid down in 1995 as part of an
experiment to detect changes in ocean temperature by monitoring the speed of sound
waves in the deep sea). As the ROVs scanned the cable’s roughly 95-kilometre (59-
mile) length, scientists collected sediment samples, video and still images of animals
living on or near the cable.

In silty areas, the most obvious biological effects of the cable were the neat lines of sea
anemones that researchers discovered growing on the cable itself. Frequently, these
sea anemones were attached directly to parts of the cable that had been buried under
mud or silt. Researchers concluded that these anemones likely would not have been
able to colonise such soft-bottom areas without the presence of the seafloor cable,
which provided a firm footing for the animals. Removal of such cables would therefore
affect a small ecosystem of marine creatures who call that cable home.

Bt e > o ~
Certain sea creatures, such as sharks and rays, seem to be more sensitive to the electrical signals sent out by some cables
(Credit: Sean Scott/Getty Images)

Beyond localised habitat damage or loss, submarine power and communication cables
may temporarily or permanently impact the marine environment through heat,
turbidity (during cable burial), risk of entanglement and the introduction of artificial
substrates. Still, areas through which cables pass are often designated as protected,
meaning anchors, bottom trawls and even fishing can be restricted. The Cook Strait
Cable Protection Zone (CPZ) in New Zealand, for example, restricts fishing near
cables, effectively creating a reserve and thus improving fish stocks.

And submarine cables do not pollute: they are stable, inert structures that can even be
recovered and recycled after they've served their time (about 20-40 years, on average).
"The carbon footprint is actually relatively low compared to most of the internet’s
infrastructure,” says Nicole Starosielski,associate professor at NYU. Her book, The
Undersea Network, examines the cultural and environmental dimensions of
transoceanic cable systems, and she adds an important social science perspective to

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20230201 -how-undersea-cables-may-a%arine-Iife

4/6



2024/6/23 T4-2:38 How undersea cables may affect marine life

the discussion. "We've actually advocated for more cables, connecting large onshore
data centers on renewable grids, in order to minimise fossil fuel consumption."
Indeed, small developing island states are crucially tethered to these elaborate cable
systems, without which they would struggle to obtain green energy,
telecommunications, remote-work technology, e-medicine and other digital services.
Ocean life — and its often-complex interaction with human activities —is riddled with
unknowns; for ecologists worried about environmental conservation, these subsea
cables remain a serpentine question mark.

But, as Clare explains: "There is value in the research, which will help industry leaders,
policy-makers, cable companies and other parts of the wider Blue Economy strive to
ensure any development of the seafloor is as sustainable as possible."

Join one million Future fans by liking us on Facebook, or follow us on Twitter or
Instagram.
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2 days ago Chimpanzees ‘self-medicate’ with healing plants

Wild chimpanzees seek out medicinal plants to eat when they are sick or injured, a study says.
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The UK is home to many varieties of apples. But this ancestor of modern apples was lost — until
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Why do some animals have 'virgin births'?

4 Jun 2024

A female stingray recently fell pregnant, despite having no male companions in her tank. What are "virgin births" and why are they happening
more frequently for animals in captivity?
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How Submarine Cables are Threatening the Fragile Ecosystem of the
Mediterranean Seabed

The undersea cables that criss-cross the Mediterranean's seabed carry power and data across its shores, facilitating trade and communication. But they
are also risk factors for the environment, fisheries and cybersecurity.
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Share
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“Mare Nostrum” has been the haven for a wide variety of marine species, the hub for perfect biodiversity conservation. Over the ages, however, it has
emerged as one of the major global trading centers in the quickly evolving global economy, a distinct and delicate ecosystem that has been facing
several environmental risks brought on by human activity. Among these, submarine cables.

Though both recyclable and necessary for worldwide energy supply, the installation and operation of these global communication infrastructures has
sparked many concerns about the potential environmental impact, the economic issues arising from complex fisheries management, and the need for
sustainable policies and regulatory changes to prevent a cyber-war on the seabed.

Cable industry vs. science: game on!

The submarine cables framework appears to be a huge infrastructure that facilitates the flow of data and energy between continents from offshore
energy stations to the mainland. In layman's terms, about 67,000 kilometers of new cables were installed worldwide between 2016 and 2020, with a
current estimation of 113,000 kilometers to be installed annually by the end of 2023. A huge anthropological ecosystem through which $10 trillion worth
of financial transactions are conducted every day on ever-more complicated supply chains, accounting for around 95% of all Internet traffic worldwide. A
sizable industry that is projected to increase by 12.9% between 2022 and 2030, reaching a value of $48 billion, according to MarketResearch.com.

The cost of a single cable in the submarine cable sector can reach hundreds of millions of dollars, contingent upon the route's complexity and length.
The “private owner” model, wherein a single IT corporation owns and operates the cable for its own purposes, has recently become more prevalent,
although the “consortia” one — between telecommunications, large technology businesses, and infrastructure specialized companies — has always been
looked upon favorably. Collectively holding more than 66% of the submarine cable network's capacity, submarine cable routes are being redesigned by
these companies to connect their data centers in order to scale up digital production and storage, a recent industry report predicts.

High-voltage power cables are bigger and heavier: composed of insulating sheath-encased copper or aluminum conductors, they're usually buried
beneath the seafloor for protection as they carry large currents of concentrated electricity. A recent construction concerning the Mediterranean, laid with
the new power line built by Italy’s Terna to connect the island of Elba and Piombino city, according to the company’s press release, will “affect on its way
out of the Piombino landing a Posidonia oceanic meadow for a stretch of about 3 km in length”. Despite potential biodiversity effects, Terna assures that
there is “maximum focus on the environmental impact with the transplantation of Posidonia oceanica from the affected area to a 1,650 m? site in the Gulf
of Follonica”. In its official statements, the company speaks of “improvement for the quality of the local infrastructure, bringing significant benefits in
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terms of security, reliability, and sustainability". Yet it is important to acknowledge that a number of Posidonia, the plant most representative of the
Mediterranean infralittoral zone, was removed and replanted during the project, somehow disturbing the marine ecosystem of the area.

“While burying the power cables lessens the intensity of the electromagnetic field at the seabed's surface, it does not completely eliminate it”,
says Bastien Taormina, a marine ecology researcher at the Institute Marine Research.

According to one of his papers, their placement can disturb the marine ecosystem by generating electromagnetic fields: “the higher the voltage and
current, the stronger the electromagnetic field, the worse the environmental impact”. Taormina believes in the potential of renewable energy, “but its
benefits must be weighed against the environmental impact of installing the vulnerable infrastructure to support it”, he says, mainly if it affects the
navigation of electrosensitive marine species, such as sharks and even eels, who use their internal magnetic north sense to prey and orientate.

High-voltage cables, also, can be connected to offshore wind farms too that float in the open sea. “If they are also placed on the water surface, the
environmental risks will not only affect the benthic environment but also influence the pelagic one”, says Alessandro Cresci, Postdoctoral Research
Scientist at the same research institute as Taormina, following the expansion of floating offshore wind farms in the Mediterranean. According to
research, the behavior, ecology, and survival of species are among the aspects of life processes that are mostly impacted by EMFs associated with
electricity production by offshore wind turbines that have both kinds of wires in marine habitats.

Telecommunication cables, instead, when ashore, end up in a concrete structure embedded in the beach, for later merging with a counterpart that
travels to a landing station. Made of optical fiber, they are rather deposited on the seabed's top because the currents they carry are milder, conveying
only simple data at low voltage. Much safer then? According to Michael Clare, leader of the Marine Geosystems department at the National
Oceanography Centre, they are. To safeguard cables from human activity in shallow waters, burying them may be necessary. In this scenario, "the
seabed will be disturbed, but studies have shown that the benthos rapidly recolonizes”, he says.

The greatest differentiation of Clare's vision on the impact of submarine cables on the marine environment from Taormina's lies in their degree of
influence on the sea bottom, as well as the potential ecological repercussions: in his recent article, indeed, Clare presents a more “tentative” perspective
on the tenuous relationship between environmental influences and marine organism behavior. “Telecommunication cables do have an impact in terms of
electromagnetic field disturbance for sea creatures”, he says, “but this is a minimal or even benign footprint on the marine environment”. And this applies
to high-voltage power ones too: “Whether they are affected by the EMF intensities generated by power cables”, he says, “remains unclear and the
subject of ongoing research".

So Giuseppe Valentino says too. Telecom ltalia Sparkle’s Data Product Manager defends his company's strategy in implementing the construction of the
BlueMed submarine cable by reiterating one message: “We want to consolidate Sparkle’s leadership in the Mediterranean basin through the extension
and enhancement of our regional backbone". With a total system capacity of up to 400 terabits per second and a total length of about 1,000 kilometers,
Sparkle's wholly owned BlueMed is an integral part of the Blue & Raman submarine cable system project, together with Google and other operators.
This means that the entire project is based on a consortium model in which part of the shares belong to Google and a third partner. In addition, the cable
itself shares fiber pairs with Blue.

The Blue & Raman submarine cable system from the consortium of Google,
Sparkle and other operators, that includes the BlueMed cable owned exclusively by
Sparkle (Telecom ltalia Group) / Credit: TeleGeography 2023.

According to Valentino, “BlueMed has very little, if any, impact on the environment,” mainly thanks to its mechanical nature: “it is one centimeter wide in
diameter and” — despite the very high voltage path that can reach up to 11,000 volts — “the amperage is very low, making it environmentally friendly for
both laying and maintenance”. Valentino also highlights that "Sparkle received all authorizations from ltaly’s Ministry of the Environment and the Navy to
lay on the bottom in Italian seas”. Although the regulations are fairly strict, “there is a great emphasis on maintaining environmental integrity during the
cable installation and maintenance process in Europe”, he says.

Cresci, however, speaks of potential effects of underwater communication cables on the ecosystem too: even though EMFs are a poorly understood but
potentially important and increasing emission into the marine environment, he says that sensitive species might not receive critical environmental cues
due to the electromagnetic fields produced by electric telecommunication cables at high frequencies, which may have negative effects on the local
ecology. This is because undersea cables used for power transfer are known sources of EMFs, but telecommunication cables and undersea
communication cables also generate alternating current (AC) and direct current (DC) EMFs. Seabed damage, disturbance of organisms, and
electromagnetic noise also pertain to this category of impacts. And his thesis is backed up by research: according to it, despite the small physical size of
optical cables, which transmit data using pulses of light (it can be considered a form of high-frequency AC), activities such as surveying of cable routes,
laying, protecting, and repairing submarine cables may cause pollution or harmful changes to the marine environment.

Fishing...cables? Pulling up...cyber-spies!
The environmental impact found in both high-power and fiber-optic submarine cables, therefore, seems to be common, and characterized by other
phenomena such as turbidity, pollution, entanglement, and habitat disturbance. These latter, more specifically, deal with the fishing activity: ICT

Solutions and Education reports of around 100 cable breakdowns annually, while European Union Cybersecurity Agency most recent data indicates that
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human engagement, whether through inadvertent mistakes or deliberate malicious actions, is responsible for 87% of cable incidents. Among these,
damages from fishing gear like gillnets and trawls — which can cut them directly by ripping apart or snapping the cable — are very likely since they are
usually buried or laid beneath the seabed.
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“For years there has been no concrete dialogue between the fishing sector and the submarine cable industry,” says Roberto Arciprete, vice-president of
the Italian Cooperative Alliance. The middle ground for a greater integration of shared practices “is necessary”, he says, otherwise the “risk of being left
out increases, and our demands will never meet a fair industry regulation”. At the European level, it's Juan Manuel Trujillo Castillo, president of the
European Federation of Transport Workers, who raises his voice: “While we are not against these activities", he says, "we call for a balanced approach
between the parties."

Trujillo has a strong stance on fisheries: since fishermen contribute to the EU's food supply and food sovereignty, "why are energy and
telecommunications more important than healthy and essential food?". According to Marevivo, an NGO that focuses on marine conservation, “no human
activities have zero impact”. The NGO states that the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive's eleven descriptors of good environmental status “serve
as a measure of the application of the environmental impacts of submarine cables" and that the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) commissions
must question the construction of any cables that do not meet these sustainability standards. “If the presence of the cables is an obstacle to legal and
sustainable fishing activities, then we think it is fair that those who lay the cables compensate the fishermen for the losses.”

According to Clare, even if fishing activity is nevertheless occasionally conducted near these laying locations, “the volumes of sediment disturbed as a
result of cable burial are greater than those disturbed by fishing activity”. According to the 2023 European Commission’s EU Action Plan on sustainability
of fish stocks, instead, the impact of fishing on both the seabed and sensitive species is higher and overfishing is projected to have an annual economic
effect of over 3 billion dollar per year — significantly above the sustainable level — with an average exploitation rate of 1.4%, says FAO's The State of
Mediterranean and Black Sea Fisheries 2022. So, what’s more dangerous for the ecosystem? Cybercrime. Submarine cables are intrinsically
geopolitical: they define the physical boundaries of the digital world, manage global power by carrying ever-more-important data and — most importantly
—do not wave national flags. Distributed in a system made of jurisdictions, international conventions, and sea laws, they are “invisible” to governments:
their “sea blindness” condition — if armed — can increase supply chain risks, technological dependence, and vulnerabilities related to unwelcome foreign
interventions.
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Mondo Internazionale G.E.O. head researcher Saverio Lesti released a report on the seabed's growing strategic significance, affirming that the primary
instruments of the “cyber warfare threat to undersea cables” are sabotage — to inflict financial harm on companies — and cyberattacks — to interfere with
vital intelligence networks. “The Mediterranean Sea's undersea cables are a vital target for potential adversaries, as it is a key node in the global
communication network”, he says. Therefore, governments must implement “submarine warfare” strategies to “diversify routes to reduce the risk of a
single attack, improve security with surveillance systems, and develop international agreements”.

Simple, right? Not quite, as there are competing interests to consider, including "the lack of political will and legal complexity to regulate the use of the
seabed". Same issues encountered by Christian Bueger in his recent paper on the European governance to fight security threats to submarine cables.
The professor of ocean governance at the University of Copenhagen argues that “a basic mechanism for information sharing” — initially run by a cross-
community working group that includes the cable industry — “needs to be established”. He emphasizes that the European Parliament should push
Member States to investigate cables on their own, evaluate any vulnerabilities, identify available reaction mechanisms, and communicate the findings
with all EU agencies.

To do this, the institutions ought to establish a special budget to help with cable maintenance as well as the investigation and creation of new
technologies to increase the technologies' durability. “The main obstacles to an EU-wide governance of the cable network are the lack of systemic data
on regulatory agencies, current regulatory protection measures, and national surveillance operations”, the professor claims. The necessity of preventing
attacks on vital infrastructure is growing as the world observes the conflict between Russia and Ukraine: will Europe act accordingly and fast enough?

RUSSIAN SEABED WARFARE CAPABILITIES

PLATFORMS

Russian seabed warfare capabilities / Credit: Naval News.

This article was produced with support from Internews' Earth Journalism Network and the Climate Arena Fellowship. It was first published in Wired on 20
November 2023 in Italian VoxEurop on 1 December 2023 in English and has been lightly edited for length and clarity.

Banner image: Underwater reef scene / Credit: NOAA via Unsplash.
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OSPAR Convention

The Convention for the Protection of the
Marine Environment of the North-East Atlantic
(the “OSPAR Convention”) was opened for
signature at the Ministerial Meeting of the
former Oslo and Paris Commissions in Paris
on 22 September 1992. The Convention
entered into force on 25 March 1998. It has
been ratified by Belgium, Denmark, Finland,
France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland,
Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal,
Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom
and approved by the European Community
and Spain.
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Convention OSPAR

La Convention pour la protection du milieu
marin de I'Atlantique du Nord-Est, dite
Convention OSPAR, a été ouverte a la
signature a la réunion ministérielle des
anciennes Commissions d'Oslo et de Paris,
a Paris le 22 septembre 1992. La Convention
est entrée en vigueur le 25 mars 1998.

La Convention a été ratifiée par I'Allemagne,
la Belgique, le Danemark, la Finlande,

la France, I'lrlande, I'lslande, le Luxembourg,
la Norvége, les Pays-Bas, le Portugal,

le Royaume-Uni de Grande Bretagne

et d’lIrlande du Nord, la Suéde et la Suisse

et approuvée par la Communauté européenne
et 'Espagne.
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Executive summary

Submarine cables have a long history within the OSPAR Maritime Area and new cable
connections are to be expected

Sub-sea cables are found throughout the five OSPAR regions. Most of the more than 300 cables laid
since the middle of the 19" century are cables intended to provide fast telecommunication links. Most
long-distance telecommunication cables are found in the southern parts of both the Greater North Sea
(Region Il) and the Celtic Seas (Region lll) and in a corridor crossing the Wider Atlantic (Region V) to
North America. Longer-distance power cables to date are confined to the Greater North Sea
(Region Il) and the Irish Sea (in Region lll). These cables supply islands or offshore installations with
electrical power or serve as transfer cables between the terrestrial grids of different countries.
Transmission cables from offshore wind farms in coastal areas of the North Sea and the Celtic Seas
(Region Il and Ill) have been installed over the last decade. It is expected that the number of
submarine telecommunication and in particular power cables will increase in the coming years. In
particular, the number of offshore wind farm transmission cables is predicted to grow rapidly. This
could intensify potential environmental impacts resulting from submarine cables. Developments in the
European energy market may also result in an increase in submarine electricity transfer cables.

Cable-laying temporarily disturbs seabed habitats

As far as the construction phase (i.e. the placement) of both power and telecommunication cables is
concerned, the associated impacts (disturbance, habitat damage) are generally not likely to be
detrimental to the overall quality status of the OSPAR region because they are mostly local and
temporary. The main long-term impact of submarine cables is the presence of the cable itself and any
accompanying protective structures. These can provide artificial hard substrate habitats that attract
flora and fauna that may not be typical of the area. Again, since it is confined to the cable route itself,
such change is not likely to be significant.

Operational power cables may disturb electromagnetically sensitive or temperature-adapted
species

Submarine cables, particularly power transmission lines, may have operational impacts in the form of
electromagnetic fields and thermal radiation. Although only few long-distance power cables are in use
in the OSPAR maritime area, a final assessment of their effects on the overall environmental state is
difficult. For example, the effects of the electromagnetic fields on migrating species (fish, marine
mammals) are not sufficiently understood and significant impacts cannot be excluded. Field studies
into changes in benthic communities and microbial sediment processes due to increased
temperatures in the immediate vicinity of sub-sea cables have not been conducted to date.

Appropriate mitigation measures are available and should be applied

Since there is sufficient evidence that the placement and operation of submarine cables may affect the
marine environment, the precautionary principle should be applied and appropriate mitigation
measures should be taken. Available measures to minimise or even avoid most of the anticipated
environmental impacts include careful routeing and scheduling of installation activities, suitable choice
of cable types, appropriate burial of the cable and use of inert material if protective cover is necessary.
In addition, further scientific investigations into the environmental impacts of the placement and
operation of cables should be conducted in order to close existing gaps in knowledge.

Common guidelines for the placement of submarine cables should be developed

Common guidance on environmental considerations for the placement and operation of submarine
cables should be developed by OSPAR. This should include issues to be covered in an environmental
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impact assessment as well as a description of appropriate mitigation measures related to the choice of
cable types, routeing (location), timing of installation, bundling, placement (including burial) and
operation of cables. The purpose of the guidance will be to assist OSPAR Contracting Parties,
developers, consultants, regulators or any other party interested in the identification and consideration
of the environmental impacts of the placement and operation of submarine cables.

Récapitulatif

La question des cables sous-marins dans la zone maritime OSPAR est de longue date et on
peut s’attendre a de nouveaux raccordements de cables

Des cables sous-marins sont présents dans les cing Régions OSPAR. Plus de 300 cables ont été
posés depuis le milieu du XIXeéme siécle et la plupart sont prévus afin de permettre des liens
télécommunications rapides. La plupart des cébles pour télécommunication a longue distance se
trouvent dans les parties méridionales de la mer du Nord au sens large (Région Il) et des mers
celtiques (Région lll) et dans un couloir qui traverse I'Atlantique au large (Région V), en direction de
I’Amérique du Nord. Les cables électriques a plus longue distance se limitent & la mer du Nord au
sens large (Région Il) et a la mer d’lrlande (dans la Région Ill). Ces cables ameénent le courant aux
fles ou aux installations offshore ou assurent le transfert entre les réseaux électriques terrestres des
divers pays. Des cables de transmission pour les parcs d’éoliennes offshore dans les zones cotiéres
de la mer du Nord et des mers celtiques (Régions Il & Ill) ont été installés au cours des dix dernieres
années. On s’attend a une augmentation du nombre de cables sous-marins pour télécommunication
et en particulier de cables électriques au cours des prochaines années. On prévoit en particulier que
le nombre de cébles de transmission pour les parcs d’éoliennes offshore augmentera rapidement.
Ceci pourrait intensifier les impacts potentiels des cables sous-marins sur I'environnement. Les
avancées du marché de I'énergie européen ont également entrainé une augmentation des cables
sous-marins de transfert électrique.

La pose de cables perturbe temporairement les habitats du fond marin

En ce qui concerne la phase de construction (c’est-a-dire la pose) des cables électriques et des
cables pour télécommunication, les impacts correspondants (perturbations, dégradation des habitats)
ne sont pas dans I'ensemble susceptibles de nuire a I'état de santé général de la région OSPAR car
ils sont surtout locaux et temporaires. Le principal impact a long terme des cables sous-marins est la
présence du cable proprement dit et des structures de protection correspondantes. Ceux-ci peuvent
constituer des habitats de substrat dur artificiels qui attirent une flore et une faune qui risquent de ne
pas étre propres a la zone en question. Puisque ces impacts sont limités a la route des cables, ces
modifications ne risquent donc pas d’étre significatives.

Les cables électriques opérationnels risquent de perturber les espéces sensibles a
I’électromagnétisme ou adaptées a la température

Les cables sous-marins, en particulier les cables électriques, risquent d’avoir des impacts
opérationnels sous forme de champs magnétiques et de radiations thermiques. Il est difficile
d’effectuer une évaluation définitive des effets, sur I'état général de I'environnement, des cables
électriques a longue distance, bien que peu d’entre eux soient utilisés dans la zone maritime OSPAR.
Par exemple on ne comprend pas suffisamment les effets des champs électromagnétiques sur les
especes migratoires (poisson, mammiféres marins) et il n'est pas possible d’exclure des impacts
significatifs. On n’a pas encore entrepris, a ce jour, des études sur le terrain des modifications subies
par les communautés benthiques et les processus microbiens dans les sédiments causés par
'augmentation de la température a proximité immédiate des cables sous-marins.
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Des mesures d’atténuation adéquates sont disponibles et devraient étre appliquées

On devrait appliquer le principe de précaution et prendre des mesures d’atténuation adéquates
puisque l'on dispose de preuves suffisantes que la pose et I'exploitation de cables sous-marins
risquent d’affecter le milieu marin. Des mesures disponibles permettant de minimiser ou méme d’éviter
la plupart des impacts environnementaux anticipés sont notamment le soin apporté au choix d’un
itinéraire, du calendrier des activités d’installation et du type de cable pertinent, a I'enfouissement
adéquat des cables et a I'emploi de matériau inerte lorsque une couverture de protection est
nécessaire. |l faudrait de plus réaliser des enquétes scientifigues supplémentaires sur les impacts
environnementaux de la pose et de I'exploitation de cables afin de combler les lacunes actuelles des
connaissances.

Il faudrait élaborer des lignes directrices communes pour la pose de cables sous-marins

OSPAR devrait élaborer des orientations sur les considérations environnementales de la pose et de
I'exploitation des cables sous-marins. Il s’agira notamment des questions qu’une évaluation de
I'impact environnemental devra couvrir ainsi que d’'une description des mesures de mitigation
adéquates correspondant a la sélection du type de cable, a l'itinéraire (emplacement), au calendrier
de linstallation, au groupement, pose (notamment I'enfouissement) et exploitation des cables. Ces
orientations auront pour objectif d’aider les Parties contractantes OSPAR, les exploitants, les
consultants, les régulateurs ou autre partie intéressée a déterminer et a étudier les impacts
environnementaux de la pose et de I'exploitation des cables sous-marins.

1. Introduction

Submarine cables have a long history in the OSPAR maritime area. Telecommunication services
started in the middle of the 19th century with the deployment of the first commercially successful
telecommunication cable, the England to France link across the English Channel. In 1858 the first
trans-ocean telecommunication cable, the Atlantic Cable connecting Ireland and the USA,
commenced operation. Since then numerous cables have been put into operation world wide
(www.atlantic-cable.com). Nevertheless, the demand for fast communication links is still growing
rapidly and results in cable-laying activities around the globe.

A second aspect of submarine cables gaining more and more importance is the transmission of
electric power. Power cables are used to supply islands and offshore facilities or to transport electricity
from one country to another. In May 2008, the world’s longest sub-sea power cable (NorNed) crossing
the North Sea between Norway and the Netherlands was commissioned. A growing number of cables
will be needed in the future to transmit electric power supplied from offshore renewable energy
sources such as wind farms, tidal power plants and wave power devices into the various terrestrial
grids.

In 2008, OSPAR published the ‘Background document on potential problems associated with power
cables other than those for oil and gas activities’ (OSPAR Commission 2008a). The following
assessment of the environmental impact of power cables is based on this background document,
which contains more details on the scientific background to these issues. It has been prepared as part
of the series of assessments of the environmental impact of human activities on the marine
environment of the OSPAR maritime area and its Regions (see box). The series of assessments
contributes to the Quality Status Report 2010. The assessment of the environmental impact of cables
complements the assessment of other activities (see box).
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Map: OSPAR maritime area and its five Regions

2. What are the problems? Are they the same in
all OSPAR regions?

2.1 Generic Impacts

Modern submarine telecommunication systems are fibre optic cables using pulses of light to transport
information. Coaxial cables, as the former standard, use electric current to carry information and are
sporadically still in service. However, long-distance optical cables require repeaters and thus also
need a constant power supply. Whereas coaxial cables have a diameter of up to 10 cm, fibre optic
cables are only 2 — 5 cm thick.

Power cables are deployed to transport electrical energy. As with terrestrial cables, marine power
cables use either Alternating Current (AC) or High Voltage Direct Current (HVDC) transmission.
Cables may be monopolar (using the sea water as return conductor), bipolar or three-phase systems.
Depending on their design the diameter of power cables may be up to 15 cm. Power cables may have
a capacity of several hundred megawatts (MW), for example, 700 MW in the case of the NorNed cable
between Norway and the Netherlands (www.statnett.no).

Submarine cables are usually buried to minimise the risk of damage by, for example, anchors and
fishing gears. Drew & Hopper (1996) and Emu Ltd (2004) reported cables to be buried in areas with
water depth of up to 1000 m and 1200 m, respectively. According to Deutsche Telekom AG (pers.
comm.), telecommunication cables installed over the last decade have been buried as far as
technically feasible, but not in areas with a water depth of more than 3000 m. Where cables cannot be
buried, for example, in areas of exposed bedrock, they are laid directly on the seabed and may be
(partially) covered with mechanical protection (for example, rock armour).

Submarine cables have a wide range of potential impacts on the marine environment due to their
placement (i.e. cable-laying) as well as due to their operation. The various potential impacts of
submarine cables differ considerably in terms of their spatial extent, duration, frequency and
reversibility. A general overview is given in Table 1.

The various impacts act on different components of the ecosystem in different ways. Seabed
disturbance and thermal radiation may impact benthic organisms, underwater noise is most relevant
for marine mammals, electromagnetic fields may have effects on sensitive fish and marine mammals
and visual disturbance (including visual and aerial noise) has the potential to displace sensitive sea
birds and seals. The extent of such impacts is determined by the technical design of the cables, the
laying equipment, and in the case of power cables, the amount of electrical power transmitted. Some
environmental impacts are mainly linked to the installation phase and/or maintenance, repair activities
and removal. Others are only relevant during operation.
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Table 1: Main environmental impacts associated with submarine cables

Installation, Maintenance and Repair

work, Removal Operational phase

Seabed disturbance
Damage/disturbance of organisms
Telecommunication | Re-suspension of contaminants Introduction of artificial hard
cable Visual disturbance substrate

Noise (vessels, laying machinery)

Emissions and wastes from vessels

Seabed disturbance

Damage/disturbance of organisms Introduction of artificial hard
Re-suspension of contaminants substrate

Power cable -
Visual disturbance Electromagnetic fields
Noise (vessels, laying machinery) Thermal radiation

Emissions and wastes from vessels

2.2 Seabed Disturbance

The laying of cables leads to seabed disturbance and associated impacts of damage, displacement or
disturbance of flora and fauna, increased turbidity, release of contaminants and alteration of
sediments. Along with noise and visual disturbance, these effects are mainly restricted to the
installation, repair works and/or removal phase and are generally temporary. In addition, their spatial
extent is limited to the cable corridor (in the order of 10 m width if the cable has been ploughed into
the seabed). Such impacts relate to both submarine telecommunications and power cables. Some
mobile benthos (for example, crabs) are able to avoid disturbance (Emu Ltd, 2004) and though sessile
species (bivalves, tubeworms etc.) will be impacted, the principal risk is in sensitive habitats which
include, for example, slower growing vulnerable or fragile species. Avoidance of such areas for cable
placement would be an appropriate mitigation measure.

The application of protection along the cable route in areas characterized by soft sediments will lead to
artificial introduction of hard substrates. The submarine cables themselves, if not buried, will also
provide a solid substrate for a variety of species (Figure 1). This ‘reef effect’ has been extensively
discussed in literature (see for example, Wenner et al.,, 1983; Reimers & Branden, 1994; Birklund &
Petersen, 2004) and essentially leads to the introduction of non-local fauna and thus to an alteration of
the natural benthic community. In most cases effects will be localized although long-term. In general, if
armouring is required, inert natural stone material should be used to minimise the degree of impact.
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Figure 1:Sub-sea cable, in place for approximately 50 years, covered with sessile
encrusting organisms at Vancouver Island (BCTC, 2006).

Though modern equipment and installation techniques can reduce the re-suspension of sediment
during cable burial or removal, remaining turbidity may nonetheless obstruct the filtration mechanisms
of some benthic and pelagic organisms at least temporarily (Soker et al., 2000). It can also affect the
growth of the macrobenthos and may have a lethal effect on some species.

Contamination arising from seabed disturbance is only a risk in heavily contaminated locations. Again,
avoidance of such areas would be an appropriate mitigation measure. Release of contaminants into
the environment from the cable itself can only occur if cables are not removed after decommissioning
or if operational cables are damaged, in particular if fluid-filled cables are damaged.

2.3 Noise

There are no clear indications that underwater noise caused by the installation of sub-sea cables
poses a high risk of harming marine fauna. Richardson et al. (1995) provide an overview of
investigations into behavioural responses of cetaceans to dredging, an activity emitting comparatively
higher underwater noise levels. However, it is not clear if behavioural responses were due to sound or
the increased presence of ships. Appropriate scheduling of cable-laying activities will minimise the
potential for such impacts on sensitive species (for example, marine mammals or turtles). In addition,
performing aerial or other surveys, with suspension of activities if sensitive species are found, are
possible mitigation measures.

2.4 Visual disturbance

Some sea bird species, for example, divers, are very sensitive to visual disturbance and are displaced
by ship traffic (Mendel et al., 2008). It can be expected that the working vessel during the installation
process will have the same effect and that these birds will avoid these areas during the cable-laying.
Scheduling these activities and/or avoiding of wintering, resting and foraging areas of such sensitive
species are possible mitigation measures.
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2.5 Electromagnetic fields

Electromagnetic fields are generated by operational transmission cables. Electric fields increase in
strength as voltage increases and may be as strong as 1000 uyV per m (Gill & Taylor, 2001). In
addition, induced electric fields are generated by the interaction between the magnetic field around a
submarine cable and the ambient saltwater. Magnetic fields are generated by the flow of current and
increase in strength as current increases. The strength may reach the multiple of the natural terrestrial
magnetic field. In general, HVDC cables produce stronger electromagnetic fields than AC cables.
Magnetic fields are best limited by appropriate technical design of the cable (for example, three-phase
AC, bipolar HVDC transmission system). Directly generated electric fields are controllable by adequate
shielding, however, induced electric fields generated by the magnetic field will occur. Because the
strength of both magnetic and electric fields rapidly declines as a function of the distance from the
cable, an additional reduction of the exposure of marine species to electromagnetic fields can be
achieved by cable burial.

Magnetic fields generated by cables may impair the orientation of fish and marine mammals and affect
migratory behaviour. Field studies on fish provided first evidence that operating cables change
migration and behaviour of marine animals (Klaustrup, 2006). Marine fish use the earth’s magnetic
field and field anomalies for orientation especially when migrating (Fricke, 2000). Elasmobranch fish
can detect magnetic fields which are weak compared to the earth’s magnetic field (Poléo et al., 2001;
Gill et al., 2005).

Marine teleost (bony) fish show physiological reactions to electric fields at minimum field strengths of
7 mV*m-1 and behavioural responses at 0.5-7.5 V*m-1 (Poléo et al., 2001). Elasmobranchs (sharks
and rays) are more than ten-thousand fold as electrosensitive as the most sensitive teleosts. Gill &
Taylor (2001) showed that the dogfish Scyliorhinus canicula avoided electric fields at 10 yV cm-1
which were the maximum expected to be emitted from 3-core undersea 150kV, 600A AC cables.

2.6 Thermal radiation

Thermal radiation from submarine cables has become an issue of increasing concern over the past
few years. When electric energy is transported, a certain amount gets lost as heat, leading to an
increased temperature of the cable surface and subsequent warming of the surrounding environment.
Important factors determining the degree of temperature rise are cable characteristics (type of cable),
transmission rate and characteristics of the surrounding environment (thermal conductivity, thermal
resistance of the sediment etc.). In general, heat dissipation due to transmission losses can be
expected to be more significant for AC cables than for HYDC cables at equal transmission rates.

Published theoretical calculations of the temperature effects of operational buried cables are
consistent in their predictions of significant temperature rise of the surrounding sediment. The one field
study carried out so far, at the Nysted wind farm, did not provide conclusive results (Meifl3ner et al.,
2007). The rise in temperature did not exceed 1.4°C in 20 cm depth above the cable, but the capacity
of the cable was only 166 MW. In addition, it was not possible to establish a correlation between
temperature increase and power transmitted due to lack of data. Furthermore, the coarse sediment of
the study location allowed for increased heat loss through the interstitial water than would be the case
in common fine sands or mud.

There is evidence that various marine organisms react sensitively to an even minor increase in the
ambient temperature. For example, the recruitment of eastern populations of Atlantic cod (Gadus
morhua) decreases with increasing water temperature (Drinkwater, 2004) and the mortality rates of
some intertidal gastropods increases due to rising temperatures (Newell, 1979). Nevertheless, field
studies on operational submarine cables are almost completely lacking. Preliminary laboratory

10

54



OSPAR Commission, 2009

experiments revealed that the polychaete worm Marenzellaria viridis shows the tendency to avoid
areas of the sediment with increased temperature whereas the mud shrimp Corophium volutator does
not (Borrmann, 2006). Knowledge of warming effects on bacterial and other microbial activity and,
thus on biogeochemical processes is currently insufficient.

Due to the lack of field data, the effects of artificially increased temperature on benthos are difficult to
assess. It has to be assumed that a permanent increase of the seabed temperature will lead to
changes in physiology, reproduction or mortality of certain benthic species and possibly to subsequent
alteration of benthic communities due to emigration or immigration. The temperature increase of the
upper layer of the seabed inhabited by the majority of benthos depends, amongst other factors, on the
burial depth of the cable. To reduce temperature rise an appropriate burial depth should be applied.

Other than direct effects on the marine biota, temperature rise of the sediment due to heat emission
from the cable may also alter the physico-chemical conditions in the sediment and increase bacterial
activity (Mei3ner & Sordyl, 2006). Processes set off in deeper sediment layers are likely to finally affect
the entire seabed above the cable due to contact with pore water. Alteration of sediment chemistry
might possibly exert secondary impacts on benthic fauna and flora. It should be noted that the content
of organic matter in the sediments determines these processes.

2.7 Status of submarine cables within the OSPAR region

A comprehensive catalogue of cables in service or planned within the OSPAR maritime area does not
exist. Since the middle of the 19th century more than 300 long-distance cables have been laid within
the OSPAR maritime area including about 40 trans-ocean connections (http://www.atlantic-cable.com).
Figure 2 gives an (incomplete) overview of existing submarine cables in the OSPAR maritime area:

Most long-distance (especially transatlantic) submarine cables in the OSPAR maritime area serve
telecommunication purposes. About half of these cross the Greater North Sea (Region II), mainly in
the southern part (Figure 2). Since the 1950s about 20 000 km of telecommunication cables have
been laid here. Cables crossing the Wider Atlantic (Region V) towards Canada and the USA are
concentrated in the Channel and the southern part of the Celtic Seas (Region Ill). Only few further
cables are in use in the Arctic Waters (Region |) and the Bay of Biscay and Iberian Coast (Region V).

Since 1998, more than 44 new telecommunication cables, several thousands of kilometres long, have
been laid within the OSPAR maritime area (http://www.atlantic-cable.com). This represents an
increase of more than 15% over the total number laid prior to 1998. Approximately half of the newly-
laid cables are in Region Il including connections to offshore installations. Eight of the nine new trans-
oceanic cables laid since 1998 are to North America and cross Region Il and V. This increased the
number of intercontinental connections by about 30%. It is likely that future demand for increased
communication capacity will lead to further cables being installed.

11
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Power cables
in service
———- planned

Telecom cables

in service
bl ———- planned
Y out of service

Figure 2:Submarine cables in the OSPAR Maritime area (incomplete). Compiled from
different sources by the German Federal Agency for Nature Conservation.

A number of short power cables are in use to supply islands with electricity from the mainland (see for
example OSPAR Commission, 2008b) or to transmit electric energy produced by offshore wind farms
to the terrestrial grids (see below). Longer-distance power cables in service in the OSPAR Maritime
Area connecting countries are the Konti-Skan cable in the Kattegat linking the grids of Denmark and
Sweden, the cross-Skagerrak cable between Norway and Denmark, the cross-Channel cable between
France and England and the NorNed cable between Norway and the Netherlands. The BritNed
connection between England and the Netherlands is currently under construction. All these cables are
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HVDC cables and are situated in the Greater North Sea (Region Il). In Region Ill, a HVDC cable
connects Scotland and Northern Ireland and the world’'s longest submarine AC cable links the Isle of
Man with England.

The two longest power cables in use to date, the Isle of Man connection and the NorNed cable both
have been built in the last decade leading to a 200% increase of the length of operational submarine
power cables. It is reasonable to assume that in the future more power cables will be required to allow
exchange of electricity within the European grid. Nevertheless, no further information is available on
other planned sub-sea power cables in the OSPAR maritime area.

There will be an increasing number of cables entering service as the number of offshore wind farms
increases in various OSPAR member states. Beside the cables transporting electricity to the grids,
wind farms also have cables connecting the turbines with each other and with transformer stations. To
date there are 17 offshore wind farms in operation or under construction in the OSPAR maritime area
and more than 100 additional wind farms have been authorised or have been applied for. In the
medium-term, development of marine renewable energy projects (wave and tidal energy) will create a
similar requirement for new cables.

For technical and economic reasons, in the near future offshore wind farms and the respective cables
will be mainly restricted to coastal waters and the adjacent EEZs. Offshore power generation is likely
to move further out to sea thus leading to an increasing number and length of cables perpendicular to
the coast. Within the OSPAR regions this development is expected to take place mainly in the Greater
North Sea (Region Il), the Celtic Seas (Region Ill) and may be followed by the Bay of Biscay and the
Iberian Coast (Region V). Reference is made to OSPAR Assessment of the environmental impact of
offshore wind-farms (OSPAR 2008 and OSPAR’s database on wind farms and the associated maps
indicating the location, status (application, authorisation, operation) and size of wind farms in the
OSPAR Maritime area (www.ospar.org).

3. What has been done? Did it work?

So far, no common programmes or measures have been developed by OSPAR with respect to the
placement of sub-sea cables.

The EIA Directive 85/337/EEC (as amended by Directive 97/11/EC) does not require an environmental
impact assessment for the placement of submarine cables, though this may be required by the
permitting system of individual Contracting Parties. For example, in Germany an environmental impact
assessment has to be provided in the framework of the application procedure (www.bsh.de). The
respective permission will include specifications concerning cable routeing, placement time, burial,
design of the cable (for example, no monopolar systems) etc.

To increase knowledge on potential effects of the operation of cables, the UK is funding an ongoing
investigation into the effects of electromagnetic fields (EMF). This project includes an experimental
mesocosm study of the response of sensitive organisms to controlled EMF with the characteristics and
magnitude associated with offshore wind farm power cables (Gill et al. 2009).

Also in the context of offshore wind farms, Germany facilitated field measurements of seabed
temperature changes in the vicinity of the 33 kV and 132 kV AC power cables at the Danish Nysted
wind farm. The results (MeiBner et al., 2007) underlined in principle the correlation between
temperature rise and power transmission. However, so far only qualitative information could be
provided since quantitative data on power transmission were not available.

In Germany the nature conservation authorities agreed on a threshold of a maximum tolerable
temperature increase of 2 K in 20 cm depth in the sediment in the German offshore areas (which
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requires burial of cables in depths of about one meter and more). This 2 K value was considered
appropriate for applying the precautionary approach to protect benthic organisms and communities
from cable-induced temperature rises. The effectiveness of this measure has not been monitored to
date.

4. How does this affect the overall quality status?

From the ecological perspective, the most significant environmental impacts of the installation of
submarine cables are disturbance effects, especially if the cables are buried. It is difficult to assess
how far the status of the marine environment has been affected due to the laying of new-cables since
the publication of the QSR 2000. However, it can be assumed that in the Greater North Sea (Region
II) and in the Celtic Seas (Region Ill) cables have often been buried whereas within large parts of the
Arctic Waters (Region |) and the Wider Atlantic (Region V) cables have not been buried because of
the great water depth.

Impacts of placement are limited to narrow but long stripes along the cable routes and are in most
cases temporary. In case of habitat changes due to the introduction of artificial hard substrate, longer-
term effects such as the introduction of non-local fauna may occur. Another longer-term impact may
arise where unburied cables are moved by tides and currents causing repeated physical disturbance
to the seabed in the cable corridor. Provided that no valuable or sensitive habitats have been
disturbed and heavily contaminated areas have been avoided, the wider impacts of the placement of
cables are of low intensity in OSPAR Regions Il and Ill and probably negligible in Regions I, IV and V.

With respect to the operational phase, the main impacts on the marine environment are expected from
the generation of electromagnetic fields and heat. Both these effects are much more relevant to power
transmission cables than to telecommunications cables, even though modern fibre-optic cables are
equipped with electrical power supplies. While most power cables are found in the coastal waters of all
OSPAR regions except the Wider Atlantic, the few longer distance power cables to date are restricted
to the Greater North Sea (Region Il) and the Celtic Seas (Region IllI). Most of these HVDC connections
use separate monopolar cables for much of their Iength1 thus emitting much stronger magnetic fields
than do bipolar cables or bundled systems of comparable capacities.

The operation of power cables generates electromagnetic fields that are probably detectable to
sensitive species. This may result, for example, in behavioural changes or barrier effects hampering
the migration of fish or marine mammals. Because power cables in use outside the North Sea and the
Irish Sea are to date only found in coastal areas, most of the OSPAR maritime area may not be
affected. The expected future increase in submarine power cables will intensify the effects of
electromagnetic fields and the heat unless appropriate mitigation measures are applied. There is
concern that cables associated with the large number of planned offshore wind farms may, for
example, disrupt the migration of sensitive anadromous fish species on their route into the rivers
where they reproduce. The significance of such changes and related impacts especially on migrating
species are unknown but potentially high.

The significance of impacts on the overall quality status of the OSPAR region from operational power
cables is difficult to assess as field studies are few. Bearing in mind the low number and the relatively
small spatial extent of cables, the impact on the overall quality status of the OSPAR region is expected
to be low. However, if migration of electromagnetic-sensitive species is affected, the environmental
impact will not be restricted to the close vicinity of the cables. The same would be the case if

For example, the NorNed cable consists of 270 km two-core cable (bundled) and 2 x 310 km stretches of single-core

cable. (www.statnett.no)
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increased sediment temperature results in major changes of benthic communities. Additional
extensive field research is needed to understand the significance of such effects.

5. What do we do next?

Even though cables are not covered by the EIA Directive, it is recommended that the Contracting
Party responsible should assess the environmental impacts of newly planned submarine cables,
especially power cables within the OSPAR maritime area through the EIA process. This assessment
should take into consideration the site specific biotic and abiotic features of the cable route. Based on
the results of the EIA appropriate mitigation measures should be identified and applied. In general, as
a basic prerequisite, a route survey should be carried out to circumvent habitats of conservation
interest (for example, boulder fields, seagrass meadows) and in order to provide an adequate
description of impacts on the seabed and benthos, including forecasts of possible future impacts (for
example, BSH, 2008).

OSPAR Guidance on environmental considerations for the placement and operation of submarine
cables should be developed. This should include guidance on appropriate mitigation techniques
including routeing (location), bundling and placement of the cables. The purpose of the guidance will
be to assist OSPAR Contracting Parties, developers, consultants, regulators or any other party
interested in the identification and consideration of the environmental effects of the placement and
operation of sub-sea cables. Relevant recommendations of the International Committee for Cable
Protection (ICPC) should be taken into account when developing the OSPAR Guidance.

A sound assessment of the environmental impact of cables has to be based on a comprehensive
overview of cables in the OSPAR maritime area. In particular, information on existing or planned
power cables should be gathered from OSPAR Contracting Parties. Such information should include
specification with respect to cable design and capacity, location etc. In addition, new scientific findings
on the environmental effects of submarine power cables should be made available.

Gaps in knowledge concerning the operational effects of submarine cables have to be addressed. In-
situ measurements of the electromagnetic fields (including induced fields) emitted by operating cables
should be carried out, taking into account various operational and environmental variables, including
burial depth. In order to better understand the effects of electromagnetic fields on fish and marine
mammals, information on their specific sensitivities is required. This requirement includes necessary
field studies on behavioural changes and on potential disturbance of migration routes of marine
species. With respect to heat dissipation in various sediments, monitoring is required to verify the
predicted temperature increases. Potential changes in species composition of the benthic fauna due to
a temperature rise should also be analysed by respective investigations along the cable routes.

6. Conclusion

Even though sub-sea cables have been in use since the middle of the 19th century, environmental
concerns associated with their placement and operation are only recent. One main reason for the
increased awareness is the rapid development of offshore wind farms in the last decade and the
related increase of the use of submarine power cables.

The approval of hew sub-sea cables should follow a licensing procedure and include the preparation
of an EIA. The EIA should describe the environmental impacts of installing, operating and removing
the cable and develop or propose adequate technical or organisational mitigation measures to
manage these impacts.
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The placement of both power and telecommunication cables may temporarily lead to impacts such as
increased turbidity, noise, disturbance, habitat loss, habitat damage and in certain cases to long-term
habitat change due to introduction of artificial substrate. The environmental impacts are generally
limited to the near proximity of the cable routes and only in the case of alteration of the habitat are
they long-term. However, appropriate mitigation measures are available and should be applied:

e avoiding sensitive habitats/areas;

e scheduling laying activities to certain times of the year to avoid disturbance of sensitive
species, for example, marine mammals or resting/feeding (sea) birds;

e avoidance of heavily contaminated areas in order to prevent the re-mobilisation of
contaminants from sediments.

Depending on their technical design, the transmission of electric power through these cables may
generate electromagnetic fields strong enough to disturb the behaviour and migration of species
sensitive to electromagnetic fields, for example, fish and marine mammals. In addition, loss of energy
in the form of heat will occur, raising the temperature of the inhabited sea bottom and potentially
affecting benthic species and processes.

The environmental impact of electromagnetic fields and thermal radiation on the population or
ecosystem level is uncertain. Nevertheless, there is sufficient evidence that significant effects cannot
be excluded. Suitable mitigation measures are available and should be applied following the
precautionary principle when commissioning new cables. These include:

e application of cable types suitable to reduce the emission of magnetic fields, such as three-
phase AC-cables, bipolar HVDC transmission systems;

e use of adequate shielding to minimise the emission of directly generated electric fields;

e burial of the cables to reduce exposure of sensitive species to electromagnetic fields by
increasing the physical distance of the animals to the cable;

e an appropriate trenching depth to limit the rise in sediment temperature to prevent
macrozoobenthic fauna from harm and benthic communities and processes from changes.

A coherent marine transmission grid should be promoted to reduce the number of anticipated power
cables, amongst others linking various individual offshore wind farms together by using sub-sea
cables with a high transmission capacity.

Both power and telecommunication cables should be removed once they are out of operation to allow
for a recovery of the sea bottom.
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