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ABSTRACT

Benthic infaunal communities are frequently used to assess aquatic environmental condition, but
interpretation of benthic data is often subjective and based on best professional judgment. Here, we
examine the repeatability of such assessments by providing species-abundance data from 36 sites to nine
independent benthic experts who ranked the sites from best to worst condition. Their site rankings were
highly correlated, with an average correlation coefficient of 0.92. The experts also evaluated the sites in
terms of four condition categories: 1) Unaffected, 2) Marginal deviation from reference, 3) Affected, or 4)
Severely affected. At least two-thirds of the experts agreed on site categorization for 91% of the samples
and they disagreed by more than one category for less than 1% of the assessment pairs. The experts
identified seven parameters they used in making their assessments, with four of those parameters
(dominance by tolerant taxa, presence of sensitive taxa, species richness and total abundance) used by all
of the experts. Most of the disagreements in site categorization were due to philosophical rather than
technical differences, such as whether the presence of invasive species indicates a degraded community.
Indices are increasingly being used as an alternative to best professional judgment for assessing benthic
condition, but there have been inconsistencies in how sites are selected for validating such indices; the
level of agreement found among experts in this study suggests that consensus expert opinion can be a
viable benchmark for such evaluations.
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