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ABSTRACT 
The AZTI Marine Biotic Index (AMBI) requires less geographically-specific calibration than other 
benthic indices, but has not performed as well in US coastal waters as it has in the European waters for 
which it was originally developed. Here we examine the extent of improvement in index performance 
when the Ecological Group (EG) classifications on which AMBI is based are derived using local 
expertise. Twenty- three US benthic experts developed EG scores for each of three regions in the United 
States, as well as for the US as a whole. Index performance was then compared using: (1) EG scores 
specific to a region, (2) national EG scores, (3) national EG scores supplemented with standard 
international EG scores for taxa that the US experts were not able to make assignments, and (4) standard 
international EG scores. Performance of each scheme was evaluated by diagnosis of condition at pre-
defined good/bad sites, concordance with existing local benthic indices, and independence from natural 
environmental gradients. The AMBI performed best when using the national EG assignments augmented 
with standard international EG values. The AMBI using this hybrid EG scheme performed well in 
differentiating apriori good and bad sites (>80% correct classification rate) and AMBI scores were both 
concordant and correlated (rs = 0.4–0.7) with those of existing local indices. Nearly all of the results 
suggest that assigning the EG values in the framework of local biogeographic conditions produced a 
better-performing version of AMBI. The improved index performance, however, was tempered with 



apparent biases in score distribution. The AMBI, regardless of EG scheme, tended to compress ratings 
away from the extremes and toward the moderate condition and there was a bias with salinity, where high 
quality sites received increasingly poorer condition scores with decreasing salinity. 
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