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ABSTRACT 

A Best Professional Judgment (BPJ) exercise was performed to determine the level of agreement among 

experts in evaluating the ecological states of western North American rocky intertidal communities. 

Species-abundance and environmental data from 12 central and 11 southern California sites were pro-

vided to 14 experts who independently ranked communities from best to worst and assigned each to one 

of five categories based on the degree of deviation from an expected natural biological state. Experts 

achieved Spearman correlations of 0.49 (central California) and 0.30 (southern California) in their 

rankings and averaged 75.4% and 70.0% Euclidean Similarity (ES) in their community evaluations. These 

ES values compare favorably with agreement levels found for similar exercises with soft bottom 

macroinvertebrate assemblages. The experts emphasized macrophytes with functional characteristics 

related to morphology and sessile macroinvertebrates in their assessments. Several challenges were noted 

in interpreting rocky intertidal data sets, the most prominent of which are high spatial and temporal 

variation and site-to-site differences in natural disturbance regimes, features that lead to multiple, 

expected community states. Experts required detailed, physical habitat descriptions to develop community 

com-position expectations that differed for different shore types, and expressed concern about evaluating 

rocky intertidal communities based on only a single sampling event. Distinguishing natural from 

anthropogenic disturbance without information on the sources and magnitudes of anthropogenic 

perturbation was also found to be challenging because the biological responses to these stressors are often 

similar. This study underscores the need for long-term data sets that describe the dynamics of populations 

and communities and rigorous testing of expert judgments to firmly establish broadly applicable and 

consistent links between community states and anthropogenic stressors on rocky shores. 
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