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Outcome of HELCOM Workshop to support the development of a 

biodiversity assessment tool (Biodiversity tool WS 1-2015) 
 

Introduction 

The Project for Developing the Second Holistic Assessment of Ecosystem Health in the Baltic Sea (HOLAS II) 

started in late 2014 and will continue until June 2018. The project will produce an update of the overall 

environmental status of the Baltic Sea and evaluate progress in relation to the goals of the Baltic Sea Action 

Plan (BSAP). The outcome of the project will be developed so that it can also be used in reporting under the 

EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD). The project will build on the concepts of the first 

HELCOM Holistic Assessment, which was published in 2010, and develop them further in order to include 

recent developments and suit the aims of HOLAS II.  

With reference to the 2nd meeting of HOLAS II, the HELCOM Workshop to support the development of a 

biodiversity assessment tool was held on 15 May 2015 at the premises of the Swedish Agency for Water 

and Marine Management in Gothenburg, Sweden. Contracting Parties were welcomed to invite participants 

to the workshop as needed in order to meet the aims of the workshop. 

The aim of the workshop was to support the development of a tool for integrating indicator based status 

assessments with particular reference to biodiversity as defined by the BSAP and the MSFD. The agenda of 

the Meeting is contained in Annex 1. 

The Meeting was attended by representatives of Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, and Sweden. The list 

of Workshop Participants is contained in Annex 2. 

Ms. Agnes Ytreberg, Sweden, welcomed the participants to the workshop.  

The Workshop was chaired by Mr. Samuli Korpinen, Finland and Ms. Lena Bergström, HELCOM Secretariat, 

and the chairs also acted as rapporteurs.  

Ms. Lena Bergström gave an introduction to HOLAS II and the aims of the workshop (Presentation 1). 

 

Session one, biodiversity assessment needs within HOLAS II 

Ms. Lena Bergström gave a presentation on the more detailed aims of the biodiversity assessment, 

including indicators to be included, the proposed grouping of indicators, and proposed assessment units 

(Presentation 2). The content was discussed in connection to the presentation, and the main outcome of 

this discussion is given below.  

Ms. Silke Eilers, Germany, gave a presentation on implementation of the “pizza and satellites approach” in 

the HELCOM assessment system (Presentation 3). The content of the presentation was discussed further as 

a topic within the group work. 
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Session two, Existing tools for biodiversity assessment; potential solutions  

Mr. Samuli Korpinen gave a presentation on existing tools for biodiversity assessment (Presentation 4) and 

presented an initial evaluation on their features in relation to the perceived requirements and needs for a 

HOLAS II biodiversity assessment tool (Presentation 5). The contents were discussed in connection to the 

presentation, and the main outcome of this discussion is given below. 

Session three, Group work 

Sub-groups were organized in order to discuss the tool requirements in more detail, from the perspective 

of three topics: user-friendliness and outputs of the tool, analytical adequacy and issues related to the 

marine elements in the tool. Participants were initially assigned to a group to have a thorough discussion 

on their main topic of interest/expertise. Thereafter, the groups were circulated so that all participants 

eventually provided input to all topics. The main outcome of this discussion is given in general and more 

detailed summaries below.  

The questions covered in the group work were also included in a web survey that was open to workshop 

participants prior to the workshop, as well as to the HOLAS II core team and State and Conservation 

Contacts and Observers. The purpose of the web survey was to 1) orientate the participants to the 

discussions and 2) give further guidance to priorities for tool development. The overall outcome of the web 

survey is given in Presentation 6. 

Main conclusions from the workshop  

1. The workshop had the objective of considering needs for the HELCOM HOLAS II biodiversity 

assessment tool. This was done by reviewing the existing tools and then discussing more deeply of 

the features for the tools. While the workshop did not aim at agreements, it was agreed that 

common views would be listed and more controversial features or aspects of the tools would be 

reported for further evaluation.  

2. The workshop noted that the existing tools in the Baltic Sea region have strong potential to support 

the new tool. It was however also noted that none of the tools could be readily available for the 

HOLAS II use and that there are no processes going on to support development of the HOLAS II 

tool. 

3. The workshop noted that the features of the needed tool could be available but that a programmer 

would be needed to set the tool into testing and operational use. 

4. The workshop also considered the time table of the tool development, agreed that it is not enough 

to have the next workshop in spring 2016 and recommended to organize a workshop by the end of 

year 2015 with some resources secured to enable the development of a draft tool for testing by the 

workshop. 

The workshop had a clear view on the following more detailed features or aspects of the HOLAS II 

biodiversity tool: 

5. The participants agreed on the terms ‘integration’ and ‘aggregation’ for the purpose of the 

discussion, noting that these are not defined in the Common Understanding document of the EC.  

a. Aggregation was defined as collection of data from a defined spatial area (i.e. assessment 

unit) and defined assessment period for the purposes of the assessment (e.g. for an 

indicator).  

b. Integration was defined as integration of marine elements, indicators, criteria or 

descriptors within an assessment unit; the integration can also be done to integrate 

assessment units to larger spatial units. 
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6. The tool should primarily focus on core indicators. However, if gaps in the existing set of core 

indicators are foreseen to affect the robustness of the result, critical gaps should be filled with 

other indicators. Such use of other indicators should follow clear principles, which were not yet 

defined by the workshop. 

7. The tool outcome was foreseen to be more robust if a higher number of indicators were included, 

provided however that different indicators are not responding to the same signal.  

8. In relation to outputs from the tool it was seen as fundamental to have the intended users of the 

results in mind. The group suggested that the output from the tools should approach the 

perspectives of different end users, such as the “the Minister, the Manager, the 

Neighbor/Relative”. 

9. Key aspects for user-friendliness would be that the tool is available for a larger group of users, via a 

web portal, potentially with different levels of admission rights, and that there is clear 

documentation of how the tool is working. The tool should also provide documentation of the 

analytical processes in each case, such as providing a log in connection to the output. 

10. Because the approach for defining GES is different in different biodiversity indicators, it was seen 

that the tool should enable the inclusion of different types of approaches for determining GES. For 

example, trend-based indicators could be included if that approach is suitable from the perspective 

of the indicator (as defined on the indicator level). Approaches that are conceived as sub-

optimal/under development for a particular indicator could potentially be included if they are 

viewed as “better than nothing”, but lower confidence scores could be assigned in relation to these 

assessments. 

11. Expert judgement to determine GES for an indicator could potentially be allowed with certain 

conditions (e.g. monitoring data cannot be substituted, HELCOM/ICES review process may be 

needed, etc.); no technical solution for that is yet given. 

12. For indicators associated with an ‘uncertainty zone’ around the GES value, the boundary of the 

uncertainty zone should be the GES/non-GES boundary. 

13. As a preliminary view, it was seen that the tool should give assessment outputs for both the level of 

different criteria and for different marine elements, as it is currently not clear which one of these 

will be required for the EU reporting.  

14. With respect to the set of HELCOM core indicators, it was observed that some criteria are covered 

by only one marine element, whereas the majority of elements are covered by several criteria, and 

that this discrepancy may give different output depending on in which way the indicators are 

integrated (by elements or by criteria).  

15. As the number of indicators differs between groups of elements and criteria, weighted averaging 

should be considered in order to give a balanced representation of each group, and clear guidelines 

for this should be developed.  

16. It was agreed that different reasons exist for potentially assigning weights, and that these should 

be clearly structured in relation to each other; for instance accounting for different size of different 

geographical areas; or to obtain a balanced set of indicators in relation to different grouping; or to 

down-weight indicators with poorer analytical performance. 

17. The tool should give an estimate of confidence in the assessment, at the minimum, as a pragmatic, 

expert-based categorization. Common rules for how to assign confidence in the assessment should 

be developed. 

18. A common glossary for terminology used should be developed and should also agree with MSFD 

vocabulary of the WG GES.  

19. Having the tool available over a workspace (with different permission levels) was seen as a good 

thing to have but not a key priority. High priorities for user friendliness were given to the possibility 

to use the tool without extra training/license, that clear guidelines are available and that the 

methods have a transparent documentation. 
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20. The tool should give spatially integrated results over the different assessment units (i.e. from 

detailed units to broader spatial units). This would enable not only the integration of indicators but 

also spatial units, which may be needed for a generalized status result.   

21. The tool should make it possible to report results for national level and it should be discussed 

further how to extract the country-wise results from the overall results at sub-basins scale. The 

countries would presumably want to report on national level, e.g. what proportion (%) of a national 

area is in GES and what is not. In some cases the international results will apply also at national 

level and in other cases this may not be true.  It was suggested that the EEZ delineation is added to 

the HELCOM nested geographical system for the purpose of extraction of results, whereas the 

assessment scale is maintained as assigned for each indicator.  

22. The tool should make it possible to “zoom in” to more detailed results in order for example to 

identify national hot spots. The spatial resolution is only limited by the size of the assessment units 

(the smallest scale is the coastal water bodies). 

23. The connection between the data base and the assessment tool was not discussed but was seen as 

an important part of the overall assessment process.  

24. It will be important for the overall HOLAS II project to highlight links between state indicators and 

pressures more strongly. 

 

The workshop also discussed several other features/aspects of the tool, where it was not possible to find a 

common view at this stage:  

25. The use of one-out-all-out principle was discussed but the workshop did not form a common view 

of its use, but noted that the previous HELCOM tools used the OOAO on a higher hierarchical level 

of integration and that such an approach was also noted in the EC Cross-cutting issues workshop in 

January 2015. 

26. There was no consensus whether the confidence of an indicator could affect its weighting in the 

tool; arguments supported either a separate confidence assessment (not influencing the status) or 

a status assessment where poor-quality data can cause down-weighing of indicators. 

27. In relation to ecosystem components/marine elements, the consequences of grouping the 

indicators according to elements or criteria, for the reliability of the results and indicator gaps, 

should be clarified further. It was not clear to the workshop whether the MSFD requires that all 

criteria are addressed in the reporting. If so, there are obvious gaps in the available set of 

indicators.  
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Annex 1 Agenda 
 

9:00 Arrival and coffee  

Introduction to the workshop 

9:15  Words of welcome and presentation of participants, Ms Agnes Ytreberg 

9:30 Presentation of HOLAS II and aims of the workshop, including and overview of 
the results from the web survey , Ms Lena Bergström 

Session one. Biodiversity assessment needs within HOLAS II  

9:50 Biodiversity assessment needs within HOLAS II, Ms Lena Bergström  

o Frame requirements of the biodiversity assessment 
o Indicators to be included and proposed grouping of indicators 
o Geographical coverage and proposed assessment units  
o Link to the results from the web survey, as appropriate 

10.30 
 

Implementation of the “pizza and satellites approach” in the HELCOM 
assessment system. Ms Silke Eilers 

11.10 Short break 

Session two. Existing tools for biodiversity assessment; potential solutions 

11:10 Presentation of available tools today; HEAT, Marmoni and Devotes tools and 
their features, Mr Samuli Korpinen 

12:00 Lunch break 

13:00 Session two, cont.  

Technical requirements and objectives of the HOLAS II biodiversity tool, Mr 
Samuli Korpinen 

Session three. Group work 

13.45 Introduction to the group work 

14:00 Group work in assigned groups, with circulation 

14:30 Coffee break 

15:00 Group work continued 

17:00 
 

Summary with conclusions and identification of main remaining questions 

18:00 Closing of the workshop 
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Annex 2 List of Participants 
Representing Name Organisation Email 

Chair      

Finland Samuli Korpinen Finnish Environment Institute samuli.korpinen@ymparisto.fi 

Secretariat Lena Bergström HELCOM Secretariat lena.bergstrom@helcom.fi 

Contracting Parties      

Denmark Alf Josefson DCE Aarhus University aj@bios.au.dk 

Estonia Katarina Oganjan Estonian Marine Institute  katarina.oganjan@ut.ee 

Finland Maria Laamanen Finnish Ministry of the Environment maria.laamanen@ymparisto.fi 

Finland Laura Uusitalo Finnish Environment Institute SYKE laura.uusitalo@ymparisto.fi 

Germany Ulrich Claussen Federal Environment Agency ulrich.claussen@uba.de 

Germany Kai Hoppe IOW/BfN kai.hoppe@io-warnemuende.de 

Germany Silke Eilers private company AquaEcology eilers@aquaecology.de 

Poland Wojciech Kraśniewski Institute of Meteorology and Water 
Management, National Research 
Institute, Maritime Branch, Gdynia 

wojciech.krasniewski@imgw.pl 

Sweden Agnes Ytreberg Swedish Agency for Marine and Water 
Management 

agnes.ytreberg@havochvatten.se 

Sweden Jens Olsson SLU, Department of Aquatic Resources Jens.Olsson@slu.se 

Sweden Martin Isaeus AquaBiota Water Research martin.isaeus@aquabiota.se 

Sweden Norbert Häubner Swedish Agency for Water and Marine 
Management 

norbert.haubner@havochvatten.se 

HELCOM Secretariat       

Secretariat Lena Avellan HELCOM Secretariat  lena.avellan@helcom.fi 

 

 

 

 


