
 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 

CORESET II thematic meeting on benthic- and pelagic core 
indicators 
Gdynia, Poland, 10-12 February 2015 

CORESET II 2015 BP       

 

 

 Page 1 of 17  
 

 

Outcome of the CORESET II thematic meeting  

on benthic- and pelagic core indicators (CORESET II 2015 BP),  

10-12 February 2015, Gdynia, Poland 
 

 

 

Table of contents 

Introduction  .................................................................................................................................. 2 
Agenda Item 1 Adoption of the Agenda ........................................................................................... 2 
Agenda Item 2 Information by Secretariat, Contracting Parties and Observer ................................ 2 
Agenda Item 3 Long term data-arrangements and up-dating of the core indicators ....................... 3 
Agenda Item 4 Finalization of core indicator reports ....................................................................... 4 
Agenda Item 5 Any other business ................................................................................................... 9 
Agenda Item 6 Outcome of the meeting .......................................................................................... 9 
Annex 1. List of Participants .................................................................................................................. 10 
Annex 2. Memo from the joint session of CORESET II and EUTRO-OPER ............................................. 12 
 

 

 

 

  



Outcome of CORESET II 2015 BP 
 

 

Page 2 of 17 
 

Outcome of the CORESET II thematic meeting  

on benthic- and pelagic core indicators (CORESET II 2015 BP),  

10-12 February 2015, Gdynia, Poland 
 

Introduction  

0.1 In accordance with the Outcome of CORESET II 2-2014, a CORESET II thematic meeting on 
benthic and pelagic core indicators was held in Gdynia, Poland, at the premises of the Klub Marynarki 
Wojennej (Marine Navy Club) on 10-12 February 2015, with a joint session on 11 February with the project 
EUTRO-OPER. 

0.2 The Meeting was welcomed by Wojciech Kraśniewski, Deputy Chief of the Department of 
Oceanography and Baltic Sea Monitoring, Institute of Meteorology and Water Management, Maritime 
Branch Gdynia, the hosts of the meeting. 

0.3 The Meeting was attended by delegations from Estonia, Finland (Skype), Germany, Latvia, 
Lithuania (Skype), Poland and Sweden and Observers from OSPAR as well as an invited guest. The List of 
Participants is attached as Annex 1.  

0.4 The Meeting was chaired by Ms. Lena Avellan, Project Manager of CORESET II, the benthic 
break-out group was co-chaired by Mr. Kai Hoppe, IOW/BfN the pelagic break-out group was co-chaired by 
Ms. Marie Johansen, SMHI, and Ms. Ulla Li Zweifel, HELCOM Professional Secretary, and Ms. Lena Avellan, 
Project Manager, acted as secretary of the Meeting.  

 

Agenda Item 1  Adoption of the Agenda 

Documents: 1-1 

1.1 The Meeting adopted the agenda of the Meeting as contained in document 1-1. 

Agenda Item 2  Information by Secretariat, Contracting Parties and Observer  

Documents: 2-1 

2.1 The Meeting took note of the information provided by the Secretariat on the outcome of recent 
HELCOM meetings of relevance for CORESET II (Document 2-1) as well as information from the GEAR 9-
2015 meeting. 

2.2 The Meeting took note of the presentation (Presentation 1) by Project Manager Lena Avellan on the 
final stages of the CORESET II project, highlighting the schedule for completing the indicator reports for the 
adoption process.  

2.3 The Meeting noted that by mid-March (e.g. 17.3.) the indicator reports need to be uploaded into the 
workspace and in March-May national consultations will take place, after which the indicator reports will 
be considered from a technical point of view by HELCOM State & Conservation (11-15 May), and from a 
strategic point of view by HELCOM Gear (19-20 May), with the aim of presenting the reports for adoption 
to HELCOM HOD 10-11 June 2015. 

2.4 The Meeting noted that it will be very important to communicate GES boundaries developed as expert 
work to other national experts and decision makers in the final phases of CORESET II in order to deal with 
any remaining issues with the indicators or their targets before the HOD meeting in June. 

2.5 The meeting briefly considered the current situation regarding benthic and pelagic indicator 
development in the CPs: 
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Germany: Some comparability issues regarding GES-boundaries are foreseen as benthic- and 
pelagic indicators have been developed in HELCOM, OSPAR and also national indicators, the 
aim of having national experts connecting the parallel processes has so far not resulted in 
harmonized indicators and targets. 

Sweden: The benthic- and pelagic indicators and targets under consideration are well aligned 
with HELCOM indicator work, no national indicators have been developed to serve the same 
purposes.  

Latvia: Marine pelagic indicators are only developed in one institute and the considered 
indicators are the same as are developed in HELCOM.  

Estonia: Indicators have been developed nationally for both MSFD and WFD assessment 
purposes, however this is not considered a problem as the HELCOM indicators under 
consideration are developed for making regional assessments whereas the specific national 
indicators can be used to assess small scale specific issues.   

Poland: No national indicators other than the HELCOM core indicators for evaluation benthic 
and pelagic elements in the MSFD are under consideration.  

Lithuania: All national indicators for benthos and pelagic marine assessments follow the 
HELCOM framework, national WFD indicators exist. 

2.6 The Meeting took note of the presentation on the stage of indicator development in OSPAR 
(Presentation 2) by Mr. Laurent Guérin, and welcomed the involvement of the OSPAR colleague in the work 
of the meeting. 

2.7 The Meeting noted the similar schedule for indicator development in OSPAR, possible synergies 
between similar indicators as well as the demo indicator assessment sheets developed for indicators in 
OSPAR and appreciated the use of illustrative photographs and illustrations and proposed that it would be 
good to also include pictures to the HELCOM indicator reports.  

 

Agenda Item 3  Long term data-arrangements and up-dating of the core indicators 

3.1 The Meeting took note of the presentation (Presentation 3) by the Project Manager Lena Avellan on 
the requirements on data-arrangements for core indicators and the option of developing long-term 
structures for up-dating of the indicators using the HELCOM workspaces. 

3.2 The Meeting was of the opinion that HELCOM workspaces are a good alternative for long-term up-
dating, and that the current functionalities of the workspaces are good for editing indicator reports. The 
Meeting furthermore noted that the workspaces can be adapted for different needs and that real time 
data-flow tools would be appropriate to develop for the indicators and on that issue noted that filtering 
options of data reported to ICES are under development in EUTRO-OPER. 

3.3 The Meeting noted that the HELCOM Monitoring Manual links to the provisionally adopted and 
published core indicators and that when the indicator reports are developed the sections on monitoring 
should link to the manual. The Meeting furthermore noted that monitoring guidelines of relevance to the 
core indicators are to be included in the HELCOM Monitoring Manual and that some of the existing 
COMBINE guidelines may need revision.  

3.4 The Meeting noted that all revisions of the HELCOM Monitoring Manual are to be submitted to 
HELCOM State & Conservation. 

3.5 The Meeting noted that for some core indicators the required monitoring activities have so far not 
been carried out in the national monitoring programmes, and thus developing the data-arrangements fully 
can be premature for some indicators and thus at this stage only descriptions of the planned data-flow can 
be included in the indicator reports. 
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Agenda Item 4  Finalization of core indicator reports 

Documents: 4-1 

4.1 The meeting took note of the requests by HELCOM WG Pressure and WG State & Conservation for 
CORESET II to consider how to communicate time-lag in status core indicators (Document 4-1) and was of 
the opinion that Option 1 would be relevant and feasible for most indicators. 

4.2 The Meeting was of the opinion that it is difficult to specify which anthropogenic pressures and 
measures affect the benthic and pelagic status core indicators, and that especially for pelagic indicators it is 
particularly difficult to differentiate between changes due to specific anthropogenic pressures and other 
pressures. Climate change is a very important pressure to communicate to decision makers. The Meeting 
furthermore noted that only a small number of case studies are available specifically studying how to 
differentiate between anthropogenic- and other pressure and that based on these studies general 
descriptions between status-pressure-response can be provided. 

4.3 The Meeting noted that for some topics such as ‘noise’ it is seen as feasible to describe the status-
pressure-measure relationship more quantitatively.  

4.4 The Meeting concluded that Option 1 is feasible and that it would be possible to describe qualitatively 
the theoretically expected time-lag for the indicators. The Meeting noted that Option 2 could provide more 
relevant information for decision makers but that due to the current level of knowledge of the extremely 
complex ecological systems it is often not feasible to describe the time-lag using this option. 

4.5 The Meeting took note of the introductory presentations to the break out group work (Presentation 4) 
for the pelagic indicators and (Presentation 5) for the benthic group. 

4.6 The Meeting noted that as some of the indicators are not expected to be fully operational by 
March/June 2015, it is also important to estimate how much additional work will be required to 
operationalize the indicator and how quickly this work can be done taking into consideration especially the 
needs of HOLAS II. 

Benthic break-out group 

4.7 The group briefly considered the mapping activities carried out in each CP that could form a basis for 
the biotope/habitat map needed for several indicators: 

Germany: A fine resolution benthic biotope model is developed based on side scan sonar 
mapping and biological point data for benthos, this effort has been on-going for 5 years and is 
planned to continue. Special habitats are extensively covered and predominant habitats are 
expected to be well covered in coming years.  

Sweden: Five county-scale mapping projects have recently been completed (results not yet 
ready) covering approximately 25% of the sea area. EUSeaMap landscape maps based on 
modelling may still be the available maps covering the whole area most completely. 

Poland: Enough data has been collected for the soft-sediment areas though grab-sampling that 
all these areas could be classified. Areas dominated by macrophytes are not as well covered. It 
may become a problem to develop a map based on HUB as biotic and abiotic data is not 
sufficiently strictly linked in the available data, projects are planned to fill these gaps. 

Lithuania: Areas dominated by zoobenthos are well covered by mapping, areas dominated by 
macrophytes are not as well covered by mapping- and monitoring activities. Some spatial 
information on biotope relevant pressures are available.  

Estonia: High resolution mapping has been carried out in specific areas and predictive 
modelling has been used to cover the entire sea area based on this data producing maps with 
much better accuracy than EUSeaMap. 

4.8 The group was informed about the main issues discussed at a meeting of benthic monitoring experts 
held back-to-back with the MARMONI final conference by Mr Georg Martin, and noted that proposed 
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guidelines on benthic biotope monitoring have been developed in the HELCOM BALSAM project and will in 
the future be taken forward by the WG State & Conservation intersessional network.  

4.9 The meeting noted that the development of benthic biotope monitoring is key to developing the pre-
core indicator ‘Distribution, pattern and extent of benthic biotopes’ towards operationalization. 

4.10 The group discussed the ‘Status of the soft-bottom macrozoobenthos’ indicator. The group 
noted and discussed the following: 

 TMa’s from Estonia and Poland are now prepared to compare the BQI values calculated by 

Germany to national benthic index results to clarify if the calculated sensitivity values can be used 

to make ecologically relevant evaluations in their national open sea areas.  

 Estonia can also make a comparison of the calculated BQI values to the known pressure-level at 

each station, and thus consider the correlation between known pressures and the BQI values. 

 Sensitivity values used in Sweden have been derived using expert judgement, and a BQI approach 

for both coastal and open-sea areas have been included in national regulation, as presented by Mr. 

Mats Blomqvist (Presentation 6). 

 If it is found that commonly applicable sensitivity values cannot be derived for the entire Baltic Sea, 

then an acceptable approach could be to define assessment unit specific sensitivity values, e.g. the 

expert derived values of Sweden and Finland could be used for the northern Baltic Sea sub-basins 

with low species diversity. The aim for the indicator is currently to develop an evaluation method 

for the open-sea areas while national assessments made for WFD purposes could be considered for 

the coastal areas, and that this approach will require considerations of the comparability of the 

results across the defined borders in the future when the indicator is used for biodiversity 

assessments. 

 Describing the GES-concept requires some more work and the main principles were discussed. 

Although the indicator is now developed with the aim to evaluate the open-sea areas, also data 

from coastal areas that have been included when calculating sensitivity values should be included 

when identifying GES-boundaries for sub-basins since for some countries most monitoring stations 

are located in the coastal area. The GES-boundary should be defined using BQI values calculated for 

stations considered to be in a comparatively good status, excluding stations affected by heavy point 

source pressures or anoxia in the deep areas due to the permanent halocline.  

4.11 The group discussed the ‘Biomass ratio of opportunistic and perennial macroalgae’. The group 
noted and discussed the following: 

 Finland can submit data to the TML and Germany is finalizing the collection and processing of 

detailed and highly relevant data from the open sea areas that can be tested once the processing is 

completed (in 2 months’ time), and furthermore Poland can provide appropriate data. 

 Sweden has recently published a relevant report (http://waters.gu.se/publikationer/rapporter). 

 The candidate indicator concept can now also be tested for coverage data.  

 Some initial testing needs to carried out to determine if the indicator should focus on 

perennial/annual or opportunistic/non-opportunistic macrophyte species and once these selections 

have been made, the indicator report draft describing the general concepts can quickly be made 

available by the Estonian Task Managers. 

4.12 The group discussed the ‘Macrophyte depth distribution limit’ indicator. The group noted and 
discussed the following: 

 The recent proposal to adjust the concept so that the depth limit is measured as the depth of the 

macrophyte community is supported, compared to the previous approach of using specific species. 

The broader approach is considered appropriate for a regional indicator. 

http://waters.gu.se/publikationer/rapporter
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4.13 The group discussed the regional relevance of the included pressure layers of the ‘Cumulative 
impact on benthic biotopes’ indicator. The group noted and discussed the following: 

 Fisheries information derived from VMS- and log- book data are very important in some areas, 

however in Poland the effects are not well documented and difficult to detect, while in Estonia the 

physical damage from trawling on the seafloor is small. In addition it was concluded that the 

physical damage of small scale fisheries on the seafloor is negligible. For Estonia it was in addition 

noted that trawling of algae in specific areas should also be included as a polygon layer. 

 For the northern areas, the damage from dredging and dumping as well as sand extraction 

activities are highly relevant, and it was noted that national authorities have detailed information 

on these activities that should be utilized.  

 Modelling of siltation based on exposure was noted as important for northern areas as dumping 

activities may damage hard substrate habitats or vegetation habitats in low exposure sites.  

 The group discussed the GES-concept of the indicator, noting that currently a declining trend or a 

percentage of a habitat affected has been proposed. The concept needs further development, and 

an approach is needed where the target is set biotope specifically, and that the target could be 

lowered if the biotope performs an important function (e.g. spawning ground) or has been red-

listed.  

4.14 The group took note of the information that OSPAR is considering the linkage between their 
benthic indicators BH1, BH2, BH3 and BH4 as presented by Mr. Laurent Guérin (Presentation 7) and that 
the indicators are tightly linked and that to explain the signals in one indicator an understanding of the 
responses in other indicators is needed.  

4.15 The group discussed the indicator ‘Population structure of long-lived macrozoobenthic 
species’. The group noted and discussed the following: 

 Recent work by Finland in determining correlations between Macoma baltica median size and 

oxygen concentrations was presented by Mr. Samuli Korpinen (Presentation 8). It was noted that 

the first tests indicate a correlation but that further statistical processing is required and that the 

relevant oxygen concentration causing mortality is not yet determined.  

 Poland will attempt testing national data for the same species by grouping data from several 

stations over longer time-periods in the near future.  

 Estonia is of the opinion that a depth distribution approach could be a more robust indicator, 

aggregating the oxygen status over about one year and setting GES-boundaries based on depth 

distribution in the 1950s. Estonia will provide their depth distribution proposal to the wider group 

so that comparisons between different monitoring strategies needed for the approaches can be 

made and possibly consider if the two approaches could be complementary in describing oxygen 

conditions. 

Pelagic break-out group 

4.16 The drafting group on phytoplankton took note of the information on the indicator on 
‘Phytoplankton species assemblage cluster’s by the TML Ms Iveta Jurgensone. The group noted and 
discussed the following:  

 Data: The indicator is calculated based on summer values (June-September) and is based on 

existing monitoring data. Phytoplankton data can be submitted to the COMBINE database hosted 

by ICES but at this time it is not regularly done by all countries. To the knowledge of the group 

Germany and Sweden reports regularly phytoplankton data to ICES, while Estonia and Latvia does 

not. Monitoring guidelines are available in COMBINE and will be reviewed in the ongoing revision 

carried out by HELCOM WG State & Conservation, but they are likely to be in good order.  
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 Testing: The indicator has so far been tested on combined coastal and open sea data from the Gulf 

of Riga. The meeting found it relevant to test coastal and open sea data separately. Tests are also 

ongoing in Finland and Poland.  

 Indicator for: Originally proposed as indicator for food webs. In Gulf of Riga specific clusters have 

been shown to be linked to eutrophication. In addition the different clusters represent different 

biodiversity components. 

 Link to anthropogenic stressors: In specific sub-basins some clusters may be linked to 

eutrophication as shown for Gulf of Riga. The indicator can also reflect introduction of non-

indigenous species. However, the indicator as such cannot be linked to a specific pressure. 

 Time lag: In principle, the phytoplankton community composition can respond quickly to changes in 

oceanographic conditions. However there are cases where phytoplankton biomass has not 

responded as quickly as expected to changes in e.g. nutrient concentration. 

 Defining GES: In Gulf of Riga, GES has been proposed for the two clusters that could be linked to 

eutrophication. Reference conditions for cluster 7 was set at 2% of the total biomass, and was 

based on a reference period (2007-2009) where cluster 7 showed a minimum fraction of the 

biomass. GES is proposed at maximum 50% from the reference period i.e. maximum 3% of the total 

biomass. The reference period 2007-2009 was also used for the core indicator for zooplankton. If 

the indicator is instead developed towards a biodiversity indicator, a new approach for defining 

GES is needed.  

 Next steps: The indicator is dependent on the regional specific composition of phytoplankton and 

tests are thus required in other sub-basins. Ms Iveta Jurgensone offered to provide guidelines for 

testing the indicator with the view to share the information at the next PEG meeting 13-X April, 

2015, Pärnu, Estonia.  

 Core indicator report: The TML will develop the core indicator report by mid-March with the view 

of submission at HELCOM State & Conservation 2-2015. TMa Ms Marie Johansen offered to support 

the development of the report. Testing will likely only be available from Gulf of Riga at that time. 

4.17 The group on phytoplankton took note of the presentation on the ‘Ratio of diatoms and 
dinoflagellates’ as presentation by the TML Mr. Norbert Wasmund (Presentation 9). The group noted and 
discussed the following:  

 Data: Indicator calculated based on spring data. Data availability and monitoring guidelines as for 

indicator on species assemblage cluster. There is sufficient data for testing and applying the 

indicator in open sea areas but possibly not sufficient data to test the indicator and establish GES in 

all coastal assessment units. 

 Testing: Estonia, Germany, Latvia, Poland and Sweden have submitted data to the TML. At this time 

the indicator has been tested in Eastern Gotland Basin, Bornholm Basin, Bay of Mecklenburg, 

Arkona Basin, Kiel bay, Gulf of Riga, and Gdansk Bay. In e.g. Eastern Gotland Basin and Bornholm 

Basin, a rapid decrease in the ratio is evident in the late 1980s and the ratio fluctuates between 0-1 

over the study period i.e. there are big differences over short time periods. In other basins 

fluctuations are not as strong. 

 Indicator for: Changes in ecological state (food webs). The indicator shows whether diatoms or 

dinoflagellates dominate in the spring period. They are food for zooplankton (and zoobenthos). A 

hypothesis is that the relative reduction in diatoms in the Baltic Proper is caused by changes in 

zooplankton but this is still to be tested.  

 Link to anthropogenic pressures: Weak. 

 Time lag: Not applicable since pressure is unknown. Quick decrease in end of 1980s indicates quick 

response to “changes”. 

 Defining GES: Still to be discussed and agreed. A preliminary proposal is based on considering 

historical condition as good, while strong (and sudden?) changes are considered as bad. For the 
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Eastern Gotland Basin, where the ratio fluctuates between 0-1, the GES-boundary could as a first 

proposal be defined as a ratio of 0.5, with a higher ratio indicating good status and a lower ratio 

indicating bad status. Note that other GES-boundaries would need to be defined for other basins 

(due to different amplitude of change in ratio). GES could possibly also be based on firstly defining a 

reference period e.g. before 1985. 

 Next steps: The indicator will be followed-up at the next PEG meeting including a continued 

discussion on approaches to define GES. 

 Core indicator report: The TML will develop the core indicator report by mid-March for submission 

to HELCOM State & Conservation 2-2015. 

4.18 The drafting group on phytoplankton took note of the presentation on the ‘Seasonal 
succession of functional phytoplankton groups’ as presentation by Ms. Elise Joonas (Presentation 10). The 
group noted and discussed the following:  

 The indicator reflects deviations from the biomass and the seasonal patterns of functional groups in 

relation to a typical (reference) annual succession. It is applicable in all coastal and offshore areas 

but relevant functional groups will differ between sub-basins. The group proposed to change the 

term ‘functional groups’ to ‘dominant groups’ since the grouping is based on taxonomic groups 

(associated with certain functions). It should be possible to agree on a common set of ‘groups’ that 

should be considered for use in the indicator, while the dominating groups will differ between sub-

basins.  

 Data: For assessments data is available as for other indicators. However, to establish the reference 

envelope monthly sampling is required for the reference period which may not be available in all 

coastal and offshore areas. In offshore areas this could be solved to pooling data from several 

countries.  

 Testing: Carried out with data from Southern Gulf of Finland and coastal Gulf of Gdansk. Data also 

provided for northern Gulf of Finland, Gulf of Riga. Instructions on how to test the indicator has 

been made available to CORESET II phytoplankton experts but it was felt that additional guidance is 

needed. 

 Indicator for: Changes in ecosystem, food web indicator.  

 Link to anthropogenic stressors: Weak. 

 Time lag: As for other phytoplankton indicators. 

 Defining GES: A method is proposed and applied in the Gulf of Finland. The reference period used 

for Gulf of Finland is 1993-2006. A monthly mean biomass and standard deviation of the functional 

groups of interest is calculated. A reference envelop (acceptable deviation from the mean) is 

established as +- ½ standard deviation. Using this approach, the GES-boundary in the southern Gulf 

of Finland was defined as 0.67 i.e. good status is achieved when >67% of values in the assessment 

period are within the reference envelop. EQR values are calculated as the number of data points 

inside the reference envelop compared with the number of total observations. An approach for 

how to establish overall GES has not been proposed, e.g. what is GES when several functional 

groups are followed and they show different assessment results. 

 Next steps: Germany, Latvia and Sweden will submit data to TML Andres Jaanus, Estonian Marine 

Institute, for testing with data from other sub-basins. 

 Core indicator report: The TML Mr. Andres Jaanus will develop the core indicator report by mid-

March for submission to HELCOM State & Conservation 2-2015.  

4.19 The drafting group took note of the testing of the core zooplankton indicator MSTS in German 
Baltic coastal waters as presented by Mr. Kai Hoppe (Presentation 11). In the test area the salinity gradient 
is strong and thus it will be necessary to define GES boundaries for the Eastern and Western coast line 
separately. Indicators for copepod biomass and microphageous zooplankton biomass are also tested. 
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4.20 The drafting group discussed the generally weak link between the phytoplankton indicators 
and anthropogenic pressures. The indicators follow changes in the phytoplankton composition and reflect 
changes in the ecosystem state and are tightly related to food web functioning. It was felt difficult to define 
GES for the proposed indicators as well as to find a common approach or reference period. It was discussed 
whether a reference condition possibly could be based on models, defining periods when Baltic Sea food 
web was in ‘balance’. 

4.21 It was furthermore discussed if GES should at all be defined for the phytoplankton food web 
indicators. Perhaps they should be used to interpret assessment results of other descriptors (e.g. D1) rather 
than being part of integrated assessments. It was proposed to address the GES issue at the upcoming PEG 
meeting. 

4.22 The drafting group stressed that lack of human resources is a major constraint to the further 
testing and development of the indicators. The group noted the request from the HELCOM WG State & 
Conservation group to the PEG group to make a list of desired tasks related to phytoplankton monitoring 
and assessment, including a cost estimate for these tasks. 

4.23 The drafting group discussed if the three phytoplankton indicators reflect different or 
overlapping aspects. It was felt that additional testing and comparison of assessment results is needed 
before concluding on this issue.  

Agenda Item 5  Any other business 

5.1 The Meeting considered the outcome of the joint half-day session of CORESET II and EUTRO-OPER 
(Annex 2), and noted in particular that: 

 the pre-core indicator ‘Lower depth distribution limit of macrophyte species’ is considered relevant 

to eutrophication assessments as well as the biodiversity assessments, and that eutrophication-

experts are welcomed to join in on the CORESET II development work,  

 the candidate core indicator ‘Biomass ratio of opportunistic and perennial macroalgae’ currently 

developed for biodiversity assessments may also be of relevance to the eutrophication assessment,  

 the core indicator ‘State of the soft-bottom macrofauna communities’ (BQI) responds to several 

pressures and it may not be the most appropriate indicator to evaluate eutrophication,  

 the candidate core indicator ‘Oxygen conditions in shallow sub-basins’ may be relevant in the 

future to biodiversity assessments of biotope extent, however at present the candidate is not 

developed enough for this purpose and will only be used for eutrophication assessments, and 

 the candidate core indicator ‘Cyanobacterial surface accumulations’ developed for eutrophication 

could be of importance for biodiversity assessments and that EURO-OPER aims for cooperation 

with the PEG group. 

5.2 The Meeting discussed the up-coming national consultation process and noted that some Contracting 
Parties would like to have the indicator report drafts up-loaded to a workspace allowing access to 
anonymous users and concluded that the Secretariat will look into different options of facilitating the 
consultation process. 

 

Agenda Item 6  Outcome of the meeting 

Documents: 6-1 

6.1 The Meeting adopted the draft outcome of the Meeting as contained in document 6-1. The Outcome of 
the Meeting, together with the documents and presentations considered by the Meeting are available in 
the HELCOM Meeting Portal 
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Annex 2. Memo from the joint session of CORESET II and EUTRO-OPER 
 

MEMO FROM THE JOINT SESSION OF CORESET II AND EUTRO-OPER,  

11 FEBRUARY 2015, GDYNIA, POLAND 

 

 

A joint session of the HELCOM CORESET II and EUTRO-OPER projects was held on the 11 February 2015, 
Gdynia, Poland.  The aim of the session was to discuss core indicators that have been identified as relevant 
to several descriptors of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) or objectives of the Baltic Sea 
Action Plan (BSAP), and to specifically consider the applicability of the core indicators currently under 
development. Focus was placed on indicators developed for benthic and pelagic biodiversity indicators and 
eutrophication indicators. The need for a joint session to strengthen cooperation in the development of 
indicators was identified by HELCOM STATE 1-2014. 

The session was attended by representatives from Denmark, Estonia, EU, Germany, Finland, Latvia, Poland 
and Sweden and an Observer from OSPAR as well as Invited Guests. The list of participants is provided at 
the end of the memo. The session was chaired by Ms. Vivi Fleming-Lehtinen, Project Manager of EUTRO-
OPER and assisted by Ms. Lena Avellan, Project manager of CORESET II and Ms. Ulla Li Zweifel, HELCOM 
Professional Secretary. 

 

The participants of the meeting were of the general view that:  

- core indicators should be developed to reflect specific rather than multiple anthropogenic 

pressures whenever possible,  

- GES for pelagic indicators should be in line with the agreed targets for nutrient reduction in the 

Baltic Sea and GES as regards eutrophication parameters.  

- the same indicator can be used in the assessment of several descriptors when found relevant. 

 



Outcome of CORESET II 2015 BP 
 

 

Page 13 of 17 
 

Indicators listed Tables 1a and 1b were considered and discussed with the following conclusions. 

Table 1a. Overview of the Benthic indicators used or developed by HELCOM that are potentially relevant to both 

biodiversity and eutrophication assessment. 

BSAP 
objective 

Primary 
MSFD 
criteria/ 
indicator 

Secondary 
MSFD 
criteria/ 
indicator 

Indicator name 
Indicator 
status 

Indicator 
type 

Project 

NPA, TBC 1.5. 6.2, 5.3.1 Lower depth distribution limit of macrophyte 
species 

pre-core status CORESET II 

OL 5.3.2  Oxygen debt below halocline core status EUTRO-OPER 

NPV 5.3. 1.7. Biomass ratio of opportunistic and perennial 
macroalgae 

candidate status CORESET II 

MCL 6.1.  Cumulative impact on benthic biotopes pre-core pressure CORESET II 

TBC 6.2. 1.6. , 5.3 State of the soft-bottom macrofauna 
communities 

core status CORESET II 

TBC 5.3  Benthic diversity indicator - status EUTRO PRO 

OL 5.3.2  Coastal oxygen conditions candidate status EUTRO-OPER 

 
Table 1b. Overview of the pelagic indicators used or developed by HELCOM that are potentially relevant to both 

biodiversity and eutrophication assessment. 

BSAP 
objective 

Primary 
MSFD 
criteria/ 
indicator 

Secondary 
MSFD 
criteria/ 
indicator 

Indicator name 
Indicator 
status 

Indicator 
type 

Project 

TBC (VP, 
MCL) 

4.3. 5.2. (?)1.6., 
4.1. 

Ratio of diatoms and dinoflagellates candidate status CORESET II 

NPA, VP 4.3. 4.1. Seasonal succession of functional 
phytoplankton groups 

candidate status CORESET II 

NPA 4.3. 1.6, 1.7 Phytoplankton species assemblage clusters 
based on environmental factors 

candidate status CORESET II 

AB 5.2.1 1.6, 4.3 Chlorophyll-a, spring bloom intensity candidate status EUTRO-OPER  

AB 5.2.4 1.6 Cyanobacterial surface accumulations candidate status EUTRO-OPER 

OL 5.3.2  Oxygen consumption candidate status EUTRO-OPER 

 

Cumulative impact on benthic biotopes 

 The indicator should focus on physical loss and damage to the seafloor (MSFD criteria 6.1). Oxygen 

deficiency should not be considered directly in the cumulative impact indicator but will be 

accounted for in the sensitivity of the biotopes and the maps of the distribution of biotopes. The 

indicator will not reflect eutrophication as a pressure.  

 

Lower depth distribution limit of macrophyte species 

Different views were expressed by the participants. It is currently the only biodiversity core indicator that 

reflects the status of hard bottom communities, thus considered as relevant and required for assessment of 

biodiversity. It was also felt as a relevant indicator for eutrophication assessments due to the link to 

nutrients/water transparency in some areas.  

 The indicator is suitable for both biodiversity (MSFD criteria 1.4, 1.5) and eutrophication (MSFD 

indicator 5.3.1) assessments. 

 Aim to involve eutrophication experts in the development of the indicator in CORESET II to ensure 

that the indicator concept takes eutrophication aspects into consideration sufficiently. 
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Biomass ratio of opportunistic and perennial macroalgae 

Currently a candidate indicator with ongoing development mainly in Estonia. The indicator includes also 

soft-bottom communities and would complement the indicator on depth distribution limit as hard 

substrate does not extend deep enough in all areas.  

 Suitable as biodiversity indicator in addition to the indicator on depth distribution limit. Established 

links to eutrophication also supports the possible use of the indicator under Descriptor 5.  

 Further development is needed before concluding on the most suitable application of the indicator. 

 

State of the soft-bottom macrofauna communities (BQI)  

The indicator is relevant for biodiversity (MSFD criteria 1.6) and seafloor integrity (MSFD criteria 6.2). 

Regarding its use for assessment of eutrophication, different view were expressed. It has been shown to 

reflect eutrophication in some areas but it also reflects e.g. physical disturbance. 

 For assessment of biodiversity benthic indices are suitable in both coastal and offshore areas. 

National indicators for coastal waters developed under the WFD are proposed to be used in coastal 

assessments. The new offshore BQI developed in CORESET II is proposed to be used in offshore 

assessment units. 

 Though harmonization of indicators through assessment units is a long-term priority also for 

eutrophication, at present it is proposed to use intercalibrated national benthic indices for coastal 

assessments in order to ensure compatibility with WFD. If a benthic index is to be used in open sea 

areas (i.e. if required under Descriptor 5 in the tentative revision of the EC GES decision) some 

validation of the BQI developed in CORESET II is likely required to assess its suitability as an 

indicator of eutrophication. 

 

Benthic diversity indicator  

In Finland the indicator is still used and found as a robust indicator for offshore areas. In Germany the 

indicators is not considered as suitable under the MSFD.  

 The indicator could be considered for use for eutrophication assessment in offshore areas (if 

required by the revised EC GES decision). 

 

Oxygen conditions in shallow sub-basins 

National indicators on oxygen condition will be used in the EUTRO-OPER project for the eutrophication 

assessment in coastal areas. Oxygen status has been used as an indicator already by Denmark, Germany, 

Latvia, Poland and Sweden but with different methods and threshold levels for oxygen concentration. 

Estonia and Finland also intend to develop and use the indicator. 

Oxygen condition is relevant for the candidate indicator on habitat extent and distribution but the indicator 

is not developed enough to include this aspect at present. 

 The indicator on oxygen condition in shallow sub-basins will at present only be used in the 

eutrophication assessment.  
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Oxygen debt 

Oxygen condition is relevant for the candidate indicator on habitat extent and distribution which is not 

developed enough to include this aspect at present. 

 Core indicator for eutrophication assessments only. 
 

Ratio of diatoms and dinoflagellates  

The relative biomass of diatoms has decreased in the Baltic Proper since the 1980s, tentatively through 

zooplankton control of diatom blooms. It is an indicator that indicates shift in biodiversity and food web 

structure. The link to eutrophication is currently weak and the meeting was of the view that it is not 

suitable or needed as an indicator of eutrophication.  

 The indicator is suitable for assessment of biodiversity (MSFD criteria 1.6) and food webs (MSFD 

criteria 4.3). 

 

Seasonal succession of functional phytoplankton groups 

Currently a candidate indicator developed as a food web indicator with little relevance for eutrophication. 

 The indicator is suitable for use in food web (Descriptor 4) assessment. 

 

Phytoplankton species assemblage clusters based on environmental factors 

Currently a candidate indicator that has been tested in Gulf of Riga only, where phytoplankton clusters 

have been found to respond to nutrient enrichment. Testing the indicator in other assessment units is 

required due to regional differences in species composition. Thus the indicator has to be developed and 

tested in other areas.  

 The indicator is primarily developed as a food web indicator (Descriptor 4), but has potential links 

to biodiversity and eutrophication. Further testing needed before concluding on the suitable use of 

the indicator. 

 

Chlorophyll-a spring bloom intensity indicator 

 The indicator is suitable for assessment of eutrophication (MSFD indicator 5.2.1). 

 

Cyanobacterial surface accumulations  

An indicator that responds negatively to increasing eutrophication. The meeting discussed the possibility to 
combine the current approach with incorporation of biomass data based on Ferrybox sampling and data on 
abundance of cyanobacteria. 

 The indicator is suitable for assessment of eutrophication (MSFD indicator 5.2.4). 

 It will be further developed by EUTRO-OPER aiming at cooperation with the HELCOM PEG  project 

to address to the possible inclusion of additional data/components to the indicators.  

Oxygen consumption  

The indicator is still in early stage of development.  

 The indicator is suitable for assessment of eutrophication. 



 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 

CORESET II thematic meeting on benthic- and pelagic core 
indicators 
Gdynia, Poland, 10-12 February 2015 

CORESET II 2015 BP       
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