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Background 

Historically, various data collection efforts have been made within HELCOM. Regarding seals, BALSAM project 
(2013-2014) developed map layers based on telemetry data and also pointwise/gridded seal data format 
which was utilized for collecting the seal count data under HOLAS II assessment. Regarding harbour porpoise, 
observations data have been collected under SEAL EG to HELCOM-ASCOBANS database. Hosting of the 
database (Access file on reported Bycatch, EffortSightings, HuntedKilled, IncidentalSightings, Strandings and 
unknown observation types) was tasked to HELCOM Secretariat in 2010.  
 
BaltiCheck project (2018-2019) developed HELCOM Biodiversity database, with the aim of storing all biota 
observation data which was not currently housed under any operational data collection practice under 
HELCOM or which did not have adequate data management solution. The aim of the project was to establish 
more permanent and more structured data management process in the HELCOM Secretariat. Part of the 
BaltiCheck project work was to migrate historical HELCOM-ASCOBANS observation data as well as collected 
seal observation data reported to HELCOM under HOLAS II, together with various other relevant species 
observations, e.g. on macrophytes and coastal zoobenthos.  
 
HELCOM Data Flows project (2020-2021) and HELCOM BLUES project (co-funded by the European Union, 
2020-2021) is continuing the work started in BaltiCheck project and further developing HELCOM Biodiversity 
database usage for HOLAS III and supporting other assessments (e.g. RED LIST). HELCOM Data Flows project 
developed reporting format for harbour porpoise acoustic monitoring data and HELCOM BLUES project 
focuses on core indicator data for seals and cataloguing identified user interface improvements and to extend 
the data model to cater for mobile species observations.  
 
This document outlines: 

- identified issues with migrated historical mammal observation data in Biodiversity database 
- identified user interface improvements of biodiversity database online application 
- identified issues with extending the data model to following data types:  

o seal distribution data on defined haul-out site level 
o harbour porpoise acoustic monitoring data (to limited set of harmonization between 

Contracting Parties) 
 

HELCOM BLUES project will reserve resource to work with Biodiversity database during autumn 2021 and 
winter 2022 to carry out identified improvements. EG MAMA is invited to provide additional improvement 
suggestions.  
 
Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to  

- take note of the information; 
- provide improvement suggestions to the HELCOM Biodiversity database user interface. 

https://helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/balsam/
https://helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/balticheck/
https://maps.helcom.fi/website/biodiversity/
https://blues.helcom.fi/
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Status and next steps for data on marine mammals in HELCOM Biodiversity 
database 
Current status: Seals  

Seal observation data, pointwise and gridded (10x10km) as reported by HELCOM Contracting Parties for 
HOLAS II (2018) is stored in HELCOM Biodiversity database. The data can be viewed and downloaded from 
the database web application.  

For HOLAS III data collection, HELCOM Secretariat issued HOLAS III data call for 2016-2021 monitoring data 
to be reported by end of May 2022. Reporting guidance and links to reporting format is outlined in Annex 1.  

In the preparatory phase of the data call, it was pointed out by seal abundance and distribution experts 
from Denmark and Sweden that reporting format and data collection could be harmonized with the 
procedure and formats carried out in OSPAR, which also issued a data call earlier in 2021. Harmonization of 
procedure and format required further development and substantial changes to the reporting format used 
in 2018, mostly to cater for assessment unit level-based observations and for reporting observations 
(counts) per haul-out site, which is an area not defined to any existing grid. Seal observations (counts) are 
requested to be reported.  

Current status: Harbour Porpoise 

Observations HELCOM/ASCOBANS database 
Observations data on harbour porpoises have been collected under SEAL EG to HELCOM-ASCOBANS 
database. Hosting of the database (Access file on reported Bycatch, EffortSightings, HuntedKilled, 
IncidentalSightings, Strandings and unknown observation types) was tasked to HELCOM Secretariat in 2010.  

BaltiCheck project migrated historical HELCOM-ASCOBANS observation data to HELCOM Biodiversity 
database. During the migration, some observations not fulfilling the required attributes of Biodiversity 
database were excluded (e.g. observations without complete temporal or spatial information). During that 
process it was also evident that some historical data is not of highest quality, e.g. on precision of 
coordinates (e.g. observations on land). Issues are described in more detail below:   

Issues observed with current HELCOM/ASCOBANS data 
Some data quality issues were brought to attention of the Secretariat regarding the use of the HELCOM 
Map and Data Service (MADS) and the HELCOM Biodiversity database by Sweden and suggestions on 
potential areas where these two databases could be more user friendly were shared. Those data issues are: 

• In the HELCOM Map and Data service and the HELCOM Biodiversity database, data are only present 
up until 2015/2016 and Sweden has submitted data on live (incidental sightings) and dead 
(strandings) up until the end of 2019.  

• Sweden pointed out mistakes in the data, which makes many records need further processing by 
the user (which in many cases involves guessing) or time by multiple people (users) to achieve the 
same result. It was suggested that data quality control would be better completed by 
communication between HELCOM and the people who submitted the data when it is submitted, so 
that downloaded data are as accurate and usable as possible. Specifically: 

o Information on HELCOM basin and sub-basin, and EEZ is often missing or wrong. In the 
majority of reports, the basin is reported in the sub-basin field, or the name that is 
reported is neither a basin or sub-basin but something made up/a general description of 
the area (e.g. Southern Baltic Sea), or there is a typographical mistake in the spelling. This 
makes comparisons between basins difficult without substantial data checks and 
processing by the user, assuming that the user is familiar enough with HELCOM basins to 
understand the errors in the data downloaded. We would suggest that HELCOM 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2014-2021-824/MeetingDocuments/4J-11Att1%20HOLAS%20III%20Data%20call.pdf
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automatically calculated basin/sub-basin/EEZ based on latitude/longitude, and then false 
information cannot be given/downloaded. 

o In some cases, a latitude and longitude of 0 is given, and in some cases it is left blank. If 
possible, a lack of data should be reported consistently with either NA or blanks. 

o There were also some reports where the number of animals (e.g. hunted) was reported as 
zero- which clearly does not make sense in point data.  

o When downloading data from the HELCOM biodiversity database and the HELCOM map 
and data service we get a different number of records from both sources. What are the 
differences, and why are these there? 

Regarding the user-friendliness of both HELCOM MADS and HELCOM Biodiversity database, the pointed 
suggestions were: 

• The possibility to download CSV besides the shapefile.   
• Adding the HELCOM basins or EEZs to the biodiversity database metadata.  
• The HELCOM Biodiversity database does not state the type of record (e.g. stranding/incidental 

sightings/bycatch etc.) which limits analysis/interpretation of these data. There is also no 
information on whether the record is of a live or dead animal. This information is also important for 
analysis/interpretation. Addressing those issues, the fields “type of record” and “live/dead” will be 
added to the Biodiversity database. 

Acoustic monitoring data 
As agreed by EG MAMA 14-2020 (para 4-5 to 4-9 of the Outcome), two intersessional meetings (EG MAMA 
14A-2020 and 14B-2020) were held online to further discuss the acoustic monitoring data availability on 
harbour porpoise to be included in the HELCOM biodiversity database. 

Based on the discussions during these meetings, the Secretariat prepared instructions and templates for 
the Contracting Parties to share their acoustic monitoring data of harbour porpoise. The template and 
instructions aim to deliver to the Secretariat the data to be included in the HELCOM Biodiversity database, 
which will be made publicly available in the HELCOM Biodiversity database. The attributes developed for 
the data call and its descriptions can be found in Annex 2. 

The data can be reported as shapefile or csv, dependent on the most suitable format for the national data. 
The CPs will aim to report the full timeseries they have available, and the priority will be data associated 
with the national monitoring efforts, as these data are by default publicly available; however, additional 
data is welcome. 

The data call was sent on the 5 May 2021 and updated on the 24 June 2021. The update was given to 
comprehend the possibility to report the number of detections within the time unit (e.g. DPM per day). The 
established deadline for this reporting exercise was 31 October 2021. 

Next steps 
Seals 
The extension of biodiversity database data model will be implemented according to new seal abundance 
and distribution data format, which was developed for the HOLAS III data call together with abundance and 
distribution experts from Sweden and Denmark (Annex 2).  

The data model will be extended, and the end user application will be extended as follows: 

- Extensions of attributes as in Annex 2  
- Implementing search tool for haul-out site specific observations 
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Harbour porpoise  
The improvement of the HELCOM Biodiversity database in terms of improved user-friendliness and data 
quality control will be addressed. Following steps will be implemented:  

- Developing a detailed guidance document for reporting of observations, and update of template 
- Extending attributes and implementing search for type of observation 
- Performing quality check for historical HELCOM/ASCOBANS data, more specifically: 

o Compare the amount of reported observation types in historical access database and 
MADS vs. records in biodiversity database 

o Check coordinates of observations  
o Check for inconsistent null values 
o Assign HELCOM subbasin for observations based on pointwise coordinate location 
 additional quality check will require contacting data providers in certain cases 

- Extension of attributes for acoustic monitoring data (Annex 2) 

 

Biodiversity database web application 
- The above-mentioned actions on adding additional attributes to the database structure will be 

implemented and will be included in the search criteria as relevant (e.g. type of observation) and to 
the attribute information  

- Automatic tagging to assessment units 
- Possibility to download as csv and xls will be introduced 
- Other usability enhancements, as collected from users 
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Annex 1. HOLAS III data call part, Distribution of Baltic seals indicator and 
Population trends and abundance of seals indicator 
REQUESTED DATASET:  

Seal observations (counts) are requested to be reported. The count data are requested to be reported on 
two spatial scales: Haul-out units (required) and by Assessment unit (AU). 

SCOPE AND SPECIFICATIONS: 

Temporal scope: 

The temporal coverage of the monitoring data should last from beginning of surveys until 31.12.2021. If 
historical data has been provided to the HELCOM core indicator calculation in the previous update cycle 
during 2018, only update of latest years (2016-2021) is requested. 

Spatial scope: 

The count data are requested on two spatial scales: 

- Observations / haul-out units 

- Assessment unit (AU) 

The seal count data should be provided using the excel template provided with the data call. The template 
is divided to following sheets: 

- Instructions – definitions of attributes requested and codelists 

- AU_totals:  

- observations_template: Count observations per specific areas (point, grid cell or haul-out 

area) 

The reporting templace (Excel) can be accessed from this link.  

The reporting template (shapefile) for reporting geometries of haul-out sites (if relevant) can be accessed 
from this link. Note that unit_id of haul-out site should correspond to unit_id reported for counts using 
excel template.

https://portal.helcom.fi/workspaces/HOLAS%20III-DATA-190/Shared%20Documents/Observations_SealAbundanceDistribution.xlsx
https://portal.helcom.fi/workspaces/HOLAS%20III-DATA-190/Shared%20Documents/Observations_SealAbundanceDistribution.zip
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Annex 2. Template for reporting acoustic monitoring data on harbour porpoises.  

Description of attributes required to the CPs 

Attribute name Attribute  Unit / format comments for the instructions 
country Country Free text Not needed, already in data holder or provider 
count_type Type of recording device Free text   
Day_collec 

Date and time UTC of detection 

Day XX   
Month_coll Month XX   
Year_colle Year XXXX   
time_UTC time hh:mm:ss UTC   

count_value 

Detection 

0 or 1 

0  only if the device never detected HP, otherwise only 1 for  positive detection.  
 
0 if the device did not detect HP or the number of detections within the time unit e.g 
DPM per day. If the time unit e.g. is DPM, then the values should be either 0 or 1.  

count_unit 
Unit 

Free text 

Free text to mention the time unit used for detection e.g. Detection Positive Minutes 
(DPM), 
 Detection Positive Days (DPD) or DPM per day. 

count_meth 

Filter used 

Choice between: 
- Kerno high and 
moderate 
- Hel1 
- Others (please specify: 
i.e, Kerno all quality, 
Genenc)   
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count_conf 

Detection confirmed by visual inspection 

Choice between: 
- No 
- Following SAMBAH 
recommendation (< 60 
dpm / year) 
- Other: please specify 
(ex: all detections 
inspected)   

Monit_dept Position CPOD in the water column free values in meters from the surface, if available. If not available, leave the cell empty 
Data_sourc Data collector 

Free text Name of the institute and country 
Data_holde Data holder Name of the institute and country 
Start_day 

Device start date 
Day XX 

rounded dates: the start day is rounded to midnight and the  
end date is rounded to the end of the same date. Time not needed here, only dates 

Start_mont Month XX 
Start_year Year XXXX 
End_day_co 

Device end date 
Day XX 

End_month_ Month XX 
End_year_c Year XXXX 
Notes Station Identification Free text National or Regional iD of the station 
Decimal_la Latitude deployment of the device 

Free values 
WGS84 decimal degrees 

Decimal_lo longitude deployment of the device WGS84 decimal degrees 
Informatio Information_withheld Free text In case if the depth information can not be shared, it should be explained here 
Restrictio Restriction_yes_no Free text Restriction of the dataset: yes or no 
Restrict_1 Restriction_description Free text Description of the restriction 
Citation_ Citation Free text if CPs want to specify specific citation for the national data 
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