
 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 
15th Meeting of HELCOM Expert Group on Marine Mammals 
Online, 14-16 September 2021  

EG MAMA 15-2021 

 
 

 

 Page 1 of 3  
 

Document title EG-MAMA input to the low frequency underwater noise assessment in HOLAS III  
Code 2-8 
Category CMNT 
Agenda Item 2 – Information by the Chair, Secretariat and Contracting Parties 
Submission date 7.9.2021 
Submitted by Secretariat 
Reference  
 

Background 

A proposal on the assessment methodology for low frequency underwater noise in HOLAS III is to be 
considered in the upcoming STATE & CONSERVATION 15-2021. The proposal relies on input of data on noise 
sensitive species.  

This document summarises the proposal of the assessment methodology for low frequency underwater noise 
in HOLAS III pointing out at the input on maps representing mammal species information which would be 
needed to conduct the assessment. 

 
Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to indicate whether there will be improved information on harbour porpoises, harbour 
seals, grey seals and ringed seals sensitive areas compared to what is contained in Figure 1 in this document 
be used in HOLAS III for the assessment of low frequency underwater noise.  
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EG-MAMA input to the low frequency underwater noise assessment in 
HOLAS III 
A proposal on the assessment methodology for low frequency underwater noise in HOLAS III is to be 
considered in the upcoming STATE & CONSERVATION 15-2021. The proposed assessment will focus on the 
potential of the input of continuous underwater noise for masking effects on noise sensitive animals. The 
current state of the art regarding assessment, exemplified by the JOMOPANS and JONAS projects (OSPAR 
area) is that reliable methods are available to assess the pressure from continuous noise. This pressure is 
evaluated by modelling and assessing the fraction of time where underwater noise in a specific location is 
dominated by anthropogenic sources relative to being dominated by natural sources, such as wind and 
waves. This can be done for the entire Baltic, creating frequency specific pressure maps, developed 
specifically for HOLAS III and based on measurements obtained by countries and made available for HOLAS 
III assessment requirements in the HELCOM continuous noise database hosted by ICES. The pressure maps 
can further be used in combination with maps of animal distribution, in order to identify areas of greatest 
overlap between noise sensitive species and anthropogenic noise (risk-based assessment). Suitable 
thresholds should be defined such that they may be clearly linked to values that represent levels at which 
species identified as sensitive to underwater noise, are not adversely affected. 

Such overlay with distribution data requires, however, that sufficiently good information is available on the 
indicator species. Preferably, the maps representing species information should be expressed as habitat 
suitability, rather than simply the observed occurrence of animals, as the latter maps may contain gaps in 
present distribution due to an already present negative effect of the ship noise. Current available 
information for the HELCOM region on important habitats that are available for the purpose of assessment 
of impacts of impulsive and continuous noise on the marine ecosystem has been gathered and presented in 
BSEP, 167 (Figure 1). Information on noise sensitive areas derived from biological data on mammal species 
sensitive to underwater contained in Figure 1 steams from:  

− harbour porpoises: important areas are based on established marine protected areas (MPA) where 
this species occur as well as recent findings. For the Western Baltic subpopulation, important areas 
are based on tagging and acoustic survey data (Teilmann et al., 2008; Sveegaard et al., 2016) and 
MPA where this species occur (HELCOM MPA database). For the Baltic subpopulation important 
areas are based on acoustic survey data (ASCOBANS, 2016) and MPA where this species occur 
(HELCOM MPA database); 

− harbour seals and grey seals, areas are based on data of identified haul-outs (from the HELCOM core 
indicator report on “Distribution of Baltic seals”), and for grey seals also on MPA where the species 
occurs (HELCOM MPA database). Harbour seals and grey seal haul-outs are used by seals only for a 
few weeks and this does not reflect the full range of marine areas used by harbour seals nor grey 
seals. This gap in data should be addressed in future reports; 

− ringed seals: important areas for ringed seals are based on MPA where the species occurs (HELCOM 
MPA database).  

However, the knowledge on sensitive species and sensitive areas may have improved since then, and the 
most recent information should be used in HOLAS III. Therefore, guidance on this matter is kindly 
requested by EG-MAMA. An example of the type of detailed information required can be found in a 
publication by Jones et al., 2015.  

https://www.ices.dk/data/data-portals/Pages/impulsive-noise.aspx
https://research-repository.st-andrews.ac.uk/handle/10023/9386
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Fig. 1. Noise sensitive areas in the Baltic Sea derived from biological data on species sensitive to underwater 

noise so far identified (Source: HELCOM 2019. Noise sensitivity of animals in the Baltic Sea. Baltic Sea 
Environment Proceedings N° 167). 

 

 

https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/BSEP167.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/BSEP167.pdf
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