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Meeting outcomes – EN BENTHIC WS1-2020 
Arrangements for the indicator workshop of HELCOM Expert Network on benthic habitats, planned for 16 
March, were changed in line with HELCOM policy on COVID-19, and an online meeting, dedicated to the 
development of benthic indicators and assessment, took place 16 March, 10:00-13:00 EET.  

The Meeting was attended by representatives of Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Poland, Sweden, 
ICES and the HELCOM Secretariat.  

The Meeting was chaired by Ms. Antonia Nyström Sandman and Ms. Laura Hoikkala, HELCOM Secretariat 
acted as the secretary of the Meeting.  

The list of participants is provided at the end of this document (Annex I). 
 
Agenda Item 1 Physical loss and disturbance 

1.1. The Meeting took note of the presentation on results of WKBEDPRES1, WKBEDPRES2 and 
WKBEDLOSS and the related ICES scientific guidance, as presented by Sebastian Valanko, ICES 
(document 1-2, presentation 1). 

1.2. The Meeting discussed the swept area ratios used for fishing pressure in the ICES approach. The 
Meeting discussed that only vessels that have VMS system are taken into account, and data from all 
small vessels as well as illegal trawling is missed.  

1.3. The Meeting discussed the spatial resolution and scaling and discussed that the tool can be very 
useful when looking at regional scale and aggregating data across several years. The Meeting further 
discussed that C-square is not usable for looking at the relationship between benthic fauna and swept 
area ratios in areas with a lot of variation in topography or where the bottom trawling is not 
homogenous over the area, such as parts of Kattegat. 

1.4. The Meeting took note of the comment from ICES that the control regulation has been updated in EU 
parliament to include smaller vessels, and the ability to include smaller vessels into the tool is 
improving. 

1.5. The Meeting discussed that setting GES level is hard as it is not known how large an area of seafloor 
can be sustainably disturbed.  

Agenda Item 2 Disturbed (adversely affected) and lost area 

2.1 The Meeting took note of a presentation on progress and recent developments of the approach for the 
‘Cumulative impact on benthic biotopes’ indicator including latest assessment results and different 
sensitivity estimations, as presented by Birgit Heyden, Germany (document 2-1, presentation 2).  
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2.2 The Meeting took note of a comment from ICES, that the categorical approach in the expert analysis 
has a risk of overestimating the impact of bottom trawling. The Meeting took note that the categorical 
approach was chosen as some of the classifications could not be made as clearly with continuous scale. 

2.3 The Meeting further took note of a comment from ICES that very high transparency is needed on how 
the pressure layers are taken in and on the assumptions made when setting thresholds. The Meeting 
discussed that the assessment procedure of the Cumulative Impact Indicator with different intersection 
steps using different matrices, is transparent.  

2.4 The Meeting took note that ICES suggested to be mindful of where to put efforts, and if effort is put to 
more accurate pressure (e.g. fishing) data on continuous scale, it should be taken in a continuous scale 
on the sensitivity side, and not to downgrade it into high/ medium/ low categories in order to combine 
it with sensitivity traffic lights.  

2.5 The Meeting discussed that it would be useful to consider how to combine the advantages of the 
different approaches to have a way forward for further improvements. 

2.6 The Meeting took note of the preliminary application of the indicator in Swedish waters, as presented 
by the chair of the group, Antonia Nyström-Sandman (presentation 3). The Meeting considered the 
exercise very useful.  

2.7 The Meeting discussed the intersection matrix, where both low sensitivity with high pressure and high 
sensitivity with low pressure result in moderate score, though the situations are ecologically very 
different. The Meeting further discussed the relevance of the selected pressures to the sensitivity 
estimations since in the Swedish example a combined pressure layer was used and not individual 
pressures together with sensitivities based on literature.  

2.8 The Meeting discussed that when the Cumulative Impact Indicator is used on very local scale, there is a 
need to know the detailed estimations for different pressures based on the available data and to 
combine the pressures with different pressure-specific sensitivities in order to obtain a meaningful 
intersection matrix.  

2.9 The Meeting discussed that one of the merits of the approach is that it identifies where the sensitive 
and key species are.  

2.10 The Meeting took note that the aim of Sweden was to make a first attempt to see if the Cumulative 
Impact Indicator could be used in Swedish waters. Sweden does not yet have information on the broad 
habitat types (BHT) available on utilizable scale, and hence substrate data could not yet be used.  

2.11 The Meeting discussed that more example studies are needed on different scales from local 
conditions and broader national and sub-basin scale. 

Agenda Item 3 Condition of habitat 

3.1 The Meeting took note of the presentation on overview and details of ‘Condition of benthic habitats’ 
indicator as presented by Georg Martin, Estonia (presentation 4).   

3.2 The Meeting took note of the presentation on state of the soft bottom macrofauna indicator as 
presented by Henrik Nygård, Finland (presentation 5).  

3.3 The Meeting discussed the exclusion of areas deeper than 60 m from the indicator assessment as 
applied for HOLAS II due to large areas of oxygen hypoxia in several HELCOM sub-basins below the 
halocline, and the respective recommendation to assess these areas with the oxygen debt indicator. 
The Meeting discussed that it would be good to find a solution for taking into account the deeper areas 
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with abundant communities and not affected by hypoxia in parts of these sub-basins , for example in 
Polish waters.  

3.4 The Meeting discussed the different approaches for setting the sensitivity of the species and noted that 
though it would have been best to use the same approach for the whole Baltic Sea, that was not found 
feasible for example due to areal differences in natural diversities.   

3.5 The Meeting discussed that it could be an interesting exercise to test how the BQI index, as well as 
other indicators, could be modelled in the ICES framework, supplementing or substituting the longevity 
of benthic macroinvertebrates component that is commonly applied. The Meeting discussed that it 
would be useful to have experts of EN Benthic to take part to ICES WGFBIT meeting to ensure that 
Baltic sea subgroup can link to the work done by EN Benthic experts. 

3.6 The Meeting discussed that the dependence of BQI of the substrate type could be modelled. How to 
split the soft sediments into smaller, utilizable entities is not yet clear, and for example the quality of 
BHT maps is not yet sufficient in all Contracting Parties. The Meeting further discussed that BHTs can be 
seen just as assessment units.  

3.7 3.7 The Meeting discussed that there is sediment data for sampling sites but the transfer of data to C-
squares is problematic, because they do not extend continuously over C-squares. The Meeting 
discussed that modelling approach is needed to integrate the point data into specific areas.  The 
Meeting further discussed that there is a need to find a combined way of assessing different types of 
habitats.  

3.8 The Meeting took note of the proposal from Finland for an assessment approach for D6C5, primarily 
based on status assessment of habitats (document 3-1). The Meeting considered the scheme to be very 
logic and worth developing further, although there are still some gaps in terms of status assessments 
that need to be supported by modelling. The Meeting discussed that the scheme has some elements in 
common with the condition of benthic habitats indicator.  

3.9 The Meeting discussed whether the arrow from risk-based assessment should go rather to overall 
assessment than status of the biotic component in question. 

3.10  The Meeting took note of the suggestion that members of EN BENTHIC also look over the 
additional slides provided at the end of the ICES presentation (available on the Meeting Site) since 
there was not sufficient time to discuss them in detail. It was briefly commented that the issue of 
building on common threads of work (e.g. in HELCOM, ICES, TG Seabed) could be a topic for discussion 
at the next meeting of the group to consider. Examples such as how the BQI and other indicators could 
be assessed at the C-square level, as group values, averages or preferably as raw data for each C-square 
(potentially the Baltic Sea subgroup of ICES could carry out a modelling exercise on how they distribute 
in the Baltic Sea relative to different pressures, including fishing intensity, oxygen depletion, as well as 
salinity and depth and shear stress) were mentioned.  

3.11 The Meeting discussed if an online meeting should be organized before TG Seabed meeting to 
discuss what could be presented as a HELCOM view to TG seabed.  The topic will be revisited closer to 
the date to discuss what can be presented to TG Seabed by that stage. 

3.12 The Meeting took note of the comment from ICES that HELCOM Fish Working Group has agreed to 
the draft Roadmap on Fisheries data, where the ICES assessment concept on the impact of fisheries on 
benthic biotopes and the HELCOM cumulative impact indicator are both presented.   
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3.13 The Meeting agreed that Finland and Estonia will look into the similarities between the condition of 
benthic habitats indicator approach and the proposal from Finland for an assessment approach for 
D6C5.   

Agenda Item 4 Defining and setting threshold values 

4.1 Due to time constrains, the Meeting postponed the discussion on defining adverse effects and setting 
threshold values to later correspondence and meetings of the network. 

Agenda Item 5 Assessment of Benthic habitats for HOLAS III 

4.2 Due to time constrains, the Meeting postponed the discussion on overall assessment structure to 
later correspondence and meetings of the network. 

Agenda Item 6 Any other business 

5.1 The Meeting agreed that a face-to-face meeting dedicated solely to the indicator work should be 
organized in autumn, and that it could be organized back-to-back with the annual EN Benthic meeting 
and the second habitat mapping workshop.  

5.2 The Meeting noted the need for further practical development and decision making to define the 
constellation of indicators and their respective data specificities (including potentially returning to 
several of the issues mentioned above) that will form the HELCOM assessment of benthic habitats for 
HOLAS III to address seafloor integrity and thus, also the evaluation of MSFD Descriptor 6. The Meeting 
agreed that the Secretariat and Chair will draft proposals for priority tasks with the aim of further plan 
and prepare towards a physical meeting in autumn, if the current global situation permits. The Meeting 
agreed to consider and edit proposals (see Annex II). Comments are to be sent to the Secretariat 
(laura.hoikkala@helcom.fi) by 31 March.  

5.3 The Meeting took note that the draft outcome will be sent to the Meeting Participants for commenting 
and approval. The final Outcome, together with documents and presentations considered at the 
Meeting, will be made available on the EN BENTHIC WS1-2020 Meeting Site under the Meeting 
Documents on the HELCOM Meeting Portal. 

 

 

 

mailto:laura.hoikkala@helcom.fi
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS1-2020-719/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS1-2020-719/MeetingDocuments/Forms/AllItems.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS1-2020-719/MeetingDocuments/Forms/AllItems.aspx
http://portal.helcom.fi:81/default.aspx
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Annex I. 
List of participants 
 

Name CP Name of organization E-mail address 
Alexander Darr DE IOW alexander.darr@io-warnemuende.de 
Antonia Nyström Sandman SE Aquabiota antonia.sandman@aquabiota.se 
Ari Laine FI Metsähallitus Parks & Wildlife Finland ari.laine@metsa.fi 
Birgit Heyden DE MariLim Aquatic Research, Consultant of 

the German Federal Agency for Nature 
Conservation 

heyden@marilim.de 

Christina Halling SE ArtDatabanken, SLU christina.halling@slu.se 
Georg Martin EE Estonian Marine Institute, University of 

Tartu 
georg.martin@ut.ee  

Grete Elisabeth Dinesen DK National Institute of Aquatic Resources, 
Technical University of Denmark (DTU 
Aqua) 

gdi@aqua.dtu.dk  

Henrik Nygård FI Finnish Environment Institute henrik.nygard@ymparisto.fi 
Kaire Torn EE Estonian Marine Institute, University of 

Tartu 
kaire.torn@ut.ee  

Marie-Louise Krawack DK Ministry of Environment and Food makra@mfvm.dk 
Mats Blomqvist SE Hafok AB mb@hafok.se 
Torsten Berg DE MariLim aquatic research GmbH berg@marilim.de 

Wojciech Kraśniewski PL Institute of Meteorology and Water 
Management, National Research 
Institute 

wojciech.krasniewski@imgw.pl 

Sebastian Valanko  ICES Sebastian.valanko@ices.dk 
Laura Hoikkala  HELCOM laura.hoikkala@helcom.fi 
Owen Rowe  HELCOM owen.rowe@helcom.fi 
Joni Kaitaranta  HELCOM joni.kaitaranta@helcom.fi 
Juuso Haapaniemi  HELCOM Juuso.haapaniemi@helcom.fi 
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Annex II. 
 

Preparations for the EN Benthic workshop/ dedicated meeting in Autumn 2020 
 

The expert network on benthic habitats agreed on the following preparations for the EN Benthic workshop/ 
dedicated meeting in Autumn 2020. Leads for each task have been indicated, and other Contracting Parties 
are invited to support the tasks. 

 

Small meetings of subgroups could be organised online to facilitate the work in the build up to an autumn 
meeting. Please contact the Secretariat with practical needs in this respect. All being well this work would 
be presented in document form, in as advanced a level as possible, 4 weeks before the autumn meeting of 
EN BENTHIC. Presentations and discussions will then be carried out at the meeting itself. 

 

1. Secretariat and Sweden (supported by Germany and Poland) to develop a document/schematic on 
how to put together an overall assessment of benthic habitats (e.g. MSFD D6 C1-C5) as a discussion 
starter to present to the group. 

2. Estonia and Finland to plan a consolidated view on assessing the condition of benthic habitats (i.e. 
MSFD D6C5). A common single approach that brings together the Finnish proposal and the Estonian 
indicator to a consolidated approach that meets the needs of Contracting Parties (including the 
new Commission Decision 2017/848). 

a. Overall plan, including consideration as to if these can be combined into a general overview 
indicator approach functional for all Contracting Parties. 

b. Consideration on what data and data flows are needed to achieve an assessment. 
c. An approach to address confidence in the assessment (possibly building on earlier work in 

the marmoni project (http://marmoni.balticseaportal.net/wp/)). Consider if a confidence 
approach can be applied to allow an assessment framework to be carried out across the 
region and the different input data be reflected by a confidence evaluation. 

3. Secretariat, guided by ICES guidance on physical loss and disturbance (and input from ICES as 
required) to test if possible to follow the approach proposed for physical loss and physical 
disturbance (e.g. MSFD D6C1 and C2). In the process, also identify possible issues and gaps, 
including in data flows.  

a. Secretariat, Germany and Sweden to discuss and present if and how the data layers used 
for loss and disturbance (e.g. MSFD D6C1 and C2), can be used as layers in the cumulative 
impact indicator or why alternative data is required. 

4. Germany and Sweden to explore what extent and level of assessment can be carried out for 
cumulative impacts across the region (e.g. based on available HELCOM MADS data and potentially 
on the results of the additional questionnaire under point 7). Together with Secretariat to identify 
data gaps, and Secretariat to check what can be done to develop the dataflows. 

 

The following aspects will be prepared as initial previews for autumn 2020 with the aim to develop them in 
greater detail for the spring 2021 meeting of EN BENTHIC. 

 

5. Secretariat, Sweden and Germany to develop a discussion paper on assessment scales and impact 
on threshold value setting. 

http://marmoni.balticseaportal.net/wp/)
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6. Sweden and Finland to develop a discussion document on how to assess/define ‘adversely 
affected’ for benthic habitats. 

7. Secretariat, Sweden, Germany, Finland, Estonia to consider if a questionnaire can be developed 
and shared with EN BENTHIC that would assess if the data is available nationally across the region 
to carry out the proposed assessments (as proposed from the above). 
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