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Terms of Reference for the indicator workshop of 
HELCOM Expert Network on Benthic Habitats (EN Benthic 
WS 1-2020).  

Location: Ministry of Environment and Food, Copenhagen, Denmark 

Date: 16 March 2020 

Background to the workshop 
An assessment of benthic habitats and seafloor integrity, to determine good status and progress towards 
good status, is a necessary and crucial part of HELCOM work. Such assessments will contribute to 
addressing policy initiatives such as the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) and the Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive (MSFD), and thereby support those HELCOM Contracting Parties that are also EU Member States. 
As stated in Directive 2008/56/EC, the Member States shall make an initial assessment of their marine 
waters, and determine a set of characteristics for good environmental status for the marine waters, on the 
basis of the qualitative descriptors. According to Descriptor 6 for determining good environmental status, 
sea-floor integrity should be at a level that ensures that the structure and functions of the ecosystems are 
safeguarded and benthic ecosystems, in particular, are not adversely affected. The pressures relevant for 
sea-floor integrity are physical loss (due to permanent change of seabed substrate or morphology and to 
extraction of seabed substrate) and physical disturbance to seabed (temporary or reversible). The Directive 
also states that due to the transboundary nature of the marine environment, Member States should 
cooperate to ensure the coordinated development of marine strategies for each marine region or 
subregion. Thus, there is a great need to coordinate and harmonize national initiatives to facilitate regional 
interpretation of criteria and use of common indicators. 

Successful implementation of the third holistic assessment (HOLAS III) requires early planning, and to 
facilitate effective indicator evaluations all development work in HELCOM indicators (i.e. methodological, 
threshold value approval etc) should be completed by autumn 2021 (document 4-19 of HOD 57-2019R). At 
the second HELCOM Indicator Workshop in October 2019 (Indicator WS 2-2019), a large number of issues 
for which clarity is needed were raised regarding benthic habitats (Workplan for future work on HELCOM 
indicators on benthic habitats). Most importantly, the existing indicators are, in general, not fully 
compatible with new MSFD criteria for Descriptor 6, or are not developed sufficiently to carry out test 
evaluations and regional implementation (i.e. operationalization). However, in line with the discussions at 
the indicator workshop and previous EN BENTHIC meeting there have been significant steps forward taken 
within EU and ICES processes, including: TG Seabed 1, TG Seabed 2, WK BEDPRES1, WKBEDPRES2, 
WKBEDLOSS, and the ICES scientific guidance resulting from the former three items.   

As the next assessment of benthic habitats (including according to MSFD D6) is still under development, 
and input from the Benthic Expert Network is much needed to prepare for HOLAS III, the indicator 
development process needs to progress quicker than would be possible within the timeframe of the annual 
meetings of the group. Furthermore, in light of the ongoing work in TG Seabed, a consolidated HELCOM 
expert view on the assessment of benthic habitats would be valuable, and could provide clear input to 
facilitate the guidance process.  

The Third Meeting of HELCOM Expert Network on Benthic Habitats (EN BENTHIC 3-2019) agreed to 
organize a workshop dedicated to the benthic indicator development in spring 2020, and the arranging of 
the technical workshop was approved by HOD 57-2019. The workshop will take place 16 January in 
Copenhagen, Denmark at the premises of Ministry of Environment and Food.    

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/4-19%20Draft%20Provisional%20Timeline%20and%20Preliminary%20Plan%20for%20HOLAS%20III.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%203-2019-656/MeetingDocuments/4-3%20workplan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20on%20benthic%20habitats.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%203-2019-656/MeetingDocuments/4-3%20workplan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20on%20benthic%20habitats.pdf
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Objectives 
Including, but not limited to: 

- Identification of the appropriate constellation of indicators to address benthic habitats and seafloor 
integrity (from a BSAP and MSFD perspective) in the Baltic Sea region. 

- Identification of what is required from each of these indicators to support a comprehensive 
assessment of benthic habitats (in particular to address MSFD Descriptor 6).  

- Clarifying of what can be achieved by HOLAS III (i.e. by autumn 2021) and drafting of a clear plan 
for this work, including roles and responsibilities to achieve it. 

To achieve the objectives, the indicators presented at the Third Meeting of HELCOM Expert Network on 
Benthic Habitats (EN BENTHIC 3-2019) will be thoroughly discussed and a way forward decided upon. This 
stage of the process will clearly define what is the optimal assessment, and if that cannot be achieved 
directly, what can be achieved by HOLAS III (autumn 2021). The workshop will continue earlier discussion 
such as: whether additional indicators are needed, if the existing constellation is viable (though possibly in 
need of adjustment), if separate indicators for hard substrate are required or how such currently 
unassessed aspects will be included.  

Bringing together all the relevant information in this expert workshop aims to clarify how relevant 
indicators with strong potential to be adjusted, developed and operationalized can be taken further. 

In particular discussions will be continued on: 

1. ‘Cumulative impact on benthic biotopes’, developed by Germany. At Indicator WS 2-2019, this 
indicator was identified as most appropriately addressing the new Commission Decision. The 
development of the indicator should be finished and made operational to assess D6C3 and D6C4 by 
HOLAS III.  EN BENTHIC 3-2019 discussed the approach, including categorization of the impacts and 
the possibility to have buffer distances agreed in HELCOM as a default setting if no specific data are 
available. Other issues that need further discussion are scaling and spatial and temporal resolution 
of the data. As a next step, further data processing will be addressed in order to improve the spatial 
and temporal resolution of the indicator and resulting potential/assumed cumulative impact as far 
as possible on the basis of the currently available underlying data. The ‘Cumulative impact on 
benthic biotopes’ indicator has been presented by HELCOM at commission level in TG SEABED.  

2.  ‘Condition of benthic habitats’ indicator, developed by Estonia. EN BENTHIC 3-2019 concluded 
that the indicator is data demanding, and that good maps are needed for the assessed habitats. It 
was however also discussed that the methodology behind the indicator was flexible enough to 
incorporate alternative/proxy data should optimal data be absent (and that could be reflected in a 
confidence aspect). The Meeting also started discussion on whether the indicator, which is based 
on approaches applied in the habitats directive, can be developed to be compatible with the new 
MSFD criteria. Therefore, a conceptual discussion on the indicator is needed. There are three 
directions which could be taken with the indicator: 1) It will be agreed that the indicator will not be 
used in the assessment, 2) the indicator will continue to be developed as a “normal” indicator and 
3) the indicator concept will be revised and the indicator will be developed as an umbrella 
indicator, aggregating information from other indicators (e.g. potentially addressing MSFD D6C5).  

3. A third possible indicator is the hard-bottom indicator that has been developed in Denmark. The 
indicator is vegetation based, assessing the depth distribution of the total cover and total cover of 
opportunistic species. However, the macro vegetation indicators can have similar response to 
changes in salinity and eutrophication, and hence the changes due to climate change would need 
to be extracted, and that the causal relationships may need further investigation. Also, in Lithuania 
the macro vegetation indicator does not function well as also the exposure notably affects the 
epiphytes. This indicator thus needs thorough discussion in the group before any decision can be 
made on further development on regional scale. 
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4. The role of the Soft-bottom macrofauna community indicator. The role of the indicator as a stand-
alone indicator, as a component of a ‘condition’ indicator, as combined with other substrates (e.g. 
hard) and as an indicator most appropriate for the assessment of eutrophication should also be 
considered. 

5. The assessment of loss and disturbance. In light of the ICES and EU work on the topic the 
assessment of loss and disturbance (i.e. MSFD D6C1 and C2) should also be considered. The 
methodologies proposed and data streams required to carry out an assessment should be 
evaluated so that other HELCOM groups can be informed of the needs and an appropriate 
assessment can be put in place by autumn 2021. It should be considered how to ensure good 
spatial layers for MSFD D6C1 and D6C2, identifying data gaps and considering which data layers 
could be improved to have higher resolution. Some data layers can be taken from HELCOM Data 
and Map Service as used for Baltic Sea Pressure Index BSPI)/ Baltic Sea Impact Index (BSII).  

In addition, the following issues are to be addressed: 

• Incorporating the outcomes of TG Seabed in definitions of disturbance and loss and categorization 
of pressures causing disturbance and loss, and follow up on discussion with TG Seabed on the 
scientific criteria and how to address the MSFD GES decision.  
 

• Selection of species and biotopes to be assigned to the benthic broad habitat types used for 
assessment, that are representative of a given ecosystem component (broad habitat type) and are 
relevant for assessment of state/impacts. The selected species or biotopes need to be relevant for 
assessment of key anthropogenic pressures to which the ecosystem component and its associated 
biota is exposed, including estimates of sensitivity and vulnerability to the pressures. Species or 
biotopes also need to be present in sufficient numbers or extent in the assessment area to be able 
to construct a suitable indicator for assessment.  

• Principles for aggregation or representation of species or biotopes to their corresponding broad 
habitat types need to be discussed and tested. 

• Crosscutting issues and how the indicators function across themes, using the crosscutting 
workplans developed during the second indicator workshop as a basis. 

To achieve the workshop objectives, the workshop should both agree on the directions to go with the work, 
including deciding upon the indicators to be included in the assessment, and to focus on practical aspects. 

Preparation  
The workshop will be planned by the Chair of EN BENTHIC in cooperation with the Secretariat and the 
indicator leads (Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany). 

The following information would be collated for the workshop to consider and build on: 

− Presentations and background information on current status of the indicators by the 
indicator leads. 

− Information from the EC TG SEABED meeting in November 2019, as the progress of the 
HELCOM indicators most likely will be presented at the third TG SEABED meeting in June. 

Tasks to be carried out during the workshop 
To achieve the workshop objective of a consolidated plan for the continued work on indicators for 
assessment of D6, the following tasks are carried out by the workshop: 

- To confirm the constellation of benthic indicators to be ready for HOLAS III (i.e. by autumn 2021). 
- To consider the open issues related to ‘Cumulative impact on benthic biotopes’ indicator and make 

a plan how to finalize the indicator for HOLAS III. 
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- To agree on the developing of the ‘Condition of benthic habitats’ indicator and, if it is decided that 
the indicator should be developed, consider and agree on a process to forward the issue. 

- To agree on the development of vegetation-based indicator for hard bottoms, and if it is decided 
that the indicator should be developed, consider and agree on a process to forward the issue.  

- To consider and agree on a way forward related to assessing D6C1 and D6C2 and in selection of 
species and habitats to be assigned to the benthic broad habitat types used for assessment, as 
described above.    

- To take the TG SEABED process and decisions into account where relevant and consider further 
dialog with TG SEABED. 

Workshop participants 
The workshop will be open to experts from all Contracting Parties and observers of HELCOM. There is a 
specific relevance to include indicator leads, members of EN BENTHIC, as well as additional experts that 
have participated in the Indicator WS2-2019 or in EN BENTHIC 3-2019.  

Outcome 
The expected outcomes of the workshop are; 

a) decision on which indicators to proceed with for HOLAS III and the next MSFD assessment,  
b) an agreed timeline and division of task for development and consolidation of benthic indicators for 

HOLAS III, 

c) updated Terms of Reference (ToR) Workplan for EN BENTHIC with regards to indicator 
development,  

d) recommendations and questions for TG SEABED 3 on indicators and assessment procedure. 
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