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Second Indicator workshop of HELCOM Expert Network on Benthic 

Habitats (EN BENTHIC WS2-2020)  
The workshop was held online on 7 September 2020 from 10.30 – 13.30 (CET). Documents for the Workshop 

are available through the Second Indicator Workshop of HELCOM Expert Network on Benthic Habitats (EN 

BENTHIC WS2-2020) on the HELCOM Meeting Portal. The Workshop was attended by 26 participants, as 

listed in Annex 1. 

Document 1-1: Provisional annotated agenda 

Agenda item 1 – Adoption of the agenda 
1.1 The Workshop adopted the agenda. 

Agenda item 2 – General introduction to the indicator and the aims of the workshop 
2.1 The Workshop took note of the documents providing potentially relevant policy information, the most 

recent indicator report, and the initial threshold value proposals available in the meeting site. 

2.2 The Workshop took note of the presentation given by the indicator leads on the Cumulative impact on 

benthic biotopes HELCOM indicator (CumI) and the threshold setting proposal. 

Initial comments and response to the presentation included: 

2.3 Question raised as to consistency between approach outlined here in CumI and other German national 

processes and the approach applied in OSPAR BH3. The definition of ‘strong impact’ under the Habitats 

Directive and its correlation with the threshold value or boundary between moderate and low categories 

was also raised. Also considered as to if the sub-categories all categorised as adverse effects may be 

important to illustrate more strongly for managers as there may be considerable difference between the 

moderate1 and high categories in real terms of expected impacts (even if all above adverse effects). 

Clarified that the comparison with OSPAR BH3 is not identical as BH3 applied 9 disturbance categories and 

a different aggregation into 2 major categories of low and high disturbance for the assessment. The 

Habitats Directive work applies a three-class system to reflect deterioration (on extent and quality) and the  

upper class with stronger impact served as orientation for the proposed threshold of < 25% impacted 

biotope area, while the value of 10% unimpacted area was based on CBD Aichi Target 11 and UN SDG 14. 

National input will be required to support any regional and sub-regional variation in these values, where 

applied. 

2.4 The issue was raised as to if there is a need for the allowable spatial extent threshold values proposed 

(i.e. the <25% adversely affected and 10% unimpacted area) within the assessment targeted by CumI (e.g. 

to address a component of benthic habitat status and directly address MSFD D6C3). This received general 

support form a number of participants. Important to clarify that this is a general understanding and 

interpretation of the EU Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848, and that it is in alignment with processes 

under the EU (e.g. TG Seabed). 

2.5 Proposed that the definition of adverse effects with regard to expected impacts from physical pressures 

would be a stronger focus for discussion in the Workshop. This discussion is key to defining if the approach 

is suitable and where the threshold values are appropriately applied. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/MeetingDocuments/2-3%20Policy%20documentation%20with%20possible%20relevance%20to%20the%20Cumulative%20impact%20on%20benthic%20biotope%20HELCOM%20indicator.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/MeetingDocuments/2-1%20Att.1%20Cumulative%20impact%20on%20benthic%20biotopes%20draft%20pre-core%20indicator.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/MeetingDocuments/2-1%20Att.1%20Cumulative%20impact%20on%20benthic%20biotopes%20draft%20pre-core%20indicator.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/MeetingDocuments/2-2%20Att.1%20CumI%20threshold%20proposal.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-788/MeetingDocuments/HELCOM%20EN%20BENTHIC%20WS2-2020-CumI-thresholds.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017D0848
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2.6 The issue was raised as to if the proposed spatial extent threshold values are well grounded in ecology 

or if they are more closely aligned with policy requirements alone (some policy requirements being 

implemented for other reasons than achieving Good Environmental Status as the main priority). The aspect 

of validating the threshold values is thus key if such approaches are applied.  

2.7 The justification for the variations in the spatial extent values between sub-regions was questioned. 

Should variation be applied based on pressure(s) or activity occurrence/frequency considerations or should 

habitat status be considered independent of the applied pressures (i.e. due to the habitat itself). Needs to 

be clearly defined on which these variations are applied. 

2.8 The question was discussed as to whether there should be biotope-specific threshold values instead of, 

or in addition to, the subbasin-specific ones in the proposal.  

2.9 Impact differs depending on biotope, and impact assessment should consider the functioning of the 

ecosystem; including with regard to other descriptors. 

2.10 Fishing pressure (i.e. bottom trawling) is potentially subject to double counting in the current 

approach if the swept area ratio (SAR) value already fully includes the frequency of the fishing events. This 

needs clarification. The CumI leads interpreted the SAR value as not fully including frequency, so frequency 

is included separately in the current CumI approach. 

Clarification that SAR values include annual frequency components, but the separate frequency used in the 

CumI approach considers the frequency of fishing events during the entire assessment period. This reflects 

potential recovery times that influence the magnitude of fishing pressure. 

2.11 How the fishing pressure is cumulated over the 6-year period of the assessment also needs greater 

clarity on if it is aggregated or cumulative as such factors can influence the outcome and determine the 

precautionary level of nature of the assessment. The CumI leads explained that the procedure is 

documented in the indicator report. 

2.12 The specific details of the values or sensitivity components applied need clarification and references 

for their derivation as they are different from those applied in other similar work (e.g. ICES and OSPAR). 

Important to clarify how they have been selected and categorised in CumI.  

Initial clarification given that these values are derived from sub-division of categories applied in the 

OSPAR BH3 indicator and other referenceable material. 

2.13 Knowing and detailing the ‘limits’ of the CumI assessment are also key as the input data for 

example per C-square may reflect multiple fishing events though this is not specifically happening in the 

exact same placement within the given C-square. 

2.14 Potential adverse effects depend on pressure history. Possible impact might depend on whether areas 

are already disturbed or pristine. Such factors may influence the assessment.  

2.15 Is physical loss to be included within the proposed <25% that can be impacted under CumI and how 

this could create issues was raised (for example could it be misconstrued that increasing a pressure to then 

have loss was preferable as no longer covered under CumI assessment). 

Clarified that the CumI does not consider the loss component under the <25% proposed threshold values or 

in the CumI assessment at all, those aspects being addressed under separate assessments (i.e. MSFD D6C4 

and C5). 

Agenda item 3 – Threshold values discussion3.1 General agreement that there is a need to focus on 

defining what represents adverse effects in this context (i.e. physical pressures on the seafloor/benthic 

habitats). 
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3.2 General agreement that the aspect of ‘allowable extent’ spatial component of the threshold values 

proposal should be deferred to a later discussion on the basis that it may potentially not required in CumI 

(i.e. to address MSFD D6C3 where the threshold value for adverse effect is needed, and the actual extent of 

adverse effect is fed into the assessment of D6C5 where it is to be used in relation to the ‘allowable extent’ 

value) and that without prior steps being finalised the discussion on spatial extent can not progress. 

3.3 Question raised as to if there is an existing definition of adverse effects applied within the current EU 

processes. 

Clarified that discussions within the EU TG Seabed process are ongoing. It is accepted that the processes is 

not straightforward and that several of the issues under discussion at the workshop are highly relevant to 

issues being addressed in TG Seabed, such as: defining adverse effects, ecologically relevant assessments 

and scales and suitable threshold value application. 

3.4 Point raised that the EU Commission Decision (EU) 2017/848 clearly states the division of tasks related 

to MSFD D6C3 and C5, where threshold value setting for C3 is to be carried out with regional/sub-regional 

cooperation whereas Union Level agreement is to be applied in C5. 

3.5 Discussed that there should be a dual information flow related to benthic habitats work, as well as 

taking guidance from TG Seabed, EN BENTHIC should also provide latest developments to TG Seabed once 

regional approaches have been agreed on. This will support the work of both closely aligned work flows. 

3.6 Noted that there has been little feed back to date on the indicator report or the threshold value setting 

proposal (only comments on the indicator report from the EU were received so far) and that this is critical 

for making progress and gaining regional agreement for the way ahead. 

3.7 Noted that come countries are undergoing national processes and also implementing testing of CumI in 

their national areas. 

3.8 Clear step-wise process needed for progress to be made (see next agenda item). 

3.9 Question posed to the Workshop as to if the division between the categories, as defined in the indicator 

report, are acceptable and viable for carrying out the assessment. 

Issues raised in response included: 

a) How to identify which pressures are responsible for the loss/disturbance and what are the specific 

details (values, levels or factors) that form the basis for the divisions between categories. 

b) Can higher level data be introduced as fisheries data does for example exist in higher frequency and 

could benefit from not being categorised to the same extent as other data entering the CumI 

assessment. 

c) Clarified that loss resulting from the CumI assessment (and subsequently separated out from the 

resulting data for the physical disturbance assessment) can only be generated by aggregating 

multiple ‘high’ categories within the CumI. 

d) A single broad benthic habitat type (BHT) may contain multiple specific biotopes (distributed across 

it) and there may thus be multiple sensitivities reflected within a single BHT. Important to know 

how this influences the overall assessment. 

Noted that this can be achieved where detailed habitat maps are available. 

e) Noted that there is an extensive array of data entering the CumI assessment (both pressures and 

homogeneity of BHTs) that may be influenced by spatial scale of data, changes in SAR value 

calculations, and numerous other factors. But that the assessment does predict a valid assessment 

of the risk of impact. These uncertainties need to be reflected but this can be defined in the 

indicator (and confidence plus future improvements as data quality increases) but can help clarify 

the capacity and value of the predictive assessment offered by CumI and the precautionary nature 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32017D0848
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of it. It acts as a solid stepping sone to C5 but does not address status as required under MSFD 

D6C5. 

f) Applied sensitivities should be the latest and most scientifically justified. However, noted that 

developing and scientifically justifying sensitivity scores to use in the indicator is a research issue 

and well outside of the scope of the indicator development. Best current knowledge can be 

applied, and upgraded once improved. 

g) Key is to carry out intersessional work, gather detailed comments and issues from the region and 

then use these aspects to move forward. 

Agenda item 4 – Conclusions and next steps 
4.1 The extensive work carried out by the indicator leads was acknowledged. The Workshop expressed 

their thanks for the input and progress made.  

4.2 The wish for progress to be made on the topic and within the HELCOM region was acknowledged, but it 

was also discussed that the work is of major significance and the strong discussion at the Workshop 

reflected the importance of the work both nationally and regionally. These discussions should be seen as 

key to a strong assessment in the future and for management application. 

4.3 The Workshop concluded that the following next steps should be implemented, with intersessional 

work and national discussion required to achieve good progress at the next meeting of EN-BENTHIC 

(November 2020): 

a) The indicator leads will develop a table of pressures detailing the applied intensity and frequency 

values that underly the ‘magnitude of pressure’ part of the assessment and cumulative aspect of 

the CumI indicator categorisation process. This will facilitate the understanding of how multiple 

factors, once cumulated, result in the final assessment outcome. 

b) All Contracting Parties are to consider if the general assessment procedure applied in the CumI 

HELCOM indicator is viable for providing an assessment of expected impact of physical pressures on 

the seafloor (benthic biotopes/habitats). 

c) All Contracting Parties are to consider if there are specific technical aspects within the overall 

approach that need revision or further discussion, and to clearly document these issues for 

subsequent discussion. 

d) All Contracting Parties are to consider if the ‘base of the CumI assessment’ should be applied based 

on assessment units (spatial HELOCM divisions, and/or aggregations of them) or at a biotope level 

(spatial vs. thematic differentiation). The subsequent approach for assessing the ecologically 

relevant scales and incorporating the base assessment into an overall benthic habitat type (BHT) 

should also be discussed. 

The above issues should all be considered so that national opinions are available for good progress to be 

made at the November meeting of EN BENTHIC. 

4.4 At EN-BENTHIC 4-2020 (November 2020) a designated block of time in the agenda will be set aside for 

further discussion on this topic (a minimum of 4 hours will be set aside in the meeting agenda). The specific 

topics to be sequentially discussed, include: 

a) The CumI HELCOM indicator will only address an assessment of expected impacts due to physical 

pressures (i.e. MSFD D6C3). The discussion will focus on defining the boundary of ‘adverse effects’. 

A discussion on possible ‘allowable spatial extent’ thresholds may be returned to only once the 

main process has been agreed. 

b) Are experts in agreement with the general approach to carrying out an assessment of expected 

impacts via the CumI, including on the inclusion of all required pressures, the complexity of the 

assessment, and also the known and documented potential limitations of it. 
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c) How are the sensitivities and parameters applied to achieve the categorisations and cumulative 

aspect. Are experts in agreement with applied values and approach. 

d) What specific technical details (e.g. methodological components) need to be addressed to 

improved understanding, transparency of the indicator approach. 

e) What are key characteristics of the boundary between low and moderate that make it an 

appropriate threshold value (border) for the CumI indicator in terms of expected ‘significant 

impact’ or ‘adverse effects’ from physical pressures (i.e. what is the definition of the threshold 

value and adverse effects to be included in the CumI indicator report). 

f) Address if the appropriate assessment approach should be applied primarily on the assessment 

unit scale or biotope level, prior to aggregation to relevant assessment units. 

g) Address the appropriate ecologically relevant assessment scales for the CumI indicator to be 

applied and its results presented. 

h) Agreement on main aspects and plan to address smaller technical aspects of underlying assessment 

methodology. Submit conclusions to State and Conservation. 

*To try and separate the issues (e.g. more technical vs threshold values) and support a clear discussion on 

threshold values an annex has been made containing more technical issues that can be addressed after the 

discussion on threshold values has been completed (Annex 2). These issues are simple items selected from 

the above notes. 

Agenda item 5 – Other relevant issues and any other business 
4.1 Due to the focus on other discussions, above, these issues were postponed till further progress had 

been made on the required preceding steps. 

Agenda item 6 – Workshop notes 
5.1 This document. 
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Annex 1. List of participants at the Workshop. 
Contracting Party Name Contact details 

Denmark Marie-Louise Krawack makra@mfvm.dk 

Grete Elisabeth Dinesen gdi@aqua.dtu.dk 

Estonia Georg Martin georg.martin@ut.ee 

Kaire Torn kaire.torn@ut.ee 

EU David Connor david.connor@ec.europa.eu 

Finland Henrik Nygård henrik.nygard@ymparisto.fi 

Leena Laamanen Laamanen@ymparisto.fi 

Germany Birgit Heyden heyden@marilim.de 

Torsten Berg berg@marilim.de 

Alexander Darr alexander.darr@io-warnemuende.de 

Axel Kreutle Axel.Kreutle@BfN.de 

Markus Billerbeck markus.billerbeck@bsh.de 

Gesine Lange gesine.lange@nabu.de 

Kristine Brüggemann kristine.brueggemann@tiho-
hannover.de 

Latvia Anete Kubliņa anete.kublina@lvgmc.lv 

Ingrida Purina ingrida.purina@lhei.lv  

Poland Wojciech Kraśniewski wojciech.krasniewski@imgw.pl 

Sweden Antonia Nystrom Sandman 
(Chair of EN BENTHIC) 

Antonia.Sandman@aquabiota.se 

Norbert Häubner norbert.haubner@havochvatten.se  

Christina Halling christina.halling@slu.se 

Mats Blomqvist mb@hafok.se 

Russia Maria Pogojeva pogojeva_maria@mail.ru 

OSPAR (Observer) Laurent Guérin laurent.guerin@mnhn.fr 

Coalition Clean Baltic 
(Observer) 

Johanna Fox johanna.fox@naturskyddsforeningen.se 

HELCOM Secretariat  Laura Kaikkonen laura.kaikkonen@helcom.fi  

Owen Rowe Owen.Rowe@helcom.fi 
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Annex 1. List of more technical issues for potential discussion once threshold vale setting 

has been finalised 
2.10 Fishing pressure (i.e. bottom trawling) is potentially subject to double counting in the current 

approach if the swept area ratio (SAR) value already fully includes the frequency of the fishing events. This 

needs clarification. The CumI leads interpreted the SAR value as not fully including frequency, so frequency 

is included separately in the current CumI approach. 

Clarification that SAR values include annual frequency components, but the separate frequency used in the 

CumI approach considers the frequency of fishing events during the entire assessment period. This reflects 

potential recovery times that influence the magnitude of fishing pressure. 

2.11 How the fishing pressure is cumulated over the 6-year period of the assessment also needs greater 

clarity on if it is aggregated or cumulative as such factors can influence the outcome and determine the 

precautionary level of nature of the assessment. The CumI leads explained that the procedure is 

documented in the indicator report. 

2.12 The specific details of the values or sensitivity components applied need clarification and references 

for their derivation as they are different from those applied in other similar work (e.g. ICES and OSPAR). 

Important to clarify how they have been selected and categorised in CumI.  

Initial clarification given that these values are derived from sub-division of categories applied in the 

OSPAR BH3 indicator and other referenceable material. 

2.13 Knowing and detailing the ‘limits’ of the CumI assessment are also key as the input data for 

example per C-square may reflect multiple fishing events though this is not specifically happening in the 

exact same placement within the given C-square. 

3.9 Question posed to the Workshop as to if the division between the categories, as defined in the indicator 

report, are acceptable and viable for carrying out the assessment. 

Issues raised in response included: 

a) How to identify which pressures are responsible for the loss/disturbance and what are the specific 

details (values, levels or factors) that form the basis for the divisions between categories. 

b) Can higher level data be introduced as fisheries data does for example exist in higher frequency and 

could benefit from not being categorised to the same extent as other data entering the CumI 

assessment. 

c) Clarified that loss resulting from the CumI assessment (and subsequently separated out from the 

resulting data for the physical disturbance assessment) can only be generated by aggregating 

multiple ‘high’ categories within the CumI. 

d) A single broad benthic habitat type (BHT) may contain multiple specific biotopes (distributed across 

it) and there may thus be multiple sensitivities reflected within a single BHT. Important to know 

how this influences the overall assessment. 

Noted that this can be achieved where detailed habitat maps are available. 

e) Noted that there is an extensive array of data entering the CumI assessment (both pressures and 

homogeneity of BHTs) that may be influenced by spatial scale of data, changes in SAR value 

calculations, and numerous other factors. But that the assessment does predict a valid assessment 

of the risk of impact. These uncertainties need to be reflected but this can be defined in the 

indicator (and confidence plus future improvements as data quality increases) but can help clarify 

the capacity and value of the predictive assessment offered by CumI and the precautionary nature 

of it. It acts as a solid stepping sone to C5 but does not address status as required under MSFD 

D6C5. 
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f) Applied sensitivities should be the latest and most scientifically justified. However, noted that 

developing and scientifically justifying sensitivity scores to use in the indicator is a research issue 

and well outside of the scope of the indicator development. Best current knowledge can be 

applied, and upgraded once improved. 


