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Background 
This document contains key messages for the secondary parameter ‘Marine Mammals’, as provided by the 
lead author Anders Galatius. 
 
The draft is also available on the EN CLIME workspace: https://portal.helcom.fi/workspaces/EN%20CLIME-

167/Team%20Biota%20%20Ecosystems/CLIME_MarineMammals_condensedfinal_2_ag2.docx 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to review the final key messages, provide possible comments for finalization of the 

key messages and endorse them to be sent for peer review. 
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Marine mammals key messages 
 

Affiliation of experts 

Anders Galatius, Department of Bioscience, Aarhus University, Denmark (corresponding author) 

Markus Ahola, Swedish Museum of Natural History, Stockholm, Sweden 

Ida Carlén, Coalition Clean Baltic 

Antti Halkka, University of Helsinki, Faculty of Biological and Environmental Sciences, Helsinki, Finland 

Mart Jüssi, ProMare, Estonia 

 

1. Description   
There are three seal species and one cetacean in the Baltic Sea: ringed seal (Pusa hispida), grey seal 

(Halichoerus grypus), harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) and the harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena). 

Being at the top of the marine food web, these predators are sensitive to climate related changes throughout 

the ecosystem. Furthermore, the extent and quality of sea ice are important to the ice-breeding ringed and 

grey seals, while rising sea levels will eliminate or diminish haul-outs important for grey and harbour seal 

breeding and resting. 

(Links to other parameters: 

Sea ice and extreme events  

Sea level and sea level extremes, e.g. storm surges 

Wind and wind extremes (storms) 

Precipitation and extreme events  

Waves and extreme events 

Fish 

Fisheries  

Built structures (incl. offshore renewable energy constructions and maintenance) 

Pathogens 

Shipping 

MPAs) 

 

2. Where is the change seen first? Is it already happening? 
The Baltic Sea ice cover and the length of the ice season have already been reduced. This diminishes breeding 

success of ringed seals (high confidence), particularly in the southern areas and to a lesser extent, the 

breeding success of grey seals (medium confidence).  

3. What is expected to happen? 
Reduction of sea ice and snow for ringed seal pupping lairs will impact ringed and grey seal breeding (high 

confidence). Extirpation of ringed seals in southern areas and reduction of grey seal breeding to land sites is 

probable. 

Haul-out flooding in the southern Baltic will force out breeding seals. Reduction of harbour and grey seal 

occurrence to foraging individuals is likely (high confidence).  

Changed temperature and stratification, prey distribution, quality and quantity will affect all marine 
mammals, but aggregate effects on abundance and distribution are unpredictable. 
 

4. Other drivers 
Ice-breaking and shipping during winter exacerbate the reduction of sea ice (high confidence). 

Bycatch affects populations of both porpoises and seals (high confidence). 
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Disturbance affects seal distribution and recruitment (high confidence). Infectious diseases may affect seal 

abundance and distribution (moderate confidence). 

Ecosystem changes and overfishing are influencing availability of prey (high confidence).  

Contaminants may impair immune function and fertility (high confidence).  

Underwater noise may cause injury, displacement from habitats, disturbance of natural behaviours of all 

species and mask echolocation sounds of harbour porpoises (high confidence).  

5. Knowledge gaps 
Seal and porpoise foraging distribution and the relation of the former to haul-out sites is not well known.  

The requirement of ice habitat for successful breeding of ringed seals has not been sufficiently assessed. 

Land-breeding of grey seals is not surveyed in most countries 

Breeding success of ringed seals in normal winters is poorly known.  

6. Policy relevance 
Mitigation of other threats and pressures is important for the recovery of the stocks, and for ringed seals to 

compensate for diminishing breeding habitat.  

Artificial ringed seal lairs may mitigate breeding failure. Temporal shipping restrictions may reduce impacts 

on sea ice. Minimizing human disturbance in breeding areas of all species could improve reproductive 

success.  

Haul-outs could potentially be artificially sustained above water. 

Recovery of fish stocks would increase ecosystem stability and provide more prey for marine mammals. 

 


