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Background 
The Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop was held on 16-18 October 2019 in Copenhagen, Denmark. The 
major output from the workshop was a work plan on indicators per topic: see hazardous substances 
indicator work plan (also provided below). This work plan details indicator-related work that needs to be 
addressed within EN-HZ, developed in line with agreed deadlines (e.g. autumn 2021 for indicator 
development), and consider the work proposed to achieve the HOLAS III assessment (Third State of the 
Baltic Sea assessment). 

In addition, interlinkages between themes (e.g. pollution-biodiversity) were also discussed at the workshop, 
as reflected in the workplan on that topic (also provided below).  

The Workshop was part of the HELCOM future work on indicators process, as endorsed by HOD 54-2018 
(Outcome paragraph 4.25, document 4-5) and subsequently developed with the guidance of GEAR and the 
HELCOM Indicator core group (GEAR 19-2019 Outcome paragraph 4.8). Information from the workshop is 
summarized in GEAR 21-2019 Document 5-7 Future work on HELCOM Indicators - Workplans per topic and 
Workshop output (including aspects such as including a causal framework) and HOD 57 2019 (Outcomes 
paragraph 4.51) approved the work outlined in Step 5 of the future work on HELCOM indicators process, in 
line with the agreed prioritization and plans outlined under each topic, as set out in Document 4-20 Future 
work on HELCOM Indicators (and the workplans within). HOD also took note of the point raised by Germany 
that in the work on indicators leading up to HOLAS III should also focus on crosscutting issues and how the 
indicators function across themes, using the crosscutting workplans developed during the second indicator 
workshop as a basis. 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information and support planning and discussion to further the 
work and meet the proposed goals. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%208%20Hazardous%20substances_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20Rev.1.docx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%208%20Hazardous%20substances_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20Rev.1.docx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%2014%20Biodiversity-Pollution_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators.docx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2054-2018-535/MeetingDocuments/Outcome_HOD%2054-2018.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2054-2018-535/MeetingDocuments/4-5%20Draft%20HELCOM%20work%20plan%20for%20indicators.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2019-2018-569/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20GEAR%2019-2018.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2021-2019-664/MeetingDocuments/5-7%20Future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20Indicators_Workplans%20per%20topic%20and%20Workshop%20output.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2021-2019-664/MeetingDocuments/5-7%20Future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20Indicators_Workplans%20per%20topic%20and%20Workshop%20output.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2057-2019.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2057-2019.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/4-20%20Future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20Indicators.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2057-2019-620/MeetingDocuments/4-20%20Future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20Indicators.pdf


Hazardous substances – a Work Plan for future work on HELCOM 
indicators 
Red text reflects additions made based on comments from the relevant Expert Groups after the 
Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop. These are mainly technical calrifications or reflect areas where 
further discussion is needed on details within the workplan. 

What is the optimal assessment? 
This Topic Summary provides a good overview of the optimal assessment. There are a number of 
further developments that can be achieved by HOALS III, in particular the improved contextual 
overview within which the indicators are placed, and several of the short-term information gathering 
exercises will lay the foundations for longer-term work in the future (e.g. on biological effects, 
contaminants in foodstuffs etc). 

What will be achieved by HOLAS III (e.g. operational indicators by autumn 2021), and 
how? 
In general the overall assessment of hazardous substances for HOLAS III will be relatively similar in 
structure to that achieved in HOLAS II. However, the workshop recommended that while the 
indicators form the basis of the HELCOM assessment (e.g. the integrated assessment) then effort is 
given to building substantial relevant supporting information that can place the indicator work in a 
scientific and ecologically relevant broader context. The following aspects should also be considered: 

• Division of the existing metals indicator: separated into three independent indicators for 
improved clarity since the sources of these substances (Hg, Pb, and Cd) are different (in EN-
HZ, by autumn 2021). 

• *Development of a Copper indicator: preview of data and potential assessment (by autumn 
2020) and further development by autumn 2021 (e.g. proposal on threshold values). 

• *An improved assessment of Diclofenac: further data calls and update by autumn 2021. 
NOTE: external processes may be relevant, e.g. EU processes related to threshold value 
setting and status as a priority substance or not. 

• *The TBT and Imposex indicator: reviewed in EN-HZ with a view to develop a path forward 
for it to become a core-indicator. Threshold values, the sensitivities of relevant Baltic species 
used, and the detection limitations need to be considered. Update on progress by EN-HZ 
autumn 2020, finalisation, threshold values and overview by State and Conservation autumn 
2021. 

• Review (at spring EN-HZ 2020) of threshold values for indicators to identify issues to follow 
up on. Issues include the status of PBDE and Diclofenac threshold values (link to EU 
processes), the definitions and role of primary and secondary threshold values (e.g. for 
metals) and the related monitoring requirements, and progress or clarity related to other 
threshold values for which study reservations exist. 

• *A review of supporting parameters required for indicator evaluation (e.g. TOC and Al/Li): 
needs to be carried out to determine the most appropriate method and also the impact 
changes may have on spatial and temporal data coverage. Initiated in EN-HZ in spring 2020. 
Changes should also be reflected in Monitoring and assessment guidelines. Cooperation with 
OSPAR and the EU EQS guidance should also be explored where relevant. 

• Review of oil spills indicator via IWGAS to determine if other substances can be reflected in 
the indicator and if/how temporal duration can be included. Initiate discussion on categories 
of acute pollution events and follow up requirements to address policy needs. Consider 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%208%20Hazardous%20substances%20Topic%20Summary.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Document%208%20Hazardous%20substances%20Topic%20Summary.pdf


short- and longer-term development options and in light of requirements of MSFD 
Descriptor 8. 

• Reproductive disorders, malformed embryos of amphipods HELCOM Indicator: expansion of 
spatial coverage to include countries where available. The work will continue with the 
indicator leads and the indicator will remain as a supplementary indicator for those 
countries applying the methodology. 

• The White-tailed eagle HELCOM Indicator text should be updated when the next reports are 
finalised to ensure other important factors are well considered, such as the biodiversity 
aspects of the indicator, the potential feeding of eagles in an area broader than just the 
Baltic Sea coastal environment and to reflect the balance between abundance and 
productivity (e.g. at what level does abundance influence the indicator evaluation, e.g. via 
competition). Monitoring and assessment guidelines developed. Update to EN-HZ in autumn 
2020, final adjustments completed by autumn 2021. 

• Include descriptive link, supported by data where possible, between state and load 
components for all indicators utilised in HOLAS III, inclusive of related human activities and 
relevant processes that may influence this link. Build on information collected under the 
Sufficiency of Measures work and review how indicators can help in form on all parts of the 
‘life-cycle’ of monitored hazardous substances. 

o It could be explored as to if, based on existing work, it may be possible to develop an 
understanding of which activities result in the largest inputs of hazardous substances 
(e.g. mapping the relevant activities to the indicators). This could build an 
understanding of if monitoring is appropriate (e.g. could it be valid to monitor an 
activity) or if the monitoring is also reflecting other aspects in the ‘life-cycle’ (such as 
waste water treatment). 

*The inclusion of these aspects will influence the CHASE integrated assessment (and potentially 
the MIME indicator assessment code), i.e. it will need adapting to include them in the integrated 
assessment. Inclusion of new substances will need development of the tools and the confidence 
assessment should also be adapted to improve the overall output (see resources). 

• Improved contextual information and broader understanding to support indicator 
evaluation. These could be applied as specific discussion ‘boxes’ in the report or within text 
and interpretation itself:  

o A review of monitoring data for priority substances (HELCOM and Water Framework 
Directive lists): This will clarify what substances are covered by indicators, if 
substances should be considered in future indicator work, or are substances, for 
which there are no indicators considered to be ‘of less concern in the region’ (plus if 
substances identified in lists may be of less concern in the region). Development of 
possible ´exclusion criteria´ could be part of the overall process. EN-HZ, CG PHARMA 
(plus PRESSURE and State and Conservation) jointly. Initiate at EN-HZ spring 2020 
meeting, overview in autumn 2020. Possible exclusion criteria by spring 2021 and 
finalised review by autumn 2021. 

o A summary of screening data: from national initiatives or research (e.g. non-target 
screening) on new and emerging contaminants. This aspect would provide an 
overview of current knowledge and offer insights on possible strategies to address 
emerging contaminants in future work. EN-HZ and CG PHARMA to initiate in spring 
2020, possible data calls, overview by autumn 2021. 



o A summary of sediment core data: particularly dated cores, to identify historic 
trends (especially for legacy contaminants and metals that can be analysed) and 
where available recent trends in emerging contaminants. EN-HZ and CG PHARMA to 
initiate in spring 2020, possible data calls, overview by autumn 2021. Exploration of 
the possibility to develop Background Assessment Concentrations (BAC) will also be 
examined on this basis (longer-term work). 

o A review of biological effects: to gain a broad overview of the information available 
in the region. A regionally agreed indicator could only be viable post-HOLAS III 
(longer-term). All available data (e.g. data on different methodologies and research 
information) should be gathered and reviewed as well as comparisons between 
approaches, if available. Biological effects indicators have the potential to act as 
early warning systems and it was recognised that they are in general more indicative 
of effects of broad groups of contaminants. Questionnaire sent out via State and 
Conservation, initial review at EN-HZ spring 2020. Review data in HELCOM COMBINE 
in light of questionnaire in autumn 2020 in a workshop back-to-back with EN-HZ 
autumn meeting (NOTE: current EN-HZ constellation does not include many 
biological effects experts). Possible data call and overview by autumn 2021. 

o Review of contaminants in foodstuffs data that is available in the region, collection 
of relevant scientific and national information, and initial testing of conversion 
factors to see if approach is viable. Initiated in EN-HZ in spring 2020. 

o Review of other supporting data such as contaminants in seal tissue, for example 
from projects such as BaltHealth. 

• Indicators assessing concentrations should improve (coverage and confidence) due to longer 
time series availability by HOLAS III. Implementing a process to review the data in HELCOM 
COMBINE at every spring EN-HZ meeting will support maximal inclusion of data (i.e. review 
excluded data). 

Longer term work should also consider optimal monitoring approaches and conversion factors for 
trophic level, both of which are aspects considered to require designated project to develop the 
initial information (see below). 

What aspects of the identified work represent the highest priority? 
• Revision and understanding of supporting parameters and normalisation in sediments (TOC 

and Li/Al). 
• Review of threshold values and follow up. 
• Further development of copper and diclofenac indicators. 
• Descriptive overview of all available ‘pressure’ (including sea-based sources) or inputs data 

in designated section/chapter per indicator. 
• Many of other supporting aspects can also be furthered within EN-HZ, though project basis 

would be beneficial. 
• Adjustment of MIME and CHASE tool in automated system to adapt to developments (at 

appropriate time, i.e. late 2021). In cooperation with OSPAR and ICES. High resource priority, 
but represented here since it is a later step in process. 

Is the proposed assessment policy relevant and ecologically relevant? 
The BSAP aims and objectives of a Baltic Sea undisturbed by hazardous substances, concentrations 
of hazardous substances close to natural levels, all fish are safe to eat, healthy wildlife and 
radioactivity at the pre-Chernobyl level are all supported by existing indicators and proposed work.  



MSFD D8C1 ‘concentrations of contaminants do not exceed threshold values’ – several existing 
indicators contribute to this primary criteria but the proposed review of priority substances lists, the 
review of threshold values and supporting parameters, and the further work related to diclofenac, 
TBT, and copper also support improvements. 

MSFD D8C2 ‘health of species and the condition of habitats not adversely affected due to 
contaminants including cumulative and synergetic effects’ – addressing this secondary criteria is 
considered to be an area for longer-term development (i.re. post-HOALS III). The initial review of 
available biological effects information will support progress and discussion started at the workshop 
would be valuable to extend in the future building across themes (e.g. with biodiversity and habitat 
experts) and exploring common ground and possible precautionary risk-based approaches. Following 
ongoing work within the EU (e.g. JRC in 2020) should also be carried out. 

MSFD D8C3 ‘spatial extent and duration of significant acute pollution events minimised’– the oil 
spills indicator covers certain aspects of this but the duration aspect and other relevant 
contaminants should be considered in the future. Consideration should also be given to defining 
‘significant pollution events’ and thus the trigger for follow up requirements (e.g. MSFD D8C4). 

MSFD D9C1 ‘level of contaminants in edible tissues of seafood does not exceed...’ – assessment of 
this in the most appropriate way was considered to be a long-term aspect since greater clarity is 
required on the most suitable approach. The review of available information proposed above to act 
as supporting information at HOLAS III is considered to be a good approach and would also allow a 
sharing of information with relevant EU bodies (e.g. the European Food Standards Agency, JNC, WG 
GES) to build a common way forward. Cooperation with OSPAR should also be explored. 

What are the resource needs (and period) to 1) carry out the work by HOLAS III 
(autumn 2021), and 2) for longer-term development issues (post-HOLAS III)? 

• Adjustment of MIME and CHASE tools in automated system to adapt to developments. 
Contract with ICES required – 8-12,000 Euros estimated (TBC). Needed 2021/2022. This is 
placed as high priority as it is work that can not be carried out within the expert group itself. 

• Lead country for Diclofenac indicator. 
• Joint pressure-state meeting (e.g. relevant people from EN-HZ, CG-PHARMA, PLC).  
• Workshop on biological effects back-to-back with future EN-HZ meeting. 
• Review of priority lists and other aspects could be more strongly implemented/ensured with 

projects (short-term projects of circa 3-6 months per topic, in 2020/2021). 
• Conversion factors for trophic position, including conversion to a common trophic position. 

Longer-term perspective and need for designated project or resources (estimated at 1-2 
years). 

• Longer-term: Project to document HZ monitoring approach regionally, analyse it and 
propose viable alternatives (e.g. implementation of master stations, spatial spread of 
monitoring, scales, etc). Estimated 18-month project. 

• Possible implications for acute pollution events related assessments (details not known). 

What integration of the indicators (i.e. those defined in question 2) is foreseen in 
HOLAS III? 

• CHASE tool for integration of substances/concentrations, as applied in HOLAS II. 
• Improvements needed for adding new substances or adjustments to supporting parameters 

(both in CHASE and other part of tool, MIME). 
• Improvements needed to assessment of confidence (CHASE). 



What across-theme issues exist (e.g. links between biodiversity and pollution) and 
how will these be considered in future assessments? 
This aspect is covered in a separate document on ‘Biodiversity-Pollution linkages’ as it covers 
hazardous substances, litter and noise. 

 



Biodiversity-Pollution interlinkages 
What across-theme issues exist (e.g. links between biodiversity and pollution) and 
how will these be considered in future assessments? 
The Workshop initiated discussion on the topic between hazardous substances experts and 
biodiversity experts. The discussion was considered to be at a very early stage as the issue has not 
been directly addressed within HELCOM previously, however it was considered that initiation of the 
discussion was important and that the topic needs to be addressed by a combined hazardous 
substances-biodiversity approach. It was proposed that within the HOLAS III process thematic 
workshops could be utilised to build on this start, initially reflecting the developments in a 
descriptive manner (e.g. at HOALS III) with further longer-term developments building from that.  

A number of relevant issues/questions were raised, on which future developments could be built: 

• How to define and consider effects of contaminants on species. 
• Are existing approaches appropriate and can they provide an approach to link (integrate, 

aggregate or infer) contaminants to biota and habitat. 
• Do biological effects indicators offer direct links or act as surveillance indicators related to 

the cumulative effect of the contaminant pool. 
• Is the white-tailed sea eagle productivity indicator representative of birds as a group. 
• What are the most appropriate species or groups within fish, birds and mammals. Are other 

biota more relevant-appropriate. 
• Are sensitivity scores a valid approach to consider. 
• Can existing biological-effects indicators be reviewed by other expert groups (e.g. 

monoporea approach by EN BENTHIC). 
• How to appropriately link the different monitoring carried out between different 

themes/topics to ensure spatial coverage and frequency enable integration. Is such a level of 
comparability required. 

Some possible avenues for further development were also discussed with the following components 
considered: 

• Litter-Biodiversity (larger pieces and microlitter) should be considered as supporting 
information in HOLAS III – but ongoing work required (including on harm) – and this can 
offer a direct linkage between litter and biodiversity. 

o Possible data call to support this for HOLAS III, and collation of scientific information. 
• Noise-Biodiversity also to be addressed as supporting review in HOLAS III. Use of distribution 

of mammals data and relevant noise parameters can provide an indication of the possible 
linkage. Future work proposed to be carried out jointly by noise and mammal experts.  

• Contaminant-Mammal health linkage offers an indication of how contaminants can 
contribute to a measurable parameters and inform on how they contribute to an overall 
cumulative impact. 
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