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Background 
The impact of fishing on marine ecosystems mainly concerns the commercially important fish stocks, but also 
benthic invertebrate and other fish communities, marine mammals, seabirds and the abiotic environment. 
Different types of fishing gear have different types of impacts on the marine ecosystems. The habitats are 
impacted by mechanical interactions with the gear that disrupts the habitat and its ecological communities, 
species are mostly impacted as direct catch (target species) or by-catch (non-target species). Different habitats 
and species have different sensitivities, a measure of tolerance (or intolerance) to changes in environmental 
conditions. Sensitivity can refer to both the ability to resist an impact or to recover from it. 

Impacts from fishing on habitats and species of the Baltic Sea have been analyzed by the BALTFIMPA project 

Inception Phase (2012-2013), and are detailed in the technical level of the preliminary version of the BALTFIMPA 

Generic Tool.  

The tenth meeting of the Baltic Fisheries and Environment Forum (HELCOM FISH-ENV 10-2014) suggested 
continuing activities aimed at minimizing negative impact of fisheries in marine protected areas. As the major 
actions the meeting recommended: further testing of the BALTFIMPA Generic Tool in real MPA cases, preferably 
where management plans are under revision, and also extending the Generic Tool to cover a greater span of 
species/habitat. At the same time, the meeting emphasised lack of reliable scientific information and stressed the 
importance of collecting reliable fisheries data that can be utilized for several purposes, e.g. the HELCOM Baltic 
Sea Action Plan, and Marine Strategy Framework Directive as far as EU countries are concerned. 

The attached document summaries policy background for fisheries management in Marine Protected Areas and 

the status of biodiversity and MPAs network in the Baltic Sea, as well as outlines the next possible steps to be 

taken regionally to support the Contracting Parties in their work to meet conservation objectives in relation to 

MPAs. . These next steps are proposed in the context of implementing the Baltic Sea Action Plan and Marine 

Strategy Framework Directive and relate to activities carried out by HELCOM Gear Group to address physical loss 

and damage to seafloor habitats in the Baltic Sea.  

Action required 
- provide feedback, as far as fisheries is concerned, on the outlined next steps to address physical loss and damage 

to the seafloor, and in particular to consider the scope of further work on BALTFIMPA Generic Tool and 

development of guideline for sustainable fishing practices in MPAs; 

- discuss the means/tools to achieve the results (data missing, expertise needed, how to organize the work, how 

to ensure support and involvement of relevant authorities) as well as the role of and contribution by the Group to 

the outlined next steps and reflect it in the Working Plan accordingly. 
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Policy framework 
One of the obligations of the Contracting Parties to the Helsinki Convention is to individually and jointly take 

all appropriate measures with respect to the Baltic Sea area and its coastal ecosystems influenced by the 

Baltic Sea to conserve natural habitats biological diversity and to protect ecological processes. Such measures 

shall also be taken in order to ensure the sustainable use of natural resources within the Baltic Sea Area. To 

this end, the Contracting Parties shall aim at adopting subsequent instruments containing appropriate 

guidelines and criteria.  

HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan, adopted in 2007, aims at achieving a good environmental status (GES) of the 

Baltic Sea by 2021. The Action Plan and its follow up commitments from the 2010 and 2013 Ministerial 

Meetings include a number of actions related to regional network of marine protected areas (MPAs), 

protection of species and habitats, and sustainable fisheries, including in MPAs, among others. 

The Baltic Sea Action Plan declares that the Contracting Parties have agreed that the Baltic Sea shall become 
a model of good management of human activities, including that all fisheries management will be developed 
and implemented based on the Ecosystem Approach in order to enhance the balance between sustainable 
use and protection of marine natural resources. 

The biodiversity section of HELCOM 2013 Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration includes a section for fisheries-
related actions, especially within Marine Protected Areas. The Ministers also decided to take action to 
reduce the negative impacts of fishing activities on the marine ecosystem minimizing unwanted by-catch of 
fish, birds and mammals in order to achieve the close to zero target for by-catch rates of the Baltic Sea Action 
Plan and minimize damage to sea bed habitats. 

In the Baltic Sea, the network of HELCOM MPA’s to a great extent overlaps with marine Natura 2000 sites 

designated by the EU Member States according to the Habitat Directive.  

 

Furthermore, the eight out of nine HELCOM countries implement the EU Marine Strategy Framework 

Directive which requires that a good environmental status of marine waters is achieved by 2020, and there 

are a number of biodiversity related descriptors for which GES needs to be achieved (biological diversity, 

non-indigenous species, elements of marine food webs, and seafloor integrity). 

 

To achieve or maintain GES, EU Member States are to undertake spatial protection measures as part of their 

Programmes of Measures. Such spatial protection measures are to contribute to coherent and representative 

networks of marine protected areas, adequately covering the diversity of the constituent ecosystems, such 

as special areas of conservation pursuant to the Habitats Directive, special protection areas pursuant to the 

Birds Directive, and marine protected areas as agreed by the Community or Member States concerned in 

the framework of international or regional agreements to which they are parties. 

 

The MSFD Programmes of Measures are currently under preparation in the countries, to be ready and 

reporting by the end of 2015 under MSFD Article 13 and to enter into operation by the end of 2016. HELCOM 

Group on the Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach (GEAR) works on preparing a joint documentation 

on regional coordination of Programmes of Measures, including existing and new measures, to be made 

available for the HELCOM Contracting Parties being EU Member States for their reporting of Programmes of 

Measures to the EU Commission.  

EU Common Fisheries Policy’s Basic Regulation also provides for designation of protected areas in the sea, 

where it should be possible to restrict or to prohibit fishing activities. Further, Member States should 

cooperate at regional level in order to adopt joint recommendations and other instruments for the 
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development and implementation of conservation measures and measures affecting fishing activity in areas 

protected by environmental law.  

There is a scope for cooperation between fisheries and environmental authorities on regional level in 

implementing these various regulations in order to secure that the conservation objectives are met, and 

parallel work on similar issues is avoided.  

 

Status of biodiversity and MPAs network in the Baltic Sea 
The Baltic Sea marine ecosystem has experienced drastic changes. Although the ecosystem of the Baltic Sea 

is naturally highly dynamic and natural fluctuations of climate and hydrography impact the ecosystem, 

human induced pressures like eutrophication and over-fishing have contributed to the impoverished status 

of the Baltic biodiversity. 

According to the latest assessment (BSEP 122, Ecosystem Health of the Baltic Sea, HELCOM Initial Holistic 

Assessment), only the Gulf of Bothnia is considered to have a largely favourable status of biodiversity and 

even large areas of the Bothnian Bay have an impoverished status. The Baltic current ecosystem no longer 

harbours as many of the larger animals, at the top of the food chain, as it used to.  

There are 69 species, or 3.9% and 59 biotopes, or 27% that are under the risk of extinction (BSEP 138, Red 

List of Baltic Sea underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes). The species at the risk of 

extinction in the Baltic Sea include populations of three mammal species, 22 species of birds, 14 species of 

fish, seven macrophyte plants and 19 invertebrates. 

Today, the network of Baltic Sea Marine Protected areas (HELCOM MPAs, formerly called BSPAs) has reached 

almost 14% of the sea. It includes a total number of 163 marine protected areas, covering an area of 53 642 

km2 of which 90% is marine area (Figure 1). However, according to the latest study (2013. HELCOM PROTECT 

-Overview of the status of the network of Baltic Sea marine protected area), the network is not yet effectively 

managed.  
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Figure 1. Baltic Sea Marine Protected areas (HELCOM MPAs) in June 2013. 

 

According to the HELCOM guidelines for management, management plans of MPAs are developed inter alia 

to prevent conflicts of interest and to ensure that specific nature conservation goals are reached. The 

guidelines further specify that different options exist to regulate or compensate harmful human activities 

such as restriction of activities in extent/space/time, e.g. ban of certain activities for a specific period, e.g. 

during breeding seasons or spawning periods. Not all MPAs have a management plan in force or in 

preparation. 

 

HELCOM Contracting Parties have reported threats facing the Baltic Sea Marine Protected Areas including 

among others commercial and leisure fishing. According to the most recent data, commercial fishing is 

considered as an existing threat to the MPA in 78 areas and a possible threat in 47 areas out of the total 163 

MPAs. However, only 53 of 163 marine protected areas are reported to have actions concerning fishing within 

their management plans. Of these management plans 23 require a permit for fishing, while 28 restrict fishing 

and only two forbid fishing in the protected area (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Activities that are forbidden, restricted or in need of a permission in the HELCOM MPAs, including 

fishing. 

 

Next steps to meet conservation objectives in relation to MPAs and address physical loss 

and damage to seafloor  
 

The work on Marine Protected Areas has been a core activity in HELCOM for decades, and HELCOM and its 

Contracting Parties have accumulated the good wealth of knowledge to underpin implementation of 

ecosystem based approach to human activities and to fully account for the needs of effective biodiversity 

protection. Yet, favourable conservation status of biodiversity and ecologically coherent and effectively 

managed network of marine protected areas have not been achieved.  

Currently HELCOM is undertaking, or is planning to carry out some additional work which will support 

consideration of conservation measures in marine protected areas and overall the speeding up of efforts to 

reach the agreed conservation goals. This includes mapping of Red Listed species, biotopes and habitants 

under the risk of extinction for spatial analysis and presentation, including in relation to MPA’s (2014), 

modernization of Baltic MPAs database (2014/2015), analysis of ecological coherence of the MPA’s network 

(2015).  

HELCOM Gear Group is developing a HELCOM Plan to fill in knowledge gaps in relation to GES. The Plan 
covers, among other, physical loss and damage to seafloor habitats and intends to outline the further steps 
and actions to be taken jointly to reduce pressures affecting the species, habitats and structures and 
functions of the seafloor. These steps are proposed to include: 
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1. Joint documentation on regional coordination of Programmes of Measures of the Contracting Parties 

being EU Member States (under Art. 13 of MSFD), including a stock-taking of national existing and 

planned measures to reduce physical loss and damage to the seafloor. 

This component of the joint documentation is coordinated by Estonia. Timetable: first draft of 

the report ready by the end of 2014, completed documentation by the end of 2015. 

 

2. Improve gathering of information on activities that are causing physical loss and damage to the 

seafloor. Timetable: in 2015 

The aim is to work out a systematic gathering of data on human activities causing physical loss 

and damage to the sea floor such as dredging and dumping bottom sediments; building pipelines 

wind power parks and other permanent structures; and also spatial information on type and intensity 

of commercial fishing (e.g. aggregated VMS data). The information resources will be built on existing 

reporting demands which will be extended to cover all relevant activities and will utilize the existing 

data portals. 

 

3. Develop joint principles for defining environmental targets. Timetable: initiated in 2015 and likely to 

continue in a medium-term. 

The environmental targets for seafloor integrity will have to take into consideration multiple 

human activities and will not only contribute to the development of Programmes of Measures but 

also affect plans for new activities. Joint principles will be based on scientifically proved vision of how 

much disturbance can the seafloor tolerate while maintaining GES and what kind of pressure to the 

seafloor is caused by technologies implemented for different kinds of human activities. Knowledge 

on impacts on the seafloor will be utilised as for developing core indicators on the status of and 

pressures on the marine environment as for developing measures aimed at existing pressure 

reduction and prevention of damage caused by new activities. 

 

4. Develop coordinated actions to protect seafloor integrity. Timetable: short- and long-term.  

These coordinated actions could include guidelines for management of activities affecting the 

seafloor, or consideration of spatial distribution of seafloor characteristics and habitats types in 

Maritime Spatial Planning. 

Part of such a coordinated action could be further work building on BALTFIMPA and developing guidelines 

and tools (Generic tool for MPAs management) for conservation measures aiming at sustainable fishing 

practices within HELCOM Marine Protected Areas, as well as /including fishing activities damaging seafloor. 

The guidelines would be of use nationally when implementing relevant legislation, and at the same time they 

would assist in reaching regional goals.  

 


