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Background 
This document contains the final report of the BSAC Working Group on Ecosystem Based Management (EBM 
WG) held online on 21-22 September 2020. One of the main agenda items focused on the update of the 
HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan, and measures proposed. The BSAC Working Group discussed and stated 
views on the relevance of proposed measures related to fish and fisheries. An account of these discussions 
is set out on pages 4 to 12 in the report. The BSAC Executive Committee agreed that the meeting report 
should be sent to the HELCOM Fish Group. 
  

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the final report of the EBM WG meeting.  

 

 



Working Group on Ecosystem Based Management 
Monday 21st September Tuesday 22nd September 2020  

FINAL REPORT 
 

1. Welcome by the Working Group Chair  
 
Nils Höglund, Chair of the Working Group on ecosystem based management 
welcomed all the participants. He referred to the record high attendance (over 50 people) 
and the important items on the agenda: stickleback, the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan 
(BSAP): outputs from the work done so far by HELCOM to update its BSAP, seals, 
mitigation measures concerning Baltic harbour porpoise, and salmon.1  

 
2. Apologies and adoption of the agenda 

The list of participants and apologies is on the BSAC website.2 

The agenda was adopted without changes. 
 
3. Stickleback    

 
The WG Chair noted that the BSAC had an initial discussion on stickleback during the 
BSAC Joint Working Group on 10th June 2020. All participants agreed that the growth of the 
stickleback population is a problem for the Baltic ecosystem. It was decided that this issue 
should be discussed in the EBM Working Group. He said that there will be presentation of 
the key information, and an initial discussion, with a view to developing the work in a future 
meeting of the Pelagic Working Group, and later to send messages to HELCOM and 
BALTFISH.   

 
Ulvi Päädam, Ministry of Environment, Estonia, presented the study on stickleback 
carried out in Estonia in 2017.3 She informed that stickleback is widely distributed in the 
Baltic. It hatches in coastal waters, migrates to the open sea, and returns to spawn after 
one year. It is abundant in the pelagic zone. Sticklebacks have high fat content and can be 
used in fish oil production, fishmeal, animal feed and fertilisers. There was an important 
local fishery of stickleback in Estonia in the 20th century. In their study they used 
hydroacoustic methods and trawling to assess the stock biomass, and bycatch rates of 
other pelagic species. The survey was conducted with a special, small trawl. A mesh size of 
3mm was used. The medium abundance of stickleback was 2.2-4.9 tonnes per nautical 
square mile, with high variation of abundance between rectangles. Monitoring of stickleback 
is recommended in order to assess the current population density. By-catch by number did 
not exceed 10% of pelagic species, but by weight amounted to approx. 25% of herring. 
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rates in commercial fishery have not been assessed. The study concluded that 
trawling during daytime gives a higher bycatch.  
 
Jens Olsson, PhD, Institute for Aquatic Resources, Swedish University of 
Agricultural Sciences4 presented the latest information available on stickleback, including 
recent trends in population development. A 50-fold increase of the population has been 
noted since 2000, and stickleback are still on increase. The majority of stickleback are 
found in SDs 27 and 29, and there are also significant numbers in SD 30. Stickleback 
predates on perch and pike larvae. They are also an important food resource for predatory 
fish, seals and birds. Since the early 1980 more and more places in the Baltic have been 
controlled by sticklebacks. They decrease the quality of the habitat by causing 
eutrophication symptoms. Sticklebacks compete for food with herring and sprat. The drivers 
behind population development of stickleback include eutrophication, fishing and climate 
change, but these are still not fully known.  
 
The WG Chair thanked Ulvi Päädam and Jens Olsson for their presentations. 
 
Discussion: 
A representative of the anglers asked about bycatch of post-smolt salmon, and about the 
occurrence of stickleback in SD31. Ulvi Päädam noted that bycatch of salmon smolt was 
noted in one study.  
Jens Olsson underlined that sticklebacks play an important role in the ecosystem and 
should not be wiped out. The reason for a lower abundance of sticklebacks in SD31 could 
be due to strong salmon rivers, and a high population of ringed seals which feed on 
sticklebacks. There are indications that an increased population of seals could favour an 
increase of stickleback population.  
Responding to a question from the Chair as to whether sticklebacks are sensitive to fishing 
pressure, Jens Olsson noted that it is a short-living species, and it could easily be fished 
down.  
A representative of Lithuanian fishermen referred to his input sent to the BSAC 
Secretariat before the meeting,5 calling for quick steps to initiate commercial fishery for 
stickleback to help fishermen in a critical situation. Fishing for stickleback would help to 
rescue the Baltic cod. 
A representative of Swedish fishermen noted that according to the observations made 
by fishermen, there are plenty of stickleback in SD 31. The Swedish fishermen would like to 
start fishing for this species, under good, long-term management based on science. He 
referred to the fact that over 300 tonnes were caught as bycatch on only 2 fishing trips, 
targeting pelagic species. Such bycatch lowers the quality of the targeted catch. A smaller 
mesh size should be introduced for this fishery  



to a representative of German fisheries, sticklebacks also feed on eel on the 
North Sea coast.  
A representative of Danish fishermen noted that ecosystem-based management with 
sound scientific background should be used for a stickleback fishery. All impacts of this 
fishery on the ecosystem should be taken into consideration. However, a precautionary, 
monitored pilot fishery could be initiated without any delay and further developed together 
with scientific advice.    
 
A representative of OIG noted that scientific advice should be provided by ICES before 
starting the fishery for stickleback.  
 
The ExCom Chair stated that the issue should be discussed in the BSAC Pelagic Working 
Group. The group should meet as soon as possible, and discuss how to approach a 
stickleback fishery in a controlled and responsible manner.  
 
A representative of OIG referred to the fact that the drastic growth of the stickleback 
population might be a consequence of habitat destruction and collapse of predatory fish 
stocks.  
 
Some fisheries representatives noted that stickleback fishery should be carried out on a 
large scale, not only in costal zones. A smaller mesh size should be introduced.  
 
Jens Olssen suggested carrying out a risk analysis before initiating a fishery.  
 
The representative of DG MARE noted that it would be useful to clarify whether the main 
purpose of opening a fishery is commercial exploitation of this species or a wish to improve 
the ecosystem. 

A representative of small scale fisheries noted that it is important to weigh the food link 
between stickleback and cod in an ecosystem-based perspective. The stomach content of 
cod has always consisted of stickleback in combination with, for example, herring and sprat. 
Stickleback is thus an important food resource for Baltic cod. Moreover, stickleback is less 
widespread in the southern Baltic Sea than in the areas further north. He asked if there 
could be a connection whereby stickleback has increased more in the northern part of the 
Baltic Sea, where the cod stock has been weak in recent decades and not able to predate 
as hard on the stickleback stock, as may have been possible in the southern parts of the 
Baltic Sea, where there was more cod than in the rest of the Baltic Proper. If so, it may be 
important to regulate future directed fishing for stickleback only in those areas where the 
prevalence of stickleback is high. This would give the eastern Baltic cod stock the best 
conditions for recovery. 

The WG Chair took note that there was no strong opposition expressed by the WG to 
fishing stickleback; issues raised concerned bycatch, quota management, including mesh 
size, and the need to take an exploratory approach.    

The Working Group decided to recommend to the ExCom that further work should be 
done in the Pelagic Working Group or in a dedicated Focus Group.  



4. With HELCOM:  update on the revision of the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) 
 

The WG Chair informed the participants that in updating the HELCOM BSAP, HELCOM 
had received 138 proposals for new measures/actions.6 All the proposals have already 
been given a technical going through by experts and working groups. He asked the working 
group to give some of the proposals a health check, to make sure they follow a level playing 
field in terms of applicability and relevance.  
 
Markus Helavuori, Professional Secretary, HELCOM presented an overview7 of the 
HELCOM structure and work, including the Baltic Sea Action Plan review process.   
The main objectives of the BSAP, adopted by the HELCOM Ministerial Meeting in 2007, 
refer to eutrophication, hazardous substances, biodiversity and marine activities. The 
HELCOM Ministers agreed to update the BSAP by 2021 with the aim of setting out a robust 
action plan for continuous achievement of the agreed HELCOM vision of a healthy Baltic 
Sea environment.  
HELCOM is well underway with the revision of the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP). Several 
meetings have already been held, and HELCOM plans further meetings to evaluate 
proposed new actions for the updated Baltic Sea Action Plan. Work has included analysis 
of the sufficiency of measures that has been carried out to support the BSAP update, as 
well as synopses on new actions for the updated BSAP that have been submitted to 
HELCOM. A first full draft of updated BSAP will be presented to the Heads of Delegation 
meeting in December 2020 for adoption.  
 
Discussion:  
A fisheries representative asked about the HELCOM budget and noted that holistic 
assessments require an understanding of regime shifts. Another fisheries representative 
drew attention to the fact that a holistic assessment and approach are needed in order to 
solve many issues related to the state of the fish stocks. In his view, some measures 
proposed in the BSAP revision process are outside the range of HELCOM. For example, 
the assessment of the effectiveness of MPAs as a measure to improve the state of the fish 
stocks lies outside HELCOM range and should be carried out by ICES.    
 
Markus Helavuori replied that the HELCOM budget is based on the contributions from the 
contracting parties and has remained at the same level for the last 15 years. In view of an 
increasing number of meetings, the budget is hardly sufficient. Half of the 30 employees of 
HELCOM are project-based. He replied that regime shifts are dealt with under the HOLAS 
III project which gives an update on the overall state of ecosystem health in the Baltic Sea. 



highlighted that a wide range of proposals, included under eutrophication, shipping and 
agriculture, have an effect on fish and fisheries.  
 
The WG Chair underlined the important role of the BSAC in the consultation of the BSAP. 
The BSAC input contains the positions of the fisheries sector, as well as of NGOs. 
Fishermen must be consulted and involved before any measures that have an impact on 
fish and fisheries are implemented. It underlines the need to have the fisheries sector 
included in the consultation process of the new BSAP. He agreed that some proposed 
measures fall under the scope of the CFP. Input from the BSAC can go forward to the next 
HELCOM FISH meeting.8  
The WG Chair informed that for the actual discussions, in order to generate BSAC input, 
he had selected a number of the proposals to look at in detail.9  
The WG Chair referred to the proposals already agreed at the meeting of the EBM working 
group on 18th -19th September 2019, later adopted by the ExCom. These had been listed in 
the background note provided by the Secretariat.10 For the purpose of this meeting, he 
highlighted: stickleback, alternative gears, data collection, seabed integrity, marine 
protected areas. 
 
The Working Group discussed the relevance of the measures related to fish and fisheries. 
 

Establish an effectively and equitably managed, ecologically representative 
and well-connected system of highly protected marine protected areas (MPAs), 
covering a minimum of 30 % of the Baltic Sea area by 203011. 

 
Aimi Hamberg, representing Coalition Clean Baltic explained the rationale behind the 
proposal submitted by CCB. In order to halt biodiversity loss and mitigate the effects of 
climate change, the MPA network must cover at least 30% of the Baltic. Each MPA should 
contain a no-take zone. It is believed that such a measure will help to improve the state of 
living resources.  
 
Some fisheries representatives underlined that there must be a distinct strategy 
concerning the establishment of MPAs, with clear objectives. Fishermen should be part of 
the discussion on MPAs. Top-down decisions should be avoided. They do not see a 
pragmatic reason to accept a 30% MPA coverage in the Baltic. They underlined the need to 
assess the effectiveness of MPAs in nature protection. According to some scientific 
assessments, no-take zones do not have a direct positive impact on the fish stocks. No-
take zones move the fishing effort to other areas. Another fisheries representative 
underlined that positions of different stakeholders should be respected.  
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effectiveness of the measures should be evaluated before taking any decisions on 
MPAs. MPAs should be established on a temporary basis, taking into account natural 
variations in the environment. 
 
Some OIG representatives referred to the need to combine marine and fisheries 
management. They noted that according to the modelling, a 30% MPA coverage fulfils the 
obligation of nature protection. Marine activities, such as shipping and fishing must be able 
to demonstrate that they have no impact on nature. They wished to see more no-take 
zones in the Baltic in order to see how nature can restore itself without the impact of human 
activities. One OIG representative underlined the lack of proper management in MPAs, and 
referred to the report published by WWF in 2018.12 Many MPAs are part of the Natura 2000 
network and fall under the legal framework governing these areas. Any human activity 
should be assessed against its environmental impact.  
 
Markus Helavuori, Professional Secretary, HELCOM noted that actions concerning 
MPAs are already included in the current BSAP. There are related actions on renewing or 
updating guidance on establishing MPAs. HELCOM is not setting a number without taking 
science into account. Each MPA should have a management plan.  
 
A representative of anglers referred to their position on angling in MPAs,13 stating that 
less than one per cent of MPAs prohibit recreational angling. Public access to marine and 
freshwater fishery resources for recreational activities where appropriate and under 
management systems for resource sustainability should be allowed. He noted that public 
control and monitoring of MPAs may help to ensure compliance and bring the costs of 
control down. Fishing gears should be assessed against their impact on the environment. 
Low impact fishing should be prioritised in MPAs.  
 
A representative of small scale fisheries expressed the view that a compromise must be 
reached between the requirements of nature conservation and economy. In his view, the 
measures adopted should take into account the benefits and disadvantages for all sea 
users.   
 
The Working Group did not reach consensus on MPAs. The Group agreed that monitoring 
of the effects of MPAs is needed.    



set of seven measures for coastal fish from Swedish University of Agricultural 
Sciences14 
 
The WG Chair informed that this proposal was made by SLU Aqua to restore coastal fish 
communities. A set of measures is suggested: 1. Restoration of coastal spawning habitats 
2. Restoration of lost stony reefs 3. Enhanced protection of coastal fish habitats 4. 
Establishment of no-take areas 5. Seasonal closures 6. Catch regulations 7. Follow-up and 
knowledge sharing. These measures should be considered as a science based set of 
support measures.  
 
A fisheries representative stated that this proposal needs further evaluation, and should 
only be considered as a scientific project, not a management tool box. 
 
A representative of recreational anglers noted that the measures were already in use, 
and are being handled by BALTFISH and Member States.  
 
An OIG representative praised the holistic approach to fisheries management in the 
proposal.  
 
Mandatory use of Acoustic Deterrent Devices and closures of static net fisheries 
in MPAs and areas of high bycatch risk, to minimize bycatch of the Baltic Sea 
harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena)15 
This measure was discussed under agenda item 6. 
 
Analysis of pressures affecting fish stocks16 
 
The Working Group took note of the fact that this action will be further clarified, as there 
may be some overlap between this proposed action and other proposals submitted.  
 
A fisheries representative commented that an analysis should be conducted to gather 
existing knowledge and increase the knowledge base on factors such as population 
abundance, prey availability, health status and distribution in relation to pressures other 
than fisheries. In addition, on the basis of this analysis, measures should be taken to 
improve conditions for e.g. cod stocks, and this goes beyond the management of cod 
and other fish stock under the CFP.  
 
 
 
 



Agree to collect fisheries data on both large and small-scale vessels17 
 
The fisheries representatives were of the view that this comes more under the scope of 
ICES, and is an integral part of the Commission proposed revised control regulation.  
 
The Working Group took note of the fact that this issue is covered by the roadmap for 
fisheries data.  
 
Collect representative data on fishing effort and by-catch of birds, mammals and 
non-targeted fish species at species level18 
 
The fisheries representatives noted that the implementation of this measure includes the 
collection of additional data on total fishing effort per métier, such as net length combined 
with soaking time in the case of gillnets, and cannot be accepted, as it adds an additional 
workload on fishermen who are first of all obliged to report the catches. 
 
The Chair commented that a previous working group had noted that there needs to be a 
clear need for data, and thought given to how fishermen can handle data collection.  
  
Conclude a complete set of indicators for the assessment of fish stock health, also 
including size and age distribution19 
 
The Working Group agreed that indicators needed for the assessment of the criteria 
indicative for a healthy fish stock need to be developed. Besides fishing pressure, there 
must be a biomass level and an indicator for size and age structure in a fish population.  
 
Fisheries representatives expressed concern about the spreadsheet approach to this 
proposed measure, and noted that if the focus is on coastal fish populations, a local 
approach is needed, rather than a one size fits all.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



steps to make progress on cooperation between HELCOM and fisheries 
management (e.g. BALTFISH) to improve implementation of BSAP20 
 
The WG Chair informed that the title will be revised: Further elaborate cooperation between 
BALTFISH and relevant HELCOM working groups to facilitate achieving of good 
environmental status. 
 
The Working Group agreed that the co-operation between BALTFISH and relevant 
HELCOM working groups will be beneficial to a holistic approach of achieving 
environmental objectives. 
 
Ensure effective implementation of the Landing Obligation (LO) as required by 
Common Fisheries Policy (CFP)21 
 
The Working Group did not agree on this proposal.  
An OIG representative referred to the poor implementation of the landing obligation. The 
WG chair commented that by proposing it to HELCOM included the need to address it 
across the entire Baltic, as well as creating gears to avoid bycatch.  
Several fisheries representatives were of the opinion that implementation of the Landing 
Obligation falls under the CFP, fisheries control and related agencies, and is not 
appropriate for the BSAP.  
 
Guidelines and regulation of the design and use of acoustic deterrent devices22 
(This measure was also discussed under Agenda item 6.) 
The WG Chair noted that the aim of this proposal is to establish common HELCOM 
guidelines for the design and use of acoustic deterrent devices (ADDs). These guidelines 
should help to reduce disturbance of non-target species and reduce disturbance on target 
species to the level required for the desired mitigation effect. It should also reduce the price 
of ADDs. It is a step towards a measure.  
 
A fisheries representative noted that the effectiveness of deterrent devices should be 
assesses on a case by case basis, because different devices are used to scare seals and 
harbour porpoise. 
  
An OIG representative supported the proposal to set common guidelines for ADDs.  
 
The Working Group took note of the proposal as an approach towards guidelines.  



National environmental permitting authorities to take into account possible impacts 
on weak migratory fish stocks, particularly salmon, as recognized by ICES or 
nationally, and how this may compromise the ability to reach agreed river specific 
fish population targets23 
 
The Working Group agreed that this upstream measure should be included in the BSAP. 
 
Phase out all recreational fishing on eel by 202224  
Prioritising mitigation measures in rivers for eel and other fish migration25 

Some fisheries representatives noted that the fishing industry is contributing to the 
rebuilding of the stock by restocking. If a total ban on eel fishing is introduced, the 
restocking will be terminated. They agreed that mitigation measures for eel should be 
prioritised in rivers.  
  
A representative of the anglers referred to the position on eel,26 and underlined that all 
targeted fishing for eels, commercial as well as recreational, at all its life stages should be 
stopped, and all anthropogenic impacts that decrease production and escapement of silver 
eels should be reduced or kept as close to zero as possible.  
 
A representative of German anglers referred to the minority position27 of the German 
anglers, who find that a total fishing ban is a counter-productive way to protect and rebuild 
eel stocks. It would lead to a withdrawal of organised anglers from restocking and 
monitoring, which is worth millions of euros. In Germany, this could lead to the extinction of 
the eel. The path taken to rebuild stocks based on regional eel management plans, that do 
not explicitly exclude fishing for eel, should therefore be continued. 



further expansion of fishing effort to areas not already impacted by existing 
fishing activities28 
Reduction of fishing pressure and development of Good Environmental Status 
delineation, supported by no go areas to determine benthic species recovery and 
potentially natural communities29  

Some fisheries representatives noted that in principle, the industry is not against the 
protection of benthic habitats. However, it is opposed to proposed blanket measures 
targeted at limiting access to fisheries. In their view, benthic habitats can be protected in 
many other ways than by eliminating fishing. Moreover, there is a need for discussion on 
technical solutions by way of alternative gears.  

An OIG representative noted that more explanation is needed to clarify the proposals. 
Such scientific reference areas should be established in order to compare undisturbed 
seafloor with areas intensively fished. Another OIG representative found the proposals 
beneficial for protecting the benthic communities and biodiversity. 

Development of strategies for preventing fishing gear loss in the Baltic Sea by 
analyzing the fishing strategic context and available options for fishing gear 
marking30  
A representative of WWF Poland presented the proposal concerning joint strategies 
across the Baltic for preventing gear loss, including fishing gear marking options, tested 
under the MARELITT project. Marking gears with RFID should be tested on a larger scale.  
 
A fisheries representative referred to the ongoing process to review Annex V of 
MAPRPOL on rules for reporting lost gears.   
 
Another fisheries representative drew attention to the fact that recreational gears should 
be included in the strategy. He could not support the proposal without knowing if the 
devices used for gear marking are practical and economically viable.  
 
Some fisheries representatives underlined that gears are marked under the provisions of 
the EU regulations, and losses must be reported. They questioned the purpose of 
introducing a new system of marking, solely for the purpose of identifying the owner. 
Fishermen feel responsible for any gear loss, and always try to retrieve them. 
 
An OIG representative explained that the RFID system is primarily aimed at identifying the 
gear owner. She offered to make a presentation of the system at one of the next BSAC 
working group meetings.  



system could also be used monitor fishing gear loss rate, including information 
regarding the type of net, exact location, and possible cause of gear loss. 
 
An OIG representative encouraged the use of innovative systems of fishing gear marking, 
such as those using RFID technology, which can help towards gear identification. He 
supported the initiative from WWF that includes further development of RFID technology in 
the HELCOM area.  
 
A representative of anglers supported the proposal to prevent loss of recreational gillnets.  
 
The Working Group agreed that recreational gears should also be taken into account in 
any strategy concerning prevention of gear loss. 
  
Development of alternative fishing gear to replace gillnets with the aim of avoiding 
incidental bycatch of marine mammals and seabirds and seal-fisheries conflicts31 

The Working Group did not discuss this proposal, due to lack of time. The participants 
were invited to send their comments to the BSAC Secretariat.  

 
5. Baltic seals and fisheries 

Discussion on possibilities for improved coexistence of Baltic seals and 
fisheries 

 
The WG Chair noted that the seal conflict with fishing has come to the top of the agenda, 
and it remains there. In 2018, the BSAC produced a list of topics to be dealt with at a 
HELCOM/BALTFISH workshop on seals (practical solutions, management topics). This 
included gear change, deterring devices, other non-lethal measures, selective hunting, 
compensation schemes.32 The BSAC submitted a proposal to amend the regulation on 
trade in seal products.33 The BSAC also issued a statement on illegal killing of seals.34  
The BSAC has been informed of measures applied by Member States to regulate seals.  
He asked the participants to inform on any new developments concerning this issue. 
 
 
Some fisheries representatives underlined that the only way to reduce the conflict is to 
reduce the number of seals, not necessarily by culling. They noted the urgency to take 
action. The cod stocks in the Baltic are heavily infected by parasites from seals.  



ecosystem approach calls for including all aspects of the conflict, including the choice 
of what should be the priority: the seals or the cod.  
 
A representative of small scale fisheries noted that Member States should share their 
experience in mitigating conflicts, including education on how to hunt seals in a proper way. 
Another representative of the same sector underlined that MPAs are considered to be 
restaurants for seals. Seals have practically wiped out salmon from mouth of the Vistula 
River, Poland.  
 
A representative of anglers stated that if MPAs are closed to fishing, for the benefit of 
spawning stocks, regional development of seal stocks can prevent the MPA from reaching 
its goal. He called for an active management of seals within MPAs that are created with the 
goal of protecting fish stocks. 
 
An OIG representative appreciated the fact that the fishing industry considers other ways 
of minimising the conflict than culling. In her view, the BSAC should look for measures 
which allow the co-existence of seals and fishermen, to ensure compliance with the 
European Green Deal on the protection of biodiversity.  
 
The WG Chair noted the interest of the fishing industry to mitigate the conflict between 
seals and fishermen, also by using other measures than culling.  He also noted the wish 
expressed to provide benefits to the ecosystem as a whole, and this involved the need to 
make choices.  
 

6. Mitigation measures concerning Baltic harbour porpoise populations  
 

Discussion of the ICES special advice  
Henn Ojaveer, ICES ACOM vice-chair presented the ICES advice on the mitigation 
measures concerning Baltic harbour porpoise populations.35  He explained the background 
to the request whereby ICES had evaluated the measures proposed by NGOs for the Baltic 
Proper harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) and recommended several spatio-temporal 
and technical amendments.  
For the Baltic Proper harbour porpoise, ICES proposes a set of five bycatch mitigation 
measures that, if implemented as a whole, are expected to reduce bycatch. These 
measures are a combination of gear focused spatio-temporal closures of fisheries and the 
use of pingers in static nets (i.e. trammel net, gillnet, and semi-driftnet) fisheries. If the 
Baltic Proper harbour porpoise management unit is to meet the management objective of 
achieving bycatches below the potential biological removal (PBR) limit (< 0.7 individuals per 
year), all fisheries of concern should be closed.  
Management measures can only be effective when applied for a longer period of time.  
 



aspects are not included in this advice. Bycatch, anthropogenic pollution 
and underwater noise are the major threats to the Baltic Proper harbour porpoise. He 
referred to ongoing issues with data availability and quality, and which contribute to high 
levels of uncertainty in the estimation of population abundance, distribution, bycatch, and 
other major threats for small cetaceans. The abundance estimate data used comes from 
the SAMBAH project. Observer coverage is well below 1% of the total effort in most 
fisheries.  
ICES recommends enhanced monitoring to assess effectiveness of management 
measures, and to make population abundance and bycatch mortality estimates more 
precise.  
Conservation objectives set out under relevant EU legislation (HD & MSFD) need to be 
defined more quantitatively. Many EU Member States have not yet established baselines or 
reference levels for population abundance or pressures, such as bycatch, against which the 
status of the species can be assessed. ICES therefore reiterates its previous advice that it 
is willing to assist competent authorities to establish limits for anthropogenic mortality, 
against which human impacts can be assessed. It remains uncertain whether this group 
constitutes a population or a subpopulation; there are significant genetic differences 
between the Belt Sea and the Baltic Proper harbour porpoises. Thus, the Baltic Proper 
harbour porpoise should be managed as a separate management unit.  
 
A fisheries representative highlighted the need to improve the methodology for assessing 
the density of harbour porpoise population in the Baltic in a SAMBAH II project, so as to 
give more certainty in counting the individual harbour porpoise. He referred to the driftnet 
ban in the Baltic and asked if it had had a positive impact on the harbour porpoise 
population. 
 
The ICES representative referred to the fact that ICES had used the best available data in 
the special request advice, including the SAMBAH report.36 ICES noted ongoing issues with 
data availability and quality, contributing, among others to high levels of uncertainty in the 
estimation of population abundance, distribution and bycatch. The Baltic Proper harbour 
porpoise should be managed as one management unit. He also underlined that the 
measures recommended by ICES in the special advice should be used as a package. The 
effect of the driftnet ban had not been discussed.  
 
A representative of OIG clarified that the calculations made by SAMBAH were based on 
complicated methods based on detection, described in the report. The porpoise click 
detections from the C-POD locations that yielded data were processed using a computer 
algorithm, designed by the SAMBAH team to exclude other confounding sounds. 
Notwithstanding some uncertainties, the population of harbour porpoise is still considered to 
be critically endangered.  
 
One fisheries representative highlighted the risk of seal predation on harbour porpoise. 
He called for the implementation of management measures for the seal populations in the 
Baltic. 



A fisheries representative sought clarity on the geographical distribution of the Baltic 
proper harbour porpoise and whether all Member States must agree jointly on one 
population based threshold.  
 
Henn Ojaveer clarified that the focus is on the Baltic proper harbour porpoise only; 
seasonal migrations had been considered in the advice, and the risk noted that the Baltic 
proper harbour porpoise moves to the west in winter. There should be only one threshold 
level for the Baltic proper harbour porpoise. 
 
 
A representative of German small scale fishermen commented that a much better 
alternative to total closures is the use of electronic deterrent devices such as PALs. He 
highlighted experience by German fisheries with this device, and its functionality has been 
tested by a neutral body (Thünen Institute of Baltic Sea Fisheries). Its use is legally 
possible, time should not be lost, and the harbour porpoise should be protected as soon as 
possible, without driving them away from their habitat, and at the same time enabling the 
use of selective and energy saving fishing gear. There is no need for area closures, as long 
as the protection goal can also be achieved through other measures that largely the goals 
of environmental protection and fishing activities. There should not be discussions about an 
outdated technology (PINGER), which has so far been used as the basis for all 
recommendations. He called for an examination of the PAL system, and if additionally 
required, through a corresponding request from the BSAC. A Member States should co-
operate to find the optimal technical solution and test the devices.37 
 
Some OIG representatives noted that acoustic deterrent devices should be obligatory on 
all nets and in the entire Baltic. They noted that the benefits of mitigating the bycatch 
outweigh the risks related to the use of deterrent devices. They drew attention to the 
obligation for Member States to restore the harbour porpoise population under the 
provisions of the Habitats Directive. With reference to PALs, it was explained that PALs are 
not using a deterring sound in a frequen but instead tries to mimic a 
warning call of the porpoise. They continued to point out that PALs are not sufficiently 
evaluated to be considered effective. 
 
A fisheries representative underlined the need to take into account the socio-economic 
consequences of any measures implemented to protect harbour porpoise in the Baltic for 
fishermen and carry out economic impact assessment. Another fisheries representative 
agreed that long term measures should be introduced to restore the population of harbour 
porpoise. However, the advice must be confronted with the real world, and the socio-
economic impact of measures assessed. They also drew attention to the risks related to the 
widespread use of pingers. Any solution should be cost-efficient and easy to apply for 
fishermen.  
 

37 Article from Science provided by Wolfgang Albrecht after the meeting  
http://www.bsac.dk/getattachment/Meetings/BSAC-meetings/Ecosystem-based-working-group/1-s2-0-
S0165783620302496-mainFromWA.pdf.aspx?lang=en-GB 



fisheries representative and OIG representative highlighted that the ICES advice was 
presented as a package: they asked whether the advice can be broken up. What would the 
consequences be if one item was taken out of the package?  
 
Henn Ojaveer explained that this had been very thoroughly discussed during the 
formulation of the advice. Agreement was on a package of the recommended emergency 
measures, but not monitoring. If one item is taken out, further discussions are needed in 
relation to management objectives and the risks entailed. ICES did not evaluate these 
consequences Also, as already mentioned, addressing socio-economic issues were not 
part of this advice. 
 
A fisheries representative returned to the definition of driftnets and the consequences for 
the use of gillnets if classified as a type of driftnet.  
  
The WG chair noted that the technical naming of gears is not in the advice, whereas the 
use of pingers is required on all gear.  
 
A representative of the Estonian government stated that pingers should only be 
obligatory in high-risk areas, where there is a high density of harbour porpoise. She 
requested that in areas of low abundance of harbour porpoise, thought should be given to 
the fact that disadvantages of using pingers might outweigh the advantages. She asked the 
ICES representative how big the bycatch rate could be if pingers are not used in the areas 
of low abundance of harbour porpoise.  
 
The ICES representative underlined that high/low density areas of the Baltic proper 
harbour porpoise were not separately considered in the ICES special request advice. 
Therefore, the bycatch rate estimate, if pingers are not used in low-abundance areas, had 
not been evaluated.  
 
Several OIG representatives reverted to the use of pingers and their rationale.  
 
A fisheries representative repeated the recommendation to use other devices than 
pingers, as well as selective gears and innovative solutions. A fisheries representative 
pointed out that in his Member State, gillnets are the most popular gear used by 
recreational fishers, not commercial; the purchase of acoustic deterrent devices will be 
expensive.  
 
The WG Chair took note of the use of commercial static gear in recreational fisheries and 
referred to the recommendation by his OIG organisation not to distinguish between 
commercial and recreational fisheries, as well as a recommended measure to the HELCOM 
BSAP to develop alternative gear to replace gillnets. 
 
A fisheries representative agreed that it is the gear that is in question and not the user. 
However, increasing restrictions on gears in order to avoid different bycatch will end up 
targeting all gears used. He expressed concern about the advice to keep catches below 0.7 
individuals. Focus should be on the repetitive catch above and beyond what the harbour 
porpoise can reproduce.  



The WG Chair addressed the BALTFISH Presidency representative and asked about the 
status of the political discussions in BALTFISH.  
 
The BALTFISH representative referred again to the areas of low abundance of harbour 
porpoise, which is a serious issue, and sought clarity on what would be the bycatch if such 
areas are omitted. 
 
Henn Ojaveer reiterated that ICES had not evaluated the risks according to different 
densities of harbour porpoise. He stressed that the advice is based on the best available 
science, whilst expressing the uncertainties. The measures suggested are emergency 
measures, but implementation is recommended over a longer term.  
 
A representative of the OIG reiterated the obligation for Member States to protect and 
restore species under the Habitats Directive. If this is the best advice available, it should be 
followed.  
Another representative of the OIG explained the implications of catching one female 
harbour porpoise from the existing population. The example cited of one Finnish harbour 
porpoise had been caught by recreational gear.  
 
The representative of DG Mare commented that this is a sensitive issue. The advice 
provided by ICES is not political, but it does have a legal background. It is advice provided 
in a new area, relating to sensitive species and also includes the Habitats Directive and the 
Technical Measures Regulation. DG Environment are working on this matter with the 
possibility of following infringement procedures.  
 
Henn Ojaveer thanked the Commission for guiding throughout the advisory process as 
observer. It is a complex issue, and ICES has ambitious plans for the bycatch advice of 
protected, endangered and threatened species.  
 
The WG Chair underlined that this is a new subject area, hence the questions raised, and 
which touche on multiple layers. He thanked the ICES representative for presenting the 
special request advice and for answering the questions.  
 
The WG Chair decided to abandon the draft document with recommendations from the 
Secretariat and instead address the special advice paper from ICES, as well as the 
BALTFISH revised proposal.  
 
With respect to the closures advised by ICES38 (Table 4, page 7 of the ICES advice, 
measures 1-5) the Working Group members had divergent views. 
 
Measure 1. Closure of the Northern Midsea Bank to all fisheries, with the exception of 
passive gears proven not to bycatch harbour porpoise (this includes pots, traps, and 
longlines, but excludes static nets equipped with pingers or other acoustic devices).  
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fisheries representatives noted that they could accept temporal closures (eg. of 
nursery areas during the breeding season), but they do not see the reason to close the area 
all year-round. In their view, permanent closures of large areas have a destructive 
economic impact on fishermen.  
 
The Working Group agreed that closures must also be seen in the context of other sea 
uses (gravel extraction, windmill parks), and should not only be directed at fisheries.  
 
Representative of the Swedish and Polish small-scale fishermen did not support the 
proposed closures, and noted that the proposal to close several Natura 2000 sites in the 
coastal waters for gillnet fishery will be devastating for fishermen. Measures in force to 
protect the cod stocks have already reduced their fishing opportunities to flatfish.  
 
The representatives of OIG noted that the area referred to under Measure 1 is the most 
important area for Baltic harbour porpoise and supported the closure, as well as other 
measures proposed in Table 4 of the ICES advice as a package, implemented year-round. 
According to ICES, this area has the highest detection rate of harbour porpoise year-round. 
 
Measures 2a and b. Closure of the Natura 2000 bank och 
Midsjö for fishing with static nets.  
 
Some fisheries representatives questioned the need to ban gillnet fisheries if they use 
acoustic deterrent devices and if pingers are shown to be efficient.  
 
The representatives of OIG highlighted the high density of harbour porpoise in these 
areas, the need to create refuges for them, and thus core areas to be clear of certain 
metiers, as well as pingers, which are not 100% efficient.  
 
The Working Group agreed that closures must also be seen in the context of other sea 
uses (gravel extraction, windmill parks), and should not only be directed at fisheries.  



Measure 3. Closure of the Natura 2000 sites Adlergrund (DE1251301), Westliche 
Rönnebank (DE1249301), Pommersche Bucht mit Oderbank (DE1652301), 
Greifswalder Boddenrandschwelle und Teile der Pommerschen Bucht (DE1749302), 
Ostoja na Zatoce Pomorskiej (PLH990002), Wolin i Uznam (PLH320019), and the SPA 
site Pommersche Bucht (DE1552401) for fishing with static nets during November

 
 
With respect to the closure of the Natura 2000 sites in the Polish and German coast39 for 
fishing with static nets during November (advice number 3), some fisheries 
representatives agree that these areas require protection by means of seasonal closures 
due to the by-catch of birds. These closures should be implemented according to best 
available scientific advice, in the period from November until January, as advised by ICES. 
 
Measure 4. Obligatory use of pingers on static nets in the area west of the sandbank 
Ryf Mew within the Zatoka Pu Helski Natura 2000 site (PLH220032), 
with the concurrent closure of static net fisheries in the area east of the sandbank 
Ryf Mew within the Za Natura 2000 site.  
 
With respect to the obligatory use of pingers on static nets in the area of the Puck Bay and 
Hel Peninsula, with the concurrent closure of static net fisheries in the area,40 the 
representative of the Polish small-scale fishermen did not support the proposed 
measures; he drew attention to the rare occurrence of harbour porpoise in the area. With 
respect to pingers, in his view fishermen are ready to use them, but it must be remembered 
that pingers also attract seals. 
 
Measure 5. Prohibit the use of static nets without the simultaneous use of pingers 
during May in EU waters between the southwestern management border41  

Some fisheries representatives were reluctant about the widespread use of acoustic 
deterrent devices. They highlighted practicalities and challenges of their use on all gillnets 
and recommend their use in specific areas. There is a need to have a discussion on their 
application in an operational way. With respect to the use of acoustic deterrent devices, 
some representatives of recreational fishery mentioned the challenges, such as high 
costs, and associated problems of monitoring and control. 
 
The representatives of OIG supported this widespread use of acoustic deterrent devices 
in low density areas and covering larger parts of the Baltic, and underlined that recreational 
fishing with nets should by no means be excluded from such demands. 

(DE1251301), Westliche Rönnebank (DE1249301), Pommersche Bucht mit Oderbank 
(DE1652301), Greifswalder Boddenrandschwelle und Teile der Pommerschen Bucht (DE1749302), Ostoja na 
Zatoce Pomorskiej (PLH990002), Wolin i Uznam (PLH320019), and the SPA site Pommersche Bucht 
(DE1552401)
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Control, monitoring and enforcement (Accurate spatio-temporal recording of 
fishing effort, increased dedicated monitoring of bycatch of PETS, 
monitoring of harbour porpoise occurrence,  compliance control of 
mitigation measures) (ICES Advice table 5) 

The Working Group agreed on the need for continued long-term monitoring. This includes 
strong support for a SAMBAH II project.   

One fisheries representative highlighted the need to improve the methodology for 
assessing the density of harbour porpoise population in the Baltic in a SAMBAH II project.  

With respect to fishing activities, the Working Group agreed that control and long-term 
monitoring are important ingredients. However, the Working Group was not unanimous on 
the means: fishermen see cameras as an invasive tool, whereas some representatives of 
the OIG consider them useful. This requires further discussion, and the BSAC is committed 
to finding workable solutions.  

On GPS tracking, fisheries representatives did not see this having a direct impact on 
reducing the by-catch of harbour porpoise, and they therefore do not see the need to 
include this in the emergency measures for harbour porpoise.  

The coastal fishermen recommended that any form of tracking device must be robust, so 
it is possible to use it safely on open boats. 

With respect to bycatch, some fisheries representatives noted the reluctance to report 
due to the threat of closures. They underlined the importance of a dialogue with fishermen 
to build trust and understanding that the individual fisherman will not be punished, or that 
reporting of such rare events will not result in immediate closure of operations, but instead 
have a detailed discussion on what more can be done to avoid this or to change location 
and timing of fishing. If trust is broken, it will mean total closures and bans as a result.   

Funding  

The Working Group strongly recommended that financial support is provided for the 
purchase of acoustic deterrent devices. The costs must be covered by the European 
Maritime Fisheries Fund. Coordinated orders and purchase of acoustic deterrent devices 
should be recommended in order to lower the costs. 

******** 

In relation to both the ICES special request advice and the BALTFISH Presidency revised 
draft proposal, it was difficult to find common ground in the BSAC. Nevertheless, the 
Working Group agreed the following consensus points: 

- the BSAC supports continued monitoring, in order to clearly establish the size of the 
porpoise population and its development. 



the BSAC accepts MPAs as a protective measure for harbour porpoise, whilst underlining 
the importance of taking an adaptive approach to changed realities and conditions.42 

- the BSAC underlines that any measures taken must include both commercial and 
recreational fishing, and that other activities, such as windmills and gravel extraction in or 
around protected areas, must be addressed.  

- the BSAC fully supports the use of acoustic deterrent devices, if this allows for continued 
use of gillnets. 

- the BSAC recommends that all Member States support any measures with funding from 
the EMFF, so as to make sure that the financial burden put on fishermen using passive 
gear is alleviated. 

The Working Group discussed the revised draft BALTFISH Presidency Joint 
Recommendation on Mitigation measures to prevent bycatch of Baltic Proper 
harbour porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) in the Baltic Sea fisheries 43  

The Working Group considered the BALTFISH Presidency revised draft paper, and took 
note of the changes compared to the first version [presented at the BALTFISH Forum on 7th 
September 2020]. Discussions focused mainly on the ICES special request advice, and the 
revised BALTFISH proposal was compared to the ICES advice.  

A majority of the fisheries representatives supported the proposals put forward in the 
revised draft BALTFISH Presidency Joint Recommendation. They supported the 
introduction of obligatory use of acoustic deterrent devices only in the areas of the highest 
risk of bycatch of harbour porpoise, and to limit the number of closures. One fisheries 
representative opposed the conservation measure 2 to completely close Natura 2000 areas 
in the Swedish EEZ without the opportunity to use gillnets with acoustic deterrent devices. 

The fisheries representatives recommended that the obligatory use of ADDs in the 
BALTFISH Presidency proposed conservation measure 4 should be applied according to 
the ICES advice (i.e. during November January), in the area defined. 

The representatives of OIG were of the opinion that the draft BALTFISH Presidency Joint 
Recommendation is not ambitious enough to secure the adequate protection of the critically 
endangered population of harbour porpoise throughout the entire Baltic Sea. For example, 
the proposal leaves the entire coastline of Finland, as well as the three eastern Baltic states 
coastlines without any measures at all. The measures proposed in the draft will not be 
sufficient to restore the population. They strongly supported the package of measures 
proposed in the ICES advice. 

42 BSAC basic principles on fisheries management measures in NK2 and protected areas

http://www.bsac.dk/getattachment/Meetings/BSAC-meetings/Ecosystem-based-working-group/harbour-
porpoises-JR-draft-rev-BSACPDF.pdf.aspx?lang=en-GB 
 



addition to the above BSAC views to the BALTFISH presidency draft proposal, the 
Working Group recommended that the Baltic Member States take note of the issues 
raised by the BSAC in connection with the ICES special request advice on measures to 
protect Baltic harbour porpoise. These concern: marine protected areas, use of acoustic 
deterrent devices, improved data collection, monitoring and control, socio-economic 
impacts, and funding. 

The Working Group decided to ask the Secretariat to draft the BSAC recommendations 
concerning management measures to avoid bycatch of harbour porpoise in the Baltic and 
adopt them in written procedure by the BSAC Executive Committee and sent to the 
Commission and the BALTFISH Presidency as soon as possible. 
 
 
 

7. Salmon management plan 
 
The WG Chair reminded the Group that the issue was raised by the BALTFISH Presidency 
at its Forum meeting on 7th September 2020. The Presidency informed that it is very likely 
that the Commission will withdraw its proposed multiannual plan for salmon. He noted that 
the BALTFISH meeting discussed whether there is still a will to elaborate such a plan. 
Several stakeholders had urged continued work on this, towards finalising a plan. A holistic 
approach towards a plan had been recommended. 
 
Several representatives of the OIG and anglers agreed that given the existence of 
several weak salmon stocks, there is a need to implement a salmon plan in the Baltic. The 
management targets in individual rivers cannot be reached without a plan. The plan should 
include stock specific measures, and should cover all those targeting the salmon. 
Moreover, the plan should be more recovery oriented than harvest oriented. It was noted 
that the plan should be in place under the CFP requirements and the European Parliament 
should be included in its adoption. 
 
The Working Group agreed that a salmon management plan is needed in the Baltic.  
 

8. The AOB points were not dealt with, due to lack of time. 
 
 
The WG Chair thanked the participants for their input to the meeting. He thanked the 
interpreters for their hard work.  
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