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Background 

HELCOM needs spatially explicit information on fishing activity affecting the Baltic Sea marine ecosystem for 

assessment and policy purposes. In order to obtain this information a joint ICES/HELCOM/OSPAR data call 

was issued to relevant authorities of Contracting Parties to deliver information on fishing activity based on 

VMS/Log book data. 

Raw data was submitted from Contracting Parties to ICES. Upon a request by HELCOM the data were 

processed to form requested advice data products by ICES Working Group for Spatial Fisheries (WGSFD). 

Processing of the raw data was done by ICES WGSFD following Conditions for VMS data use, so as to make 

use of required specific resources, knowledge and guarantee of anonymity for specific vessels.  

This document describes the data products developed in this process and which will be available via HELCOM 

data services http://maps.helcom.fi/. 

Please note that the Russian Federation’s sea areas are not covered by the data products, as no data from 

Russia was received as result of the original data call. 

 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to take note of the release of the data products on fishing pressure in the HELCOM 

area 2009-2013. 

The meeting may wish to discuss, or suggest improvements to, future HELCOM requests to ICES regarding 

advice on VMS data products.

http://www.ices.dk/marine-data/Documents/VMS_DataAccess_ICES.pdf
http://maps.helcom.fi/
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Maps on pressure from fishing activity based on VMS/Logbook data in the 

HELCOM area 2009-2013 

 

 

 

Background  
HELCOM needs spatially explicit information on fishing activity affecting the Baltic Sea marine ecosystem 

for assessment and policy purposes. In order to obtain this information a joint ICES/HELCOM/OSPAR data 

call was issued to relevant authorities of Contracting Parties to deliver information on fishing activity based 

on VMS/Log book data.  

Raw data was submitted from Contracting Parties to ICES. Upon a request by HELCOM the data were 

processed to form requested advice data products by ICES Working Group for Spatial Fisheries (WGSFD). 

Processing of the raw data was done by ICES WGSFD following so as to make use of required specific 

resources, knowledge and guarantee of anonymity for specific vessels.  

This document describes the data products developed in this process and which will be available from 

HELCOM data services http://maps.helcom.fi/. 

Please note that the Russian Federation sea areas are not covered by the data products, as no data from 

Russia was received as result of the data call. 

 

 

 

http://maps.helcom.fi/
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Data Description 
Spatial scope: HELCOM Marine area. All contracting parties except Russia provided data.  

Temporal scope: 2009-2013. Calculated values for each year and for each quarter of 2013 

Spatial resolution: ICES C-square grid 0.05 x 0.05 degrees 

Format: ESRI shapefile (polygon) 

The maps and shape files of fishing intensity and effort were calculated for bottom contact gear and mid-

water trawl and longline for every year in the period from 2009 to 2013 and for each quarter of 2013. The 

following maps were produced: 

i) intensity of fishing by each fishing activity for each year in the period from 2009 to 2013; 

ii) total intensity for each year in the period from 2009 to 2013; 

iii) total intensity and by each fishing activity by quarter in 2013 

Following definitions given in ICES advice to OSPAR (ICES 2014), ICES understanding of “fishing intensity” is 

clarified in the fishing abrasion pressure maps produced for the advice to OSPAR. Abrasion pressure is not 

appropriate for midwater trawls and longlines; therefore, maps for all gears have been produced using 

fishing effort as the number of hours fished, extracted from the submitted VMS data. 

Using methods described in ICES (2015b), fishing abrasion pressure maps were produced for mobile 

bottom-contacting gears. In line with the methodology, separate maps were produced for surface and 

subsurface abrasion. The resulting maps showing fishing abrasion and fishing effort have also been 

provided as ESRI Raster data to HELCOM and are available for download via the HELCOM map and data 

services http://maps.helcom.fi/. 

Please note that when using these data, caveats listed in the section “Conditions of Use” should be 

considered. 

 

Outcomes and planned use 
The outcome data products display fishing intensity and effort in the Baltic Sea.  

Largest swept area ratios and fishing effort for subsurface abrasion of mobile bottom contacting gear were 

found in the Southern Baltic and Kattegat. Highest fishing effort for midwater trawls was located in Eastern 

Gotland Basin and Gulf of Riga. Fishing effort using longline gear was mainly focused in Bornholm Basin. 

The fishing effort was also calculated per each 174 HELCOM Marine Protected Area (MPA). 

Analysis was also carried out on proportion of fisheries represented by the data. The proportion of the total 

landings (by weight) that was recorded by logbooks and are represented by VMS data increased in 2012 

compared to earlier years, in 2012 VMS became mandatory for >12 m vessels . In 2013 VMS data captured 

81.6% of total fisheries for all mobile bottom-contacting gear, for midwater trawls 99.6% of the landings 

are covered by VMS, and for the longlines only 23% of the landings are covered by VMS. 

http://maps.helcom.fi/
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The data products are planned to be used by HELCOM e.g. for the Core indicator “Cumulative impact on 

benthic biotopes” and in the analysis of ecological coherence of HELCOM MPAs. The usage of the data 

products will be reviewed and possibly further processed if deemed necessary by the experts involved. 

 

Conditions of use 
The data products derived from the HELCOM request for advice to ICES are downloadable from the 

HELCOM Map and data service, and can be used freely given that the source is cited. Requested advice can 

be used as appropriate by HELCOM when embarking on further marine policy related issues.  

Caveats 

When using the data for analysis/assessments the following caveats need to be taken into consideration: 

 The methods for identifying fishing activity from the VMS data varied between countries; therefore 
there may be some country-specific biases that ICES cannot evaluate. Additionally, activities other 
than active towing of gear may have been incorrectly identified as fishing activity. This would have 
the effect of overestimating the apparent fishing intensity in ports and in areas used for passage. 

 

 The data for 2012 and 2013 is not directly comparable to the data of previous years in the data call 
(2009–2011) due to the gradual increase in VMS-enabled vessels in the range of 12–15 m. This is 
likely to be most relevant when examining trends in effort for inshore areas. 

 

 Many countries have substantial fleets of smaller vessels that are not equipped with VMS (< 15 m 
prior to 2012, < 12 m thereafter); logbook data is at the spatial resolution of ICES rectangles, but 
where possible, they have been overlaid with the VMS data for the purpose of analysis. 

 

 The fishing abrasion pressure methodology is based on very broad assumptions in terms of the area 
affected by abrasion. A single speed and gear width was applied across each gear category in most 
cases, which can lead to both underestimates and overestimates in actual surface and subsurface 
abrasion. 

 

References 
ICES. 2014. OSPAR request on mapping of bottom fishing intensity using VMS data. In Report of the ICES 

Advisory Committee, 2014. ICES Advice 2014, Book 1, Section 1.6.6.5. 11 pp. 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_mapping

_bottom_fishing_intensity.pdf 

ICES 2015a. HELCOM request on pressure from fishing activity (based on VMS/logbook data) in the 

HELCOM area relating to both seafloor integrity and management of HELCOM MPAs. 

http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Baltic%20sea%20trends/Data%20and%20maps/HELCOM_pressure_fro
m_fishing_activity.pdf 
 
ICES. 2015b. Second Interim Report of the Working Group on Spatial Fisheries Data (WGSFD), 8–12 June 
2015, ICES Headquarters, Copenhagen, Denmark. ICES CM 2015/SSGSUE:05. 150 pp. 
http://ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/SSGEPI/2015/01%20WGSFD

%20-%20Report%20of%20the%20Working%20Group%20on%20Spatial%20Fisheries%20Data.pdf 

http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_mapping_bottom_fishing_intensity.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Advice/2014/Special%20Requests/OSPAR_mapping_bottom_fishing_intensity.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Baltic%20sea%20trends/Data%20and%20maps/HELCOM_pressure_from_fishing_activity.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Documents/Baltic%20sea%20trends/Data%20and%20maps/HELCOM_pressure_from_fishing_activity.pdf
http://ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/SSGEPI/2015/01%20WGSFD%20-%20Report%20of%20the%20Working%20Group%20on%20Spatial%20Fisheries%20Data.pdf
http://ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/SSGEPI/2015/01%20WGSFD%20-%20Report%20of%20the%20Working%20Group%20on%20Spatial%20Fisheries%20Data.pdf

