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Document title Threats to HELCOM Red Listed Species 
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Category INF 
Agenda Item 3 – Background of document and current status 
Submission date 18.9.2017 
Submitted by Finland 

 

Background 

The attached document lists HELCOM Red listed species that are of relevance for the document on 

“HELCOM data interests to assess incidental by-catches and fisheries impact on benthic biotopes”, 

including information about past, current and future threats as identified by the HELCOM Red List. 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to consider and make use of the information. 
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Threats to HELCOM Red listed species that are of relevance for the document on “HELCOM data interests to assess incidental by-

catches and fisheries impact on benthic biotopes” as identified by the HELCOM Red List 

 

1) Endangered and evidenced fishing to be the most important threat 
2) Endangered and evidence that fishing is one of the threats 
3) Endangered and evidence that fishing is a minor threat 
4) Endangered and no evidence of the fishing to be a threat only a hunch -> needs more information  

 

Birds  

Species Past and current 
threats 

Future threats  Description 

Black-throated diver Gavia 
arctica (wintering 
population, CR)   
 

Oil spills, 
Bycatch, Constructions,  
Water traffic  

Oil spills,  
Bycatch, Constructions, 
Water traffic  

Intense gillnet fisheries in the Baltic Sea impose a high risk of entanglement and drowning for 
diving bird species. The fisheries often overlap with resting and feeding areas of black-throated 
divers (FTZ unpubl. data). According to Žydelis et al. (2009), hundreds of divers are annually 
caught in gillnets in the Baltic Sea, especially in Sweden, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Germany. 

Red-throated diver Gavia 
stellata (wintering 
population, CR)  
 

Oil spills, 
Bycatch, Constructions, 
Water traffic  
 

Oil spills, 
Bycatch, Constructions, 
Water traffic  
 

Intense gillnet fisheries in the Baltic Sea impose a high risk of entanglement and drowning for 
diving bird species. The fisheries often overlap with resting and feeding areas of black-throated 
divers (FTZ unpubl. data). According to Žydelis et al. (2009), hundreds of divers are annually 
caught in gillnets in the Baltic Sea, especially in Sweden, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Germany. In 
a small area of the German Baltic Sea, Schirmeister (2003) recorded 370 drowned red-throated 
divers over a 12 winter period. 

Long tailed duck Clangula 
hyemalis (wintering 
population, EN)  
 

Oil spills  
Bycatch 
Hunting , 
Mining and quarrying 
 Water traffic 
(Construction  

Oil spills,  
Bycatch,  
Hunting, 
Mining and quarrying 
Water traffic 
Construction 

Seaducks are among the species most seriously affected by mortality in gillnets, as the nets are 
mainly set in coastal areas and on shallow offshore banks, which are also the most important 
habitats for species like long-tailed ducks. Long-tailed ducks have been reported as the most 
frequently bycaught species in several Baltic countries, with an estimated annual bycatch of 
about 22 000 birds (Žydeliset al. 2009). In the Pomeranian Bay, one of the most important 
wintering areas, bycatch of long-tailed ducks has decreased over two decades due to declining 
bird numbers, but the current monthly losses of 0.8% in this area alone still indicate a threat for 
the Baltic winter population (Bellebaum et al. 2012a). 

Razorbill Alca torda 
(breeding population; 
wintering population) 
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Greater Scaup Aythya marila 
(wintering population) 
 

Bycatch  
Alien species  
Competition 
and predation Oil spills 
Extra 
regional threats (XO), 
Hunting 

Bycatch  
Alien species  
Competition 
and predation  
Oil spills 
Extra 
regional threats (XO), 
Hunting 

The reasons for the decline are not well known, but several possible factors have been identified. 
Drowning in fishing nets is a problem both in breeding and wintering areas.  

Common guillemot Uria 
aalge (breeding population; 
wintering population) 
 

   

Black guillemot Cepphus 
grylle (breeding population, 
NT; wintering population, 
VU) 
 

Wintering:  
Oil spills  
Bycatch 
Mining & quarrying  
Construction  
Water traffic 
 

Wintering:  
Oil spills Bycatch 
Mining & quarrying  
Construction  
Water traffic 
 

In the Baltic wintering areas, intense gillnet fisheries impose a high risk of entanglement and 
drowning for diving bird species. 
Gillnet fisheries are mainly operated in shallow coastal areas and on offshore grounds and may 
thus overlap with the resting and feeding areas of black guillemots. According to Žydelis et al. 
(2009), hundreds of black guillemots are caught annually in gill nets in the Baltic Sea, 
predominately in Estonian, Lithuanian, Polish and Swedish waters 

Goosander Mergus 
merganser (breeding 
population; wintering 
population) 
 

   

Red-breasted merganser 
Mergus serrator (breeding 
population; wintering 
population, VU) 
 
 
 

Wintering:  
Bycatch  
Oil spills 
Hunting  
Mining and 
quarrying Construction  
Water traffic  

Wintering:  
Bycatch  
Oil spills 
Hunting  
Mining and 
quarrying Construction  
Water traffic  

In the Baltic wintering areas, intense gillnet fisheries impose a high risk of entanglement and 
drowning for diving bird species. In the Pomeranian Bay and the Greifswald Lagoon, where an 
intense set net fishery overlaps with important resting and feeding areas of red-breasted 
mergansers, bycatch of this species has been reported by Schirmeister (2003) and Bellebaum 
(2009). According to Žydelis et al. (2009), countries with the most frequent bycatch of the 
species in the Baltic Sea are Sweden and Poland. For Lake Ijsselmeer, an important wintering 
area in the Netherlands, van Eerden et al. (1999) estimated a yearly loss of 8500 red-breasted 
merganser in gillnets. 

Smew Mergellus albellus 
(wintering population) 
 

   

Common goldeneye 
Bucephala clangula 
(wintering population) 
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Velvet scooter Melanitta 
fusca (breeding population, 
VU; wintering population, 
EN) 
 

Wintering:  
Oil spills  
Bycatch 
Hunting  
Mining and quarrying 
Construction 
Water traffic  

Wintering:  
Oil spills ,  
Bycatch,  
Hunting  
Mining and quarrying 
Construction 
Water traffic  

Although the reasons for the dramatic decline of the Baltic Sea winter population are not yet 
understood, various pressures were identified that have possibly caused or at least contributed to 
the observed declines, including hunting, oiling, drowning in fishing gear, human disturbances, 
and at least in the north also eutrophication and predation by gulls.  
Seaducks are among the species most seriously affected by mortality in gillnets, as the nets are 
mainly set in coastal areas and on shallow offshore banks, which are also the most important 
habitats for species like velvet scoters. More than 73 000 birds are annually caught in gill nets in 
the Baltic Sea, with sea ducks forming the majority of victims. Velvet scoters are frequently 
caught in gill nets in the eastern part of the Baltic Sea, especially in Poland and in Lithuanian 
coastal waters (Žydelis et al. 2009). 

Common scooter Melanitta 
nigra (wintering population, 
EN) 
 

Wintering:  
Oil spills  
Bycatch 
Hunting  
Extra- 
regional threats 
(overfishing of bivalves 
in 
North Sea, XO),  
Mining and quarrying  
Construction Water 
traffic 

Wintering:  
Oil spills  
Bycatch 
Hunting  
Extra- 
regional threats 
(overfishing of bivalves 
in 
North Sea, XO),  
Mining and quarrying  
Construction Water 
traffic 

Seaducks are among the species most seriously affected by mortality in gillnets, as the nets are 
mainly set in coastal areas and on shallow offshore banks, which are also the most important 
habitats for species like common scoters. More than 73000 birds are annually caught in gill nets in 
the Baltic Sea, with sea ducks forming the majority of victims. High mortality of common scoters 
has been reported from the south-western parts of the Baltic Sea, especially from Germany and 
Poland (Žydelis et al. 2009). C 

Common eider Somateria 
mollissima (breeding 
population, VU; wintering 
population, EN) 
 

Wintering:  
Bycatch  
Oil spills 
Hunting  
Extra 
- 
regional 
threats (food shortage in 
North Sea, XO), 
Human 
disturbance 
Mining and quarrying 
Construction  Water 
traffic  

Wintering:  
Bycatch  
Oil spills 
Hunting  
Extra- 
regional 
threats (food shortage in 
North Sea, XO), 
Human 
disturbance 
Mining and quarrying 
Construction  
Water 
traffic  

Seaducks are among the species most seriously affected by mortality in gillnets, as the nets are 
mainly set in coastal areas and on shallow offshore banks, which are also the most important 
habitats for species like common eiders. More than 73 000 birds are annually caught in gill nets in 
the Baltic Sea, with sea ducks forming the majority of victims. Common eiders are amongst the 
most frequent victims of entanglement in the southwestern part of the Baltic Sea, e.g. in 
Sweden, Germany and Poland (Žydelis et al. 2009). In the early 1980s the estimated yearly loss 
of eiders was 9 400 birds for the Baltic coast of Schleswig-Holstein only (Kirchhoff 1982). 
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Steller’s eider Polysticta 
stelleri (wintering 
population, EN) 
 

Wintering:  
Alien species  
Bycatch 
Oil spills  
Water traffic 
 

Wintering:  
Alien species Bycatch 
Oil spills  
Water traffic 
 

Intense gillnet fisheries in the Baltic Sea impose a high risk of entanglement and drowning for 
diving bird species. Seaducks are among the species most seriously affected by mortality in 
gillnets, as the nets are mainly set in coastal areas and on shallow offshore banks, which are 
also the most important habitats for species like steller ́s eider. A study undertaken in 2000/2001 
in Estonia showed that gillnets might cause moderate bycatch mortality among steller’s eiders, 
with the number of victims estimated at 10–50 birds per winter (Žydelis et al. 2006). Along the 
Lithuanian coast, the commercial gillnet fishery has become very intensive in the wintering areas 
of Steller’s eider since the mid-1990s. Since 1997, up to 20 drowned birds have been obtained 
from fishermen each year and up to 10 individuals have been collected annually during beached 
bird surveys and identified as gillnet victims. Estimates suggest that the number of birds 
drowning in fishing nets per winter could be as high as 10% of birds wintering in the area 
(Žydelis et al. 2006). 

Tufted duck Aythya fuligula 
(wintering population) 
 

 Other threat factors 
(declining 
colonies of 
L. ridibundus  
Tourism 
(disturbance;), 
Alien species  
Competition and 
predation  
Hunting 
Bycatch  
Oil spills  

Other threat factors 
(declining 
colonies of 
L. ridibundus 
; Tourism 
(disturbance;  
Alien species 
Competition and 
predation  
Hunting 
Bycatch 
Oil spills  

There is only little evidence for by-catch in the northern Baltic, and losses are also 
comparatively low in the southern Baltic(Stempniewicz 1994). However, this is an everlasting 
threat during severe ice winters when large bird congregations occur in restricted areas. 

Common pochard Aythya 
ferina (wintering 
population) 
 

   

Slavonian grebe Podiceps 
auritus (wintering 
population, NT) 

Wintering:  
Bycatch  
Oil spills 
Mining & quarrying  
Construction  
Water traffic 
 

Wintering:  
Bycatch  
Oil spills 
Mining & quarrying  
Construction  
Water traffic 
 

In the wintering areas, various factors are likely to impose a threat on slavonian grebes: In the 
Baltic wintering areas, intense gillnet fisheries impose a high risk of entanglement and drowning 
for diving bird species. In the Pomeranian Bay, the most important wintering area of slavonian 
grebes, intense set net fisheries are operated in the coastal zones as well as offshore and 
overlap with the resting and feeding areas of slavonian grebes. Hence, the birds are particularly 
susceptible to becoming entangled in the nets while diving for their preferred prey near the sea 
bottom. Bycatch has been reported e.g. for the German part of the Pomeranian Bay (see Sonntag 
et al. 2009). Slavonian grebes are concentrated in the Pomeranian Bay and are particularly 
numerous in the Odra Bank area.  
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Fish  

Species Past and current threats Future threats  Description 

European eel Anguilla 
anguilla (CR)  
 

Fishing,  
Migration barriers 
Alien species  

Fishing,  
Migration barriers 
Alien species 

- 

European whitefish 
Coregonus maraena (EN) 
Habitat Directive Annex II, 
IV & V species  
 

Migration barriers  
Fishing (both 
commercial and 
recreational)  
By-catch  

Migration barriers  
Fishing (both 
commercial and 
recreational)  
By-catch  

The whitefish is threatened by a variety of factors, including construction of dams and weirs in rivers 
that hampers the spawning migration, eutrophication of the reproduction habitats, climate change, 
fisheries as a target species or as bycatch, 

Baltic sturgeon Acipenser 
oxyrhynchus (RE: 
reintroduction programme 
in the Baltic Sea) 

Fishing,  
By-catch,  
Eutrophication   
Migration barriers 

Fishing,  
By-catch,  
Eutrophication   
Migration barriers 

It was a target species of (historical) fisheries, and it was caught as by-catch in demersal and river 
fisheries.  
 

[Twaite shad Alosa fallax 
(LC)-please reconsider] 
 

-  -  Although the species is not considered threatened at the moment, several factors have affected 
negatively its population: blocking of migration routes with dam constructions for hydropower, 
pollution and destroying spawning habitats. The spawning habitats of twaite shad can be negatively 
affected by eutrophication and technical constructions like dredging of rivers for shipping lanes. 
Twaite shades are caught as bycatch in pelagic fisheries especially during their spawning migrations 
and in the estuaries 

[Allis shad Alosa alosa (NA-
please reconsider)] 
 

Migration barriers 
Contaminant pollution,  
Bycatch  
Eutrophication 
 

Migration barriers 
Contaminant 
pollution,  
Bycatch  
Eutrophication 

Main threat for the species has been and still is the blocking of migration routes with dam 
constructions for hydropower, pollution, bycatch and destroyed spawning habitats. Spawning 
habitats can be negatively affected by eutrophication and technical constructions like deepening 
rivers for shipping lanes. Allis shad is threatened by bycatch in pelagic fisheries especially during 
their spawning migrations and in the estuaries 

River lamprey Lampetra 
fluviatilis (NT) 
 

Migration barriers 
Eutrophication  
Fishing, 

Eutrophication 
Migration barriers,  
Fishing  

- 

Sea lamprey Petromyzon 
marinus (VU)  
 

Migration barriers 
Eutrophication  
Fishing  

Migration barriers 
Eutrophication  
Fishing  

_ 

Atlantic salmon Salmo salar 
(VU) 

Fishing  
Migration barriers 

Fishing  
Migration barriers 

 

 

 



FISH Data interests 1-2017, 3-2 
 

 

Page 7 of 7 
 

Marine mammals 

Species Past and current threats Future threats  Description 

Harbour porpoise Phocoena 
phocoena (Western Baltic 
population: VU, Baltic 
Proper population: CR)  

Bycatch,  
Contaminant pollution 
 

Bycatch  
Contaminant 
pollution  
 

Among these, bycatch in fisheries is of greatest concern (Berggren 1994,Vinther 1999, ASCOBANS 
2000, Skóra &Kuklik 2003). Gillnets are thought to be responsible for most bycatches, but porpoises 
are also occasionally taken in trawls (Berggren 1994). The level of bycatch was estimated to be 
unsustainable in 2000 (ASCOBANS 2000).  

Baltic ringed seal Phoca 
hispida botnica (VU)   
 

Bycatch,  
Contaminant pollution , 
Climate change (mild 
winters; 
 

Climate change  
(reducing ice),  
Bycatch  
Contaminant 
pollution (still affects 
reproduction), Water 
traffic  

Other threats  
include entanglement in fishing gear (by-catch),  
 

Grey seal Halichoerus 
grypus (LC) 

No major threats No major threats  

Harbour seal Phoca vitulina 
vitulina (Kalmarsund 
population: VU, Southern 
Baltic population: LC) 
 

Hunting,  
Bycatch,  
Contaminant pollution,  
Epidemics  
Other threat factors (loss 
of genetic diversity) 

Bycatch Contaminant 
pollution,  
Other threat factors 
(loss of genetic 
diversity;  
 

The common seal populations were severely depleted by hunting, by-catch in fisheries, and later by 
diseases related to effects of pollution and the PDV virus. O 
 

European otter Lutra lutra 
(NT) 

Contaminant pollution  
Construction,  
Hunting (incl. illegal;), 
Eutrophication  
Bycatch 
Water traffic  
Other threat factors 
(incl. road traffic,),  
Oil spills  

Contaminant 
pollution,  
Construction, 
Eutrophication, 
Bycatch,  
Water traffic,  
Other threat factors 
(incl. road traffic, ),  
Hunting (incl. illegal), 
Oil spills  

Otters get caught in  fishing gear which leads to drowning incidents 
 

 

 


