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Background 
This document gives an overview of the achievements of the HELCOM Second Holistic Assessment of the 
Ecosystem Health of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS II) project and the updated timetable, with a focus on the process 
for approving and finalizing the first version of the 2nd HELCOM holistic assessment by mid-2017.  

HOLAS II will be based on indicators covering the assessment period 2011-2015. The indicators should be 
compiled and calculated by the end of January 2017. The assessments will be discussed and agreed on by the 
Contracting Parties through dedicated workshops in March 2017. The HOLAS II 7-2016 meeting (4-6 April 
2017) will consider the components that will be presented for endorsement at STATE & CONSERVATION 7-
2017 (15-19 May 2017). The first version of the HOLAS II assessment will be presented to HOD in June 2017 
for final approval. 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the timetable and process for finalizing and approving the first 

version of the 2nd HELCOM holistic assessment. 
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1. Achievements of HOLAS II 
The HOLAS II project started in November 2014. During the course of the project the structure of main 
assessment components have been agreed, assessment tools have been developed, and the content of the 
2nd HELCOM holistic assessment has been outlined. This section summarizes the achievements and 
agreements of HOLAS II in relation to main assessment components and provide links to the decision 
documents for HOD 51-2016 that are related to HOLAS II. 
 

1.2 The assessment of good environmental status 
The status assessments in HOLAS II will build on the HELCOM core indicators as developed within HELCOM, 
and by ICES for commercial fish and shellfish. New core indicators and associated GES boundaries were 
endorsed at STATE & CONSERVATION 5-2016 and presented for adoption at HOD 51-2016. See Annex 2 for 
a summary of the outcome of HOD 51-2016. 

For the themes biodiversity, eutrophication and hazardous substances the assessment will be based on 

quantitative integration of core indicator evaluations by use of assessment tools. The development of 

assessment tools for biodiversity and hazardous substances has taken place under the HELCOM BalticBOOST 

project.  

- 6-15 Approval of a biodiversity assessment tool for use in HOLAS II 
- 6-16 Approval of a hazardous substance assessment tool for use in HOLAS II 

 

Tentative adjustments to the tool for assessing eutrophication (HEAT) has been addressed by the HELCOM 

Intersessional Network on Eutrophication, and will be considered by the online meeting of STATE & 

CONSERVATION  on 26 January, 2017.  

In addition, marine litter, underwater noise, non-indigenous species and seafloor integrity will be assessed, 
as well as exploitation of commercial fish, which will be included based on assessments carried out by ICES. 
In the case that operational core indicators are missing for any key element, a more descriptive approach will 
be taken for these. The HELCOM assessment of maritime activities is planned to be finalized by the end of 
2016 and will contribute to HOLAS II under the relevant sections.  

 

Core indicator for use in HOLAS II 

The HELCOM core indicators are agreed as a basis for joint assessments and regionally coordinated 

monitoring (HOD 41-2013 Outcome, para 2.45) including in the 2nd HELCOM holistic assessment. The core 

indicators can be associated to the themes agreed to be assessed in HOLAS II as depicted in Figure 1. The use 

of the core indicators with a footnote in Figure 1 were pending adoption of GES boundary (thresholds) values 

by HOD 51-2016 or the lifting of national study reservations. The outcome of the indicator approval process 

after HOD 51-2016 is shown in Annex 2 of this document. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/6-15%20Agreement%20on%20a%20biodiversity%20assessment%20tool.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/6-16%20Agreement%20on%20a%20hazardous%20substances%20assessment%20tool.pdf
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Figure 1. Core indicators available for use in HOLAS II by mid-2017 pending the outcome of HOD 51.  
1 Core indicators with national study reservations that are to be clarified by HOD 51 (cf. Table 4 document 6-17) 
2 Core indicators for which GES boundary values are proposed for adoption (cf. Table 1 document 6-17)  
3 Shift to core indicator status and thus adoption of the core indicator proposed for HOD 51 (cf. Table 2 document 6-17) 

 

The current set of available core indicators cover the main themes to be assessed in HOLAS II, except for 

underwater energy and noise that have already been agreed to be included using a more descriptive 

approach. It could be noted that the current set of core indicators does not sufficiently cover all aspects of 

benthic biotopes and that there is no core indicator for harbour porpoise. An updated analysis of gaps in 

HELCOM core indicators in relation to more detailed criteria and assessment elements will be presented to 

HOLAS II 6E-2017.  

 

Use of indicators in HOLAS II if not fully operational by mid-2017 

HOD 51-2016 supported the proposal by GEAR 15-2016 regarding the use of indicators in HOLAS II: 1) if core 
indicators are not operational on a Baltic-wide scale, the indicators could still be used in the sub-basins where 
they are operational if agreed by countries sharing that basin 2) if pre-core indicators will be shifted to core 
indicators or if core indicators will become operational for additional assessment units during 2017, to 
consider including them in the final version of HOLAS II by mid-2018.  

1.3 The assessment of human activities and pressures 
The assessment is partly based on the collation of spatial data set of human activities and pressures that will 

be used in the implementation of the Baltic Sea Pressures and Impact Index (BSPII) as well as being made 

available as fact sheets for single activities and pressures. The BSII has been further developed under the 

HELCOM TAPAS project. The following document to HOD 51-2016 is related to the assessment of human 

activities and pressures: 

- 6-7 Approval for method to calculate the Baltic Sea cumulative impact index (BSII) 

The BSII approach has also been recommended by STATE & CONSERVATION 5-2016 to be used for assessing 

cumulative impacts on benthic habitats for HOLAS II purposes (Outcome, para 4J.84). 

In addition, trends in key pressures will be presented.  

 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/6-7%20Endorsement%20of%20the%20method%20to%20calculate%20the%20Baltic%20Sea%20cumulative%20impact%20index%20(BSII).pdf


FISH-PRO II 4-2017, 3-1 
 

 

Page 4 of 10 
 

1.4 Economic and social analyses 

The assessment of economic and social impacts has in 2016 mainly been taken forward as part of the 
HELCOM TAPAS project. Two approaches are planned to be used in HOLAS II: 1) ‘use of marine waters’ 2) 
‘cost of degradation’. The Gear group is overseeing the development of the economic and social analyses 
under the HOLAS II project. 

For the ‘use of marine waters’ analyses, economic data is gathered for different sectors, e.g. on production 
value, profits, number of employees, value added. So far this approach has been used for case studies in 
Estonia and Finland and based on a selection of human activities and sectors (fisheries, aquaculture, tourism 
and leisure activities, energy production, and transport). Further resources are needed (available beyond 
HELCOM TAPAS) to extend the case studies on the use of marine waters also to other countries.  

The proposed ‘cost of degradation’ analyses in HOLAS II are primarily based on the assessment of the benefits 
lost if good environmental status (GES) is not reached. Estimates for the region are based on data from 
existing economic valuation studies of the environment. The information compiled and used in the regional 
ESA will be made available for countries to use in national reporting if desired. At HOLAS II 6-2016 it was 
proposed to integrate the ESA results in the planned chapters of status and pressures on the marine 
environment.  

2. HOLAS II products and process for finalization 
HOLAS II has proposed that the main results of the assessment are published in a circa 90 pages report 

available in print and for download as pdf, while more detailed information will be presented as associated 

products in the form of downloadable fact sheets and more detailed information on the integrated thematic 

assessments as web based presentations.  

At HOLAS II 6-2016, the content of the report was further outlined and will be further discussed at HOLAS II 

6E-2017 on 19 January, 2017. The writing of the assessment report will be carried out by the HOLAS core 

team and the Secretariat. Expertise of relevant HELCOM expert groups, networks and projects will be 

consulted as needed regarding the content and interpretation of the assessment. Planned activities to 

support presentation, release and communication of the assessment report is presented in meeting 

document 8-1 to HOD 51-2016. 

A first draft version of the report will be developed by the next physical meeting of the HOLAS II core team, 

which will be held on 4-6 April 2017 in Copenhagen.  

 

3. Process for approval of components of the first version of the 2nd 

Holistic Assessment by June 2017 
The approval of components of the 2nd HELCOM holistic assessment will take place step-wise according to 

the following (see also Table 1): 

- Spatial datasets (human activities, pressures, ecosystem components) are made available on a 

restricted HELCOM workspace for verification by Contracting Parties. The verification is coordinated 

by HOLAS II core team representatives (HOLAS II 6-2016 Outcome, para 6.8-6.9). The process was 

initiated in November 2016 and anticipated to be finalized by January 2017. The data sets will be 

published on the website in June 2017 at the latest.   

- Indicator evaluations and data used for the evaluations are made available on a restricted HELCOM 

workspace for approval by Contracting Parties. The approval is coordinated by State and 

Conservation contacts (STATE & CONSERVATION 5-2016 Outcome, para 4J.68-69). The process is 

anticipated to be initiated in January 2017 and finalized by mid-February 2017. Core indicator reports 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/8-1%20Update%20on%20HELCOM%20communication%20activities%20and%20outlook%20for%20future.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2051-2016-400/MeetingDocuments/8-1%20Update%20on%20HELCOM%20communication%20activities%20and%20outlook%20for%20future.pdf
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will be finalized/updated for publishing in time for the State and Conservation meeting in spring 

2017.   

- Results of integrated assessments (biodiversity, eutrophication, hazardous substances) are planned 

to be discussed and verified at HOLAS II workshops in March 2017 (See Annex 1 for a time table).  

- Results of the BSII are planned to be discussed and verified at a HOLAS II workshop on 21 March 

2017. 

- The first version of the HOLAS II assessment will be presented for: 

o Technical review and endorsement at STATE & CONSERVATION in spring 2017 (15-19 May 

2017) and managerial review by GEAR 16-2017 (23-24 May 2017); 

o approval by HOD in June 2017. 

The update of HOLAS II by mid-2018 will be planned in more detail at a later stage. 

 
Table 1. General overview of the HOLAS II timeline in 2016 and until mid-2018. 
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2016) 
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Updated data as needed                 
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Annex 1. HOLAS II related upcoming meetings and workshops  

The tables shows HELCOM meetings and workshops of relevance for HOLAS II until the publication of the 
first version of the HOLAS II report in June 2017 

Meetings 2017 Date  Venue 

HOLAS II online meeting 19 Jan 2017 na 

State & Conservation, online meeting to 
consider GES-boundary proposals 

26 Jan 2017 na 

Workshops to review results of the 
assessment of eutrophication 

-  

14 March 2017 Helsinki, Finland 

Workshops to review results of the 
assessment of biodiversity  
 

15 March 2017 Helsinki, Finland 

Workshops to review results of the 
assessment of hazardous substances  

16 March 2017 Helsinki, Finland 

Workshops to review the BSII results 16 March 2017 Helsinki, Finland 

Economic and social analyses workshop 31 March 2017 tbd,  

HOLAS II 7-2017 4-6 April 2017 Copenhagen, Denmark 

STATE & CONSERVATION spring 2017 15-19 May 2017 Sweden 

HOD 52-2017 Tent. June 2017 tdb 
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Indicators (Outcome of HOD 51-2016, Annex 3)  

Summary of status of HELCOM indicators as result of HOD 51-2016. 
Annex 3 Table 1. List of new threshold values for previously agreed core indicators adopted by 
HOD 51-2016  
Biodiversity 

State of soft-
bottom 
macrofauna 
community 

Assessment unit threshold value 

Åland Sea 4.0 

Bothnian Sea 4.0 

The Quark 4.0 

Bothnian Bay 1.5 
 

Metals All offshore assessment units 
 Matrix Threshold value Reference 

Cd Water 0.2 µg/l EQS 

 Secondary GES boundary: Mussels 960 µg/kg dw OSPAR BAC 

 Secondary GES boundary: Sediment 2.3 mg/kg QS from EQS dossier 

Pb Water 1.3 µg/l EQS 

 Secondary GES boundary: Mussels 1300 µg/kg dw OSPAR BAC 

 Secondary GES boundary: Fish liver 26 µg/kg ww OSPAR proxy BAC 

 Secondary GES boundary: Sediment 120 mg/kg QS from EQS dossier 
 

 

                                                           
1 Denmark has a remaining study reservation on the indicator (HOD 51-2016 outcome para 6.10), however 
agreed that the indicator can be used in HOLAS II by indicating that the results are of interim/test character 
(HOD 51-2016 outcome para 6.22-6.23) [addition after HOD 51-2016: the indicator is not operational since 
the GES approach has not been agreed]. 
2 Denmark has a remaining study reservation on the indicator, however agreed that the indicator can be 
used in HOLAS II by indicating that the results are of interim/test character (HOD 51-2016 outcome para 
6.22-6.23) 

Annex 3 Table 2. List of HELCOM core indicators as of the outcome of HOD 51-2016 

Theme: Biodiversity and foodweb 

Abundance of waterbirds in the breeding season 

Abundance of waterbirds in the wintering season 

Distribution of Baltic seals 

Population trends and abundance of seals 

Nutritional status of seals 

Reproductive status of seals 

Number of drowned mammals and waterbirds in fishing gear 

Abundance of coastal fish key functional groups 

Abundance of key coastal fish species 

Abundance of salmon spawners and smolt 

Abundance of seatrout spawners and parr 

State of the soft-bottom macrofauna community1 

Seasonal succession of functional phytoplankton groups 2 

Theme: Non-indigenous species 

Trends in arrival of new non-indigenous species 

Theme: Eutrophication 
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Annex 3 Table 3. List of core indicators with remaining indicator specific national study 
reservations as of the outcome of HOD 51-2016 
Core indicator Study reservation 

Theme: Hazardous substances 

Polyaromatic 
hydrocarbons (PAH) 
and their metabolites 

Denmark (HOD 50-2016 para 4-48) 
- Primary threshold value on metabolites (1-hydroxypyrene) 
- Secondary substance fluoranthene secondary threshold value for 

sediment 

TBT and imposex Denmark (HOD 50-2016 para 4.48) 
- Primary threshold TBT in sediment, 
- Secondary threshold TBT in mussels 
- Primary threshold imposex 

Metals Estonia, Denmark (State and Conservation 5-2016) 
- Secondary threshold value for Cd in fish liver 

Polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCB) and 
dioxins and furans 

Denmark (HOD 50-2016) 
- Secondary threshold CB-118 in biota 

Theme: Biodiversity and food-web 

                                                           
3 agreed thresholds: primary threshold Hg biota, primary threshold Cb, Pb water, secondary thresholds Cd mussels and 
sediments, Pb mussels, fish liver and sediments 
4 agreed thresholds; primary threshold benzo(a)pyrene, secondary substance fluoranthene secondary threshold value 

crustaceans, secondary substance anthracene secondary threshold value sediment 
5 agreed thresholds of the core indicator: primary threshold value dioxin in biota, primary threshold non-dioxin like 
PCBs in biota 
6 agreed thresholds: secondary threshold TBT in water 

Nitrogen (DIN) 

Phosphorous (DIP) 

Chlorophyll-a 

Water clarity 

Oxygen debt 

Total nutrients 

Theme: Hazardous substances 

Hexabromocyclodecane (HBCDD) 

Metals (Cd, Pb, Hg)3 (partial study reservation, see Table 3) 

Polybrominated biphenylethers (PBDE) 

Perfluorooctane sulphonate (PFOS) 

Polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and their metabolites4 (partial study reservation, see Table 3) 

Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB)5 and dioxins and furan (partial study reservation, see Table 3) 

TBT and imposex6 (partial study reservation in place, Table 3) 

Radioactive substances 

White-tailed eagle productivity 

Theme: Pressure 

Inputs of nitrogen and phosphorous to the sub-basins 

Operational oil-spills from ships 
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Proportion of large 
fish in the community 
(LFI) 

Lead Country presented approach for trend based threshold value and 
assessment of available dataset for HOLAS II purposes was not endorsed at State 
and Conservation 5-2016 (outcome para 4J.26). Germany, Estonia and Poland 
provided written comments regarding their reservations after the meeting.  

Zooplankton mean 
size and total stock 

Poland (HOD 51-2016 outcome para 6.9) regarding Gdansk basin 
ZEN ZIIM invited to submit threshold value proposals to 26 January online 
meeting of State and Conservation 

 

Annex 3 Table 4. List of pre-core indicators proposed to be shifted to core indicators but not 
adopted as such by HOD 51-2016 
Pre-core indicator Study reservation on shift to core indicator 

Theme: Biodiversity and food-web 

Diatom/Dinoflagellate 
index 

Denmark (State and Conservation 5-2016): national testing of the diatom-
dinoflagellate index does not show relevant responses to nutrient stress 
Poland (HOD 51-2016): Lack of data 

Cumulative impact on 
benthic biotopes 

Denmark (State and Conservation 5-2016 para 4J.50) reservation placed due to 
lack of data and current state of the indicator 
Poland (HOD 51-2016): Lack of data 

Theme: Eutrophication 

Cyanobacterial bloom 
index 

Germany (HOD 51-2016 outcome para 6.17) expressed aim to clarify reservation 
by considering applicability of satellite data when results are available. 
Denmark (State and Conservation 5-2016, para 4J.41) analysis of the western 
Baltic Sea to be carried out before being shifted to core, however agreed that the 
indicator can be used in HOLAS II by indicating that the results are of interim/test 
character (HOD 51-2016 para 6.22-6.23) 
Threshold value proposal to be discussed at State and Conservation online 
meeting 26 January 

Theme: Litter 

Beach litter Sweden (State and Conservation 5-2016) can support the interim definition of 
GES, however is not able to endorse the shift from pre-core to core indicator.  

 

Annex 3 Table 5. List of HELCOM pre-core indicators as of the outcome of HOD 51-2016 

Theme: Biodiversity 

Lower depth limit distribution of the macrophyte community 

Condition of benthic habitats 

Theme: Eutrophication 

Shallow water oxygen 

Phytoplankton spring bloom intensity based on chl-a 

Theme: Hazardous substances 

Reproductive disorders: malformed eelpout and amphipod embryos7  

Acetylholinesterase inhibition 

Diclofenac concentration 

Estrogenic-like chemicals and effects 

Lysosomal membrane stability (LMS) 

                                                           
7 proposed to be used as supplementary indicator in HOLAS II by Finland and Sweden (State and Conservation 5-2016 
outcome paragraph 4J.49) 
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Fish disease index 

Micronucleus test 

Theme: Litter 

Beach litter 

Litter on the seafloor 

Theme: Underwater noise 

Continuous low frequency anthropogenic sound 

Distribution in time and space of loud low- and mid-frequency impulsive sound 

 

Annex 3 Table 6. List of HELCOM candidate indicators  

Theme: Biodiversity and foodweb 

Harbour porpoise distribution and abundance 

Seal pup weight at weaning 

‘marine mammal health’ 8 

Distribution of seabirds 

Breeding success in guillemots of Gotland 

Maximum length fish in the pelagic community 

State of hard-bottom communities 

Biomass ratio of opportunistic and perennial macroalgae 

Phytoplankton community composition as a foodweb indicator 9 

Phytoplankton species assemblage clusters based on environmental factors 

Phytoplankton taxonomic diversity 

Theme: Eutrophication 

Deep-water oxygen consumption 

Theme: Hazardous substances 

PCB and dioxins for fish safe to eat 

EROD activity 

Theme: Litter 

Microlitter in the water column 
Microlitter in the water column  
 
Pressures 

Dredging and dumping of dredge materials 

 

 

                                                           
8 The specific indicator has not yet been specified, however the intention to develop new health indicators for 
marine mammals has been noted by State and Conservation 5-2016 and that this intention should be 
reflected in HOLAS II (outcome para 4J.10) 
9 The indicator was endorsed to be shifted from candidate to core indicator and the proposed threshold values was 
endorsed by State and Conservation 5-2016. At HOD 51-2016 Poland placed a study reservation on the shift of status 
for the indicator, thus it is still a candidate indicator (outcome para 6.18) 


