
 
Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission 

Group for the Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach 

Berlin, Germany, 19-20 May 2015 

 

GEAR 11-2015 

 

 

 Page 1 of 7  
 

Document title Progress report on the  Second holistic assessment of ecosystem health in the Baltic Sea 
(HOLAS II) 

Code 4-2 

Category INF 

Agenda Item 4 - Activities of relevant HELCOM projects or processes 

Submission date 4.5.2015 

Submitted by Secretariat 

 

Background 
The project for the development of the Second Holistic Assessment of Ecosystem Health in the Baltic Sea 

(HOLAS II) started in December 2014 and will continue until June 2018. The assessment will give an update 

of the overall state of the Baltic Sea and evaluate progress in relation to the goals of the Baltic Sea Action 

Plan. It will be developed so that it can also be used in the 2018 reporting under the EU Marine Strategy 

Framework Directive. The HOLAS II project is guided by a core team with representatives from the 

Contracting Parties. 

The project builds on concepts developed under the first Holistic Assessment of the Ecosystem Health of 
the Baltic Sea, and is set to develop these further to include more recent developments in the field.  
 
This document summarizes the progress of the project during its first four months.   
 

Action required 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information. 
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Progress of the HELCOM HOLAS II  
 

Timeline  
The project was started in December 2014 and will continue until June 2018. This report refers to the first 

four months of the project.  

Aims  
The project for the development of the Second Holistic Assessment of Ecosystem Health in the Baltic Sea 

(HOLAS II) will give an update of the overall environmental status of and pressure on the Baltic Sea and 

evaluate progress in relation to the goals of the Baltic Sea Action Plan. It will also address social and 

economic impacts. The report will be developed so that it can also be used in the 2018 reporting under the 

EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive. The assessment will be focusing on the regional scale, but 

performed in such a way that the results can also be used in national assessments of marine and coastal 

areas.  

As part of reaching this aim, the project will develop methods and tools for assessing status, and support 

the development of the Baltic Sea Pressure and Impact index. It will also produce thematic assessments on 

the key HELCOM segments: biodiversity, eutrophication and hazardous substances.  Access to data from 

the whole HELCOM area and using as recent data as possible and improvement of data flow arrangements 

in HELCOM is therefore key to a successful assessment. 

Main activities during the first four months 
The project builds on concepts developed under the first Holistic Assessment of the Ecosystem Health of 

the Baltic Sea, and is set to develop these further to include more recent developments in the field. A 

summary of the planned structure of reporting is provided further below in this document. The preliminary 

draft outline of the planned report, as by HOLAS II 2-2015, is given in Annex 1. 

The first months of the project have focused on identifying the main building blocks of the Holistic 

Assessment, specifying the draft road map and producing a structure for the planned reporting.  In relation 

to the roadmap, the development of the Biodiversity Assessment Tool and of the Socio-Economy activity 

has been given first priority for initiation. A workshop to support the development of the Biodiversity 

assessment tool will be held on June 15, 2015, in Gothenburg, Sweden. Current and upcoming activities 

focus on identifying gaps in the coverage of available indicators in relation the reporting requirements, and 

on planning further the assessment of pressures.  A draft roadmap of the project is given in Annex 2. 

Meetings 
The HOLAS II core team has had two meetings since the start of the project: HOLAS II 1-2014 was held in 

Helsinki on December 2014, and HOLAS II 2-2015 was held in Helsinki on March 17-18, 2015. The third 

Meeting will be held on June 16-17, 2015, in Gothenburg, Sweden 

Connections to other regions 
The project has been following the development of the review of the GES decision and Annex III of MSFD, in 

order to keep updated on progress of relevance for the project, and adjust the path of the project as 

needed. In this process, HOLAS II has taken part in and considered the outcome of the workshop on Cross-

cutting issues, held in Copenhagen on Jan 21-22, 2015, and agreed to incorporate conclusions from this 

process in its continued work. 

The project has been communicating with its OSPAR counterpart, the ICG MAG (2), in order to identify how 

to support the harmonization of HOLAS II with the IA2017 of OSPAR.   
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Presentations  
The project has been presented at the MARMONI final conference (Jan 2015), the Meeting of HELCOM FISH 

PRO II (Feb 2015), and at the ICES/HELCOM working group for Integrated Assessments of the Baltic Sea 

(WGIAB, March 2015). 

Summary of the planned structure for reporting 
The assessment will build on the core indicators developed jointly by HELCOM, and by ICES for commercial 
fish stocks. The applied set of indicators are to, as far as possible, cover all aspects relevant for assessing 
progress in relation to the BSAP, and for covering the ten descriptors of the MSFD. The assessment tools to 
be used will build on existing tools for assessing biodiversity, hazardous substances and eutrophication, 
which will be developed as needed in order to suit the purposes of HOLAS II.  
 
The assessment will also include the spatial distribution of main pressures on the Baltic Sea. The format for 
presentation will build on the Baltic Sea pressure and impact index, as used within the first holistic 
assessment (HELCOM 2010, http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP122.pdf ). This will be evaluated 
and modified as needed in order to account for any recent methodological developments, and reporting 
needs.  
 
The holistic assessment is set to cover all aspects within the DPSIR cycle, with a focus on pressures, state, as 
well as social and economic impacts.  

 

 The main pressures addressed are related to inputs of nutrient loading and hazardous substances, 
fisheries and maritime activities. Marine litter, underwater noise and non-indigenous species are 
also to be considered.  

 

 Status of the environment is based on key elements of biodiversity, focusing on marine mammals, 
fish, birds, the seafloor, and the pelagic habitat.  
 

 The assessment of impacts is carried out by environmental economic analyses to assess the cost of 
degradation, and addresses ways of optimizing the probability of success for different management 
measures to improve environmental status.  

 
 

  

http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP122.pdf
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Annex 1 Preliminary draft outline of the 2nd Holistic Assessment of Baltic 

Sea ecosystem health 
 

0. Executive Summary 

1. Introduction 

• Policy background (BSAP, MSFD, WFD, BD, HD, MSP/ICZM, CFP, CAP, highlighting the 

ecosystem approach) and international cooperation (IMO, CBD) 

• include summary of characteristics of the Baltic Sea 

• Previous assessments  

• Reading instructions!  

2. Methods section  

• include conceptual outline showing the structure of the assessments in the report 

• new developments of tools 

• Methodology [short version in printed report, longer version in the web-version] 

 

3. Assessment of the status of ecosystem health 

• biodiversity assessed including status based GES descriptors (“pizza), showing for Descriptor 1 

also separately the assessment of elements, differentiated as in monitoring programmes under 

Article 11 

• assessment of pressure based descriptors (“satellites”) intact 

• Selection of trends in key parameters 

• Supporting parameters to interpret result of the assessment tools (e.g. change in climatic 

factors between assessment periods). 

 

4. Input and human activities acting on the environment 

• Spatial distribution and trends of main human activities and pressures, e.g. with pressure core 

indicators (shown individually) including maritime activities 

• Cumulative assessment of pressures using the BSPI/BSII, including new pressure data layers, 

should be possible to assess changes in relation to the previous assessment 

• Climate change – summary based on thematic assessment and new info, e.g. EMEP 

 

5.  Social and economic aspects [consider title – more communicative] 

• Cost-of degradation of the environment, benefits of mitigating environmental problems 

 

6. Measures towards reaching GES (To be developed further) 

• Regionally agreed targets  

• Existing and planned measures (inform on ongoing work focus on HELCOM work) 

 could include real examples/successful cases 

 could address sufficiency of measures to reach GES (“If GES has not been reached, why 

has it not been reached”, potentially including societal drivers) 

 

7. Conclusions and future outlook 

  



GEAR 11-2015, 4-2 

 

 

Page 5 of 7 
 

Annex 2 Draft Roadmap for the HOLAS II project 
             

Grey = Main activity       

Light grey = Preparatory activity   ws= workshop, w= development work         

Yellow = Assessment                             

Activities 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Activities 4th Q 1st Q 
2nd 
Q 

3rd 
Q 

4th 
Q 

1st 
Q 

2nd 
Q 

3rd 
Q 

4th 
Q 

1st 
Q 

2nd 
Q 3rd Q 

4th 
Q 

Planning phase for project implementation DONE                     Consultation 
draft report 1. Assessment of pressures and human activities                       

a) Spatial distribution and trends of human activities and pressures                      

_Identify human activities and pressures     3                

_Identify appropriate scale     3     eval.          

_data arrangements and data flows       4              

_Improving pressure data layers        w              

b) Assessment of cumulative impact of pressures                       

_ Develop and test HELCOM pressure indices       3                

Workshop 1; Initial, conceptual discussion, guidance       ws?              

Tool development       w              

Workshop 2; Testing of new tool           ws          

Possible adjustments of tool                      

_Carrying out assessment cumulative impact of pressures                      

c) Climate change                       

_data needs and data flows       4              

_Carrying out assessment            draft           

2. Assessment of the state and distance to GES                       

a) Core indicator-based assessment, using tools for integration                      

Biodiversity (D1, D3, D4, D6 According to pizza)                      

_Develop and test state assessment tools biodiversity    2                  

_indicators to be included   2 3                
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_Identification of data needs and data flows     3                

Workshop 1; (tool evaluation and development needs)     ws                

Tool development                      

Review of work at STATE 3-2015 (9/13 nov)         5            

Workshop 2; Testing of new tool           ws          

_Trends of biodiversity elements (PROVIDED DATA)           draft          

Possible adjustments of tool                      

_Carrying out assessment biodiversity                       

Hazardous substances (D8, D9)                       

_Update and test state assessment tools hazardous substances                    

_Identification of data needs and data flows     3              

Workshop 1; Initial, conceptual discussion       ws              

Tool development                      

Review of work at STATE 3-2015                      

Workshop 2; Testing of updated tool           ws          

Possible adjustments of tools                      

_Carrying out assessment hazardous substances                      

_Trends of hazardous substances           new   new       

Eutrophication (D5)                       

_Carrying out assessment eutrophication                       

Non-indigenous species (D2)     3                 

Commercial fish and shellfish (D3) (pressure related)     3                 

Hydrographical changes (D7)     3                 

Marine litter (D10)     3                 

Noise (D11)     3                 

Integrated status assessment of the ecosystem health                        

_Develop and test state assessment tool for ecosystem health                  

_Carrying out assessment of ecosystem health                       

3. Social and economic aspects                       
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Method and concept development for economic and social impact studies (A3)                     
_ Assessment of cost-of degradation of the environment, benefits of mitigating 
environmental problems                       

4. Sufficiency of measures to reach GES (A5)                       

_Environmental targets                  

_Map existing and planned measures (A4), including MPAs   

Under 
GEAR/IG 

PoM)                

_Gap analysis of measures                    

_Developing proposals on new measures.                   

_Analysis of link drivers-measures (lead?)                       

Synthesis and writing draft report (A6)                       

Finalization of draft report                           

 

 

 


