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Background 
This document presents the status and outcome of the Baltic Sea Pilot Project: Testing new concepts for 
integrated environmental monitoring of the Baltic Sea (BALSAM), which will finalize in May 2015.  
 
 

Action required 
The Meeting is invited to: 

 take note of the outcome and deliverables, and 

 discuss how to make use of and implement the results. 
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Baltic Sea Pilot Project: Testing new concepts for integrated environmental 

monitoring of the Baltic Sea (BALSAM) 

Background 

The aim of the EU co-funded BALSAM1 project (October 2013 – March 2015 with two months extension until 

May 2015) was to enhance the capacity of the Baltic Sea states to develop their monitoring programmes by 

increasing and improving cross-border coordination and joint activities, especially related to monitoring of 

biodiversity.  

The project is one of the three “New Knowledge” pilot projects, the other two projects being in the North 

Sea and Celtic Sea (JMP NS/CS) and Mediterranean and Black Sea (IRIS-SES). The three projects coordinated 

with each other through regular online meetings and had a joint final conference on 24 April 2015 in Brussels. 

The project consortium included 18 partners from HELCOM countries and the project has been coordinated 

by the HELCOM Secretariat. The project has been supervised by the Gear group and technical guidance has 

been provided by the Working Group State & Conservation as well as MONAS and HABITAT before. The 

project activities were organised into six work packages (WP) and the focus areas were on fisheries / 

environmental monitoring and data infrastructure (WP2), seals and seabirds (WP3), non-indigenous species 

(WP4), benthic habitats (WP6) and coordinated use of research vessels (WP5). 

Project deliverables and outcome 

As a first deliverable, BALSAM provided input to the HELCOM online Monitoring Manual2, which was 

published in October 2014, by collecting information on monitoring so far carried out under HELCOM 

COMBINE, as well as monitoring of fish (ICES as a subcontractor), seals and seabirds, non-indigenous species 

and benthic habitats.  

The project prepared guidelines for the monitoring of seals in the Baltic3, which were adopted at STATE 1-

2014. Similar guidelines have been prepared for seabirds and benthic habitats, which were presented to 

State&Conservation 2/2015. Seal abundance and distribution databases have also been developed and will 

be made available online on the HELCOM website. A metadatabase for seabird monitoring in the Baltic since 

the year 1991 has also been prepared. BALSAM also gathered an expert network of seabird experts in the 

Baltic and organised two meetings, the latest held in Latvia 28-29 January 2015 and now the aim is to join 

forces with the JWGBird group. 

Updated information on environmental research vessels as well as planned cruises and cruise reports4 have 

been gathered and are available on the HELCOM website to assist Contracting Parties in further coordination. 

A proposal to revise the HELCOM Recommendation 12/1 “Procedures for granting permits for monitoring 

and research activities in the territorial waters and exclusive economic zones, fishing zones or continental 

shelves” was also presented to State & Conservation 2-2015. 

Proposals for ways to improve data infrastructure and data flows for HELCOM assessments and core 

indicators have been gathered in a work plan, which is prepared by the HELCOM Secretariat together with 

ICES as a subcontractor. The work plan identifies a set of action points to be taken forward by the HELCOM 

and ICES Secretariats and HELCOM Contracting Parties. 

                                                           
1 http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/balsam/ 
2 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual/ 
3 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/manuals-and-guidelines/seal-abundance-
guidelines/ 
4 http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/research-vessels/ 
 

http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-at-work/projects/balsam/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/monitoring-manual/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/manuals-and-guidelines/seal-abundance-guidelines/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/manuals-and-guidelines/seal-abundance-guidelines/
http://www.helcom.fi/action-areas/monitoring-and-assessment/research-vessels/
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For non-indigenous species, the Risk Assessment Tool under the HELCOM/OSPAR Harmonized Procedure on 

Exemptions under the Ballast Water Management Convention has been updated and improved, being now 

available online5. Moreover, a user guide to help use the tool has been developed. Regarding target species, 

the harmonized criteria for defining target species for the purpose for the ballast water decision support tool 

has been tested.  Also, monitoring methods for NIS monitoring in ports were tested in Estonia, Poland and 

Latvia in the summer 20146. 

Next steps 

All project outcomes will be made available on the HELCOM website by end of May 2015. A summary of 

results is available in Annex 1. An outreach oriented report of the project outcomes is also being prepared. 

                                                           
5 http://jointbwmexemptions.org/ballast_water_RA/apex/f?p=100:LOGIN:16097224744455 
 
6 
http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/Testing%20monitoring%20methods%20for%20NIS%20in%20Baltic%20ports.
pdf 
 

http://jointbwmexemptions.org/ballast_water_RA/apex/f?p=100:LOGIN:16097224744455
http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/Testing%20monitoring%20methods%20for%20NIS%20in%20Baltic%20ports.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/Testing%20monitoring%20methods%20for%20NIS%20in%20Baltic%20ports.pdf
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Annex 1 Summary of BALSAM deliverables 

BALSAM Deliverable Aim Results/Outcomes Recommendations/Way forward 

HELCOM Monitoring Manual To catalogue environmental 
monitoring in the Baltic 

The Monitoring Manual is available 
online and shows that for some 
components coordinated monitoring is 
taking place, e.g. through the COMBINE 
programme, and for some only national 
monitoring efforts exist. 

The Monitoring Manual will be updated 
annually in the HELCOM 
State&Conservation meetings. New 
guidelines will be developed for those 
components that are currently not 
coordinated. 

Work Plan to improve data management 
and infrastructure in the Baltic 

To identify data needs for 
indicators and assessments 
and to propose solutions to 
smoothen data flows 

The work plan lists action points to 
improve data management and data 
infrastructure in the Baltic. The work plan 
also looks into synergies between 
environmental and fisheries monitoring. 

The work plan will be presented to the 
HELCOM State&Conservation for further 
action and implementation 

Guidelines for seabird monitoring To propose common 
guidelines for the monitoring 
of wintering seabirds in the 
Baltic to improve 
coordination. 

The monitoring methods/ guidelines will 
be presented to the HELCOM 
State&Conservation for adoption. 

The coordination in seabird monitoring, 
especially for wintering birds, could be 
much improved. HELCOM is joining forces 
with the JWG Bird group, which could 
improve further coordination in bird 
surveys. 

Metadatabase of seabird monitoring To catalogue information on 
seabird monitoring in the 
Baltic since 1991. 

The metadatabase is available in access 
formatand gives a good overview of the 
monitoring carried out in different 
countries . 

The metadatabase can be used as a start 
to build up a seabird monitoring database 
for the Baltic, which could further support 
data flows for indicators and assessments. 

Guidelines for seal monitoring To develop coordinated 
guidelines for seal 
abundance monitoring in the 
Baltic. 

The monitoring guidelines were adopted 
by HELCOM State&Conservation and will 
be used in future monitoring. 

The guidelines/monitoring methods 
should be kept updated in the annual 
HELCOM SEAL meetings. 

Databases for seal abundance data To establish for the first time 
a seal abundance database 
for the Baltic. 

The abundance databases will be 
available on the HELCOM website in excel 
format. 

The abundance databases should be kept 
up-to-date and improved to better suit the 
needs of core indicators and assessments 
in the annual HELCOM SEAL meetings. 
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Seal distribution data Seal distribution databases Seal distribution database and maps have 
been prepared and are available on the 
HELCOM website.  

The distribution data can give useful 
background information for the 
assessment of seals and should be 
updated in annual HELCOM SEAL 
meetings. 

 
Manual for benthic habitat monitoring in 
the Baltic  

 
To propose monitoring 
methods and guidelines for 
benthic habitat distribution 
monitoring in the Baltic. 

 
The manual suggests a combination of 
drop video and grab sampling as the 
method for monitoring of benthic 
habitats. 

 
The manual/guidelines will be discussed in 
the HELCOM State&Conservation. 

Decision-support tool for target NIS 
species(BWMC) 

To improve the decision 
support tool on non-
indigenous species 
introductions via ballast 
water 

The Risk Assessment Tool under the 
HELCOM/OSPAR Harmonized Procedure 
on Exemptions under the Ballast Water 
Management Convention has been 
updated and improved, being now 
available online.  A user guide to help use 
the tool has been developed.  

The tool is ready to allow administrations 
and ship owners to quickly identify routes 
that may qualify for exemptions to the 
application of ballast water management 
for ships under the Ballast Water 
Management Convention (regulation B-3) 
and those that are unlikely to. 

NIS port surveys in Latvia, Poland and 
Estonia 

To test the sampling 
protocol of non-indigenous 
species in ports as contained 
in the Joint HELCOM/OSPAR 
Harmonized Procedure on 
Exemptions under the Ballast 
Water Management 
Convention 

Monitoring methods have been tested in 
Estonia, Poland and Latvia in the summer 
2014. 
 

The present coordinated COMBINE and 
coastal fish monitoring should be 
complemented with a regular shallow hard 
bottom fauna and flora monitoring and 
port monitoring in ports having the most 
intensive international ship traffic to 
obtain the required data on non-
indigenous species (NIS).  

Recommendation 12/1 - revision Scheme for enhanced 
cooperation streamlining the 
administrative issues related 
to international monitoring 
cruises formalized through 
e.g. a HELCOM 
Recommendation 

Study report on permit application 
practices in the Baltic; 
Revised HELCOM Recommendation 12/1; 
Chapter for coordination of off-shore 
monitoring activities (e.g. research 
vessels) 

Consult with relevant HELCOM working 
groups and contracting parties in order to 
adopt the revised Recommendation 12/1 
in 2016 

Draft recommendation on “Procedures for 
notifying about autonomous monitoring 
devices in the Baltic Sea” 

Development of a system for 
joint service of autonomous 
devices and moored 

A proposal is developed to regulate the 
application and joint service of 

Start consultations with relevant HELCOM 
working groups and contracting parties in 
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instruments (drifters, buoys, 
fixed platforms, 
hydrophones etc) for marine 
monitoring in the off-shore 
areas. 

autonomous devices for the Baltic Sea 
monitoring.  

order to adopt a new recommendation in 
2017 

Platform to improve coordinated use of 
research vessels 

To facilitate information 
exchange in regards to 
research vessels that can be 
used for monitoring in the 
Baltic, planned cruises etc. 

A website platform was created on the 
HELCOM website, which shows the actual 
positions of research vessels, information 
on planned cruises and cruise reports etc. 

It should be discussed in 
State&Conservation how the vessels could 
be used in a more cost-effective manner 
and how further coordination could be 
achieved. 


