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Background 
This document contains the EU Comments to GEAR 16-2017 documents under agenda item 4 and 5.  

Action required 
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information and consider it when the documents commented are 
discussed during the Meeting.  
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Comments on documents under agenda item 4 and 5 
 

Paper 4-2.Rev.1 State of the Baltic Sea Report 

We very much welcome the report and trust that all sections can be finalised with a view to its adoption by 
HOD in June and subsequent release for use by the Member States in support of their 2018 MSFD 
reporting. We particularly welcome the comprehensive coverage of the assessments, which address all key 
aspects required under MSFD Article 8, and that the report is already applying many of the requirements of 
the new GES Decision. We welcome HELCOM's intention to update the report in 2018, when further 
indicators, latest data and further improvements to the texts may be incorporated. 

 

We have the following specific comments, some of which may only be possible to address in the 2018 
update: 

1. Include at the beginning a glossary of key terms to support a lay reader's understanding. This 
should include technical terms like food webs, indicators, threshold values. 

2. Check throughout where alternative terms are used (e.g. species/organisms/biota; 
habitats/biotopes/communities; contaminants/hazardous substances; GES/good status/acceptable 
status; not in GES/poor status/bad status) and decide either to retain these terms but explain their 
use in the glossary or to only use one term (to avoid that lay readers understand them to be 
somehow different). 

3. Clarify throughout whether up trends and increasing values in an indicator is a good thing 
(improving status) or not (deteriorating status); similarly with down trends and reducing values. 

4. Chapter 1: consider adding a historic perspective on the changes in oxygenation (to complement 
the historic perspective on temperature, salinity and ice), for example Figure 2 of Carstensen et al. 
(2014) PNAS vol.111, no.15. 

5. p10 caption for rocky shore: 'due to lack of tides' may be incorrect: kelp is absent over most of the 
Baltic due to its intolerance to lower salinity, allowing Fucus spp. to grow in subtidal conditions 
where they are otherwise out-competed by the kelps (similar to what happens in brackish lagoons 
in Scotland). 

6. Chapter 2 (or elsewhere): it would be useful to reflect on how much change in status there has 
been since HOLAS I (acknowledging that there are new methods and indicators introduced, so not 
possible for all topics).  

7. Chapter 3 Human uses: useful summaries on socioeconomic benefits. It would be helpful to 
develop summaries per key indicator (value, employment etc) to show the relative importance of 
the different sectors to each country and the region as a whole (may have to indicate missing data 
in some cases).  

8. Chapter 4.1 Eutrophication. Fig.4.1.2 seems to underestimate the scale of impact in the Baltic 
proper (due to the large deoxygenated zone) compared with the Bornholm basin. Table 5.1.1 
zoobenthos indicator status seems more positive than might be expected from the rest of the 
eutrophication assessment.  

9. Chapter 4.2 Hazardous substances: it is unclear why there is no integrated assessment for the 
Kattegat/Sound/Belt area, when there are indicator results for these sub-basins. Figure 4.2.3 on 
trends is very useful and complements the status data. 

10. Chapter 4.3 Litter and 4.4 Underwater sound. Great to see these 'new' topics covered. 
11. Chapter 4.6 Species removal: Figure 4.6.2 is very useful. Table 4.6.1 showing status of individual 

stocks and stocks not assessed in also very useful (but surprising to have such lack of stock 
assessments). 

12. Chapter 4.7 Seabed loss and disturbance: welcome this new assessment of the extent of physical 
loss and disturbance. Consider whether the work under BalticBOOST (paper 5-4) can be brought in 
by 2018. Figure 4.7.5 – useful table, but please explain the use of the colours and order both rows 
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and columns in more logical order. Figure 4.7.6 – this is also quite interesting to show the 
significant changes in human activities across the Baltic, so shame that S&C decided to delete it. 

13. Chapter 5.1 Benthic habitats: Figure 5.1.1 – it would be helpful to add the % of coastal areas in 
good status per sub-basin to the summary table. As per chapter 4.7, the future work should include 
work from BalticBOOST to provide a more even coverage of indicators/assessments. 

14. Chapter 5.2 Pelagic habitats: Figure 5.2.1 – it would be helpful to add the % of coastal areas in good 
status per sub-basin to the summary table. 

15. Chapter 5.5 Birds: the links being made to the Red List status are welcome and suggest a need for 
further integration (also for the other species groups and habitats) to avoid mixed messages on 
status of the same biodiversity features. 

16. Integration of work on seabed habitats: there are different work strands on indicator assessments 
(soft-bottoms, oxygen debt, using empirical data), spatial extent of loss/disturbance/impact (BSII, 
modelled approach) and Red List of HUB biotopes (largely expert driven) which need to be brought 
together in a more coherence assessment process for the seabed habitats (even if assessments are 
both broad-scale (MSFD) and fine-scale (HUB)).  

 

Paper 4-3 and 5-2 ESA methodology 

We welcome this progressive work in assessing the costs of degradation and look forward to its further 
development. 

You may wish to be aware that our biodiversity unit (ENV D.2) is conducting a support study for KIP-INCA 
(the knowledge innovation project on natural capital accounting) which tries to figure out how the concepts 
of natural capital accounting and ecosystem services can be made useful for EU policy.  If HELCOM is 
interested in the project for the specific issue of NC/ESS in the marine environment, we will happily 
establish a contact point. 

 

Paper 5-3 Guidelines for targets on pressures affecting seabed habitats 

Overall the work to develop regional targets for seabed pressures is very welcome as these are significant 
pressures in the Baltic Sea and would represent an important next step following the establishment of 
nutrient reduction targets (MAI/CART). 

We welcome the need to encompass maximum allowable extent of pressures on the seabed, as well as 
including the issue of quantity/intensity of the pressures. This is in line with the needs of the new GES 
Decision, but also represents a more effective way to consider physical pressures. 

Figure 1 schema: as the target should address the gap between the current state and GES, it would be 
better to depict it as a double-ended arrow and label as ‘environmental target – amount of pressure 
reduction’ or similar. 

Section 2 - we support the three points/principles made, noting that for the third point, there could be a 
global target (per habitat per sub-basin) supported by specific sub-targets associated with particular 
sectors/activities. 

Section 2.1 – the issues raised are relevant, but operationally they can all be related to a) the habitat type 
defined (broad or specific), b) the maximum extent of loss which is set and c) the maximum extent of 
adverse effect which is set. 

Table 2 – input of nutrients from agriculture seems missing (more than industrial animal farming). 

Section 3’s 5-step process. It would be helpful to have a worked example, as it seems rather an elaborate 
system. A simpler approach could be a) if habitat x in sub-basin y is below GES, what pressures need to be 
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reduced and by how much to achieve GES? and b) which are the responsible activities for these pressures 
and how would you allocate pressure reduction targets between them? 

 

Paper 5-4 Estimating physical disturbance to the seafloor 

Overall, we welcome the work presented in the document; we have not had time to review the document 
in detail, so make only limited comments. 

 

Assessing the extent of physical loss and damage to seabed habitats at regional scale has only been made 
feasible in recent years through the parallel development of broad-scale habitat maps, mapping of the 
activities and associated pressures and work to link these pressures to impacts on the habitats and their 
communities. This document therefore represents an important milestone in this regional-scale work. 
Whilst improvements in the methodologies are likely to refine the outcomes in years to come, the work 
presented here (and in other regions) is already providing a good basis for assessing the state of seabed 
habitats, which was not possible only a few years ago. The last chapter (quantitative assessment of benthic 
impact) is particularly useful as it reinforces the work done through the BSII, backed by quantitative 
analyses and also begins to explore possible management scenarios. 

 

In future work in this area, the following may be useful to consider: 

•        Recent work by ICES on assessing seafloor impacts, especially in relation to bottom-fishing 
activities, and their relationships to the catch value of fishing areas (Advice and workshop reports 
due to be published in June)  

•        Updated EUSeaMap habitat layers (2016) are available – they are currently working on delivery of 
an MSFD broad habitat types layer 

•        Integration of broad-scale modelling approaches with fine-scale empirical data (e.g. soft-bottom 
sediment indicator, WFD benthic MMI) to assessing impacts. The latter should help validate the 
broad-scale approaches. In addition the threshold values for impact (adverse effect) should be 
compatible across the different pressures (cf GES Decision Art 4). 

• In further refinement of the traits approach, consider assessing species diversity in each community 
(rather than biomass/abundance), as it is quite possible that some sensitive/fragile/long-lived 
species are already lost from habitats subject to physical disturbance. 
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