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Background 
This document contains a draft summary of the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report.  
 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to consider the information.  
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Note: the summary text is structured so that the first section gives an overview of the aims and the content 
of the report. This is followed by short sections which give summaries for different themes of the report, 
focusing on the indicator-based assessment results. These would be presented as “key message boxes”1 in 
the beginning of the State of the Baltic Sea report (layout and accompanying photos/images to be 
considered). Alternative ways of presenting the summary could be considered. 

 

Summary 

The State of the Baltic Sea report provides an update of the environmental situation in the Baltic Sea for 

the period 2011-2015. Hence, the report captures a “moment” in the dynamic life history of the Baltic Sea, 

aiming to support an adaptive, regionally coordinated management towards improved environmental status 

of the Baltic Sea.  

The report highlights a broad range of aspects, covering the state of the ecosystem, environmental 

pressures and human well-being. Some results are based on the achievements of long-term HELCOM 

monitoring and assessment, whereas others are presented regionally for the first time. HELCOM core 

indicators form the basis for the assessment. The indicators assess the status of selected elements of 

biodiversity and human-induced pressures on the Baltic Sea against regionally agreed threshold values, 

based on current knowledge. In addition, integrated assessments for biodiversity, eutrophication and 

contamination status are made, based on the core indicators. For marine litter, underwater noise, and 

seafloor loss and disturbance, the assessment is qualitative since HELCOM core indicators are still under 

development. Trends over time and spatial aspects are included, as far as data are available, in order to 

indicate potential future developments and geographic areas of key importance for the assessed themes. 

Results for social and economic assessment for areas are included for themes where information at the 

regional scale is available. 

The results show that, although signs of improvement in the state of the Baltic Sea are seen in some cases, 

the Baltic Sea Action Plan goals and ecological objectives have not yet been reached. One additional 

conclusion is that some measures already put into operation have not been in place long enough to have an 

effect. For other measures, such as reduction of nutrient loads, it will take time, even several decades, 

before full effects can be measured in the environment.  

The assessment provides key information for taking further steps to reach good environmental status for 

the Baltic Sea and strengthen the implementation of the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan by 2021 and serve 

as a baseline for implementing the UN Sustainable Development Goals.  The assessment may also serve 

purposes of the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive for those countries around the Baltic Sea that are 

                                                           
1 general comment: consider including references to chapter /sections in the actual report 
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EU Member States. 

[Additional text for the first version]: By mid-2018, the report will be updated to also include data from 

2016. If additional threshold values or new HELCOM core indicators are agreed during 2017, they may also 

be included in the 2018 update.  

 

Pressures on the Baltic Sea 

The Baltic Sea is one of the world´s largest brackish water areas. It is inhabited by both marine and 

freshwater species, but the number of species is low compared to most other seas due to the low salinity. 

The drainage area is inhabited by around 85 million people, influencing on the status of the Baltic Sea via 

human activities on land and sea. Human-induced pressures of common concern in sea areas globally also 

cause impacts on the Baltic Sea environment, in particular eutrophication and hazardous substances. In 

addition, a particular concern for the Baltic Sea is the wide and increasing distribution of areas with poor 

oxygen conditions. Climate-related increases in water temperature, and decreases in salinity due to 

increased input of freshwater, are further expected to affect the distribution of species over time, as well as 

their physiology and food availability. 

Eutrophication 

Eutrophication has been evident in the Baltic Sea for many decades, due to past high and still excessive 

inputs of nitrogen and phosphorus. Over 95% of the Baltic Sea region2 is affected by eutrophication. Inputs 

of nutrients from land have decreased, but effects of these measures are not yet generally reflected in the 

status of the marine environment. Only a few coastal areas are currently unaffected by eutrophication, but 

an improving trend is seen in some indicators and sub-basins.  

Hazardous substances 

Levels of contaminants are elevated and continues giving cause for concern. However, the analysis suggests 

that the situation is not generally deteriorating, as reflected in slightly more improving than deteriorating 

trends in the monitored hazardous substances. The integrated contamination status was mainly influenced 

by poly-brominated flame retardants and mercury. The level of Cesium (137Cs) deposited after the 

accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant in 1986 has achieved acceptable levels3 in some sub-basins, 

and can be expected to be so in all of the Baltic Sea by 2020. Acute pollution events from oils spills have 

decreased. 

                                                           
2 Baltic Sea including the Kattegat 
3 Proposed term instead of “threshold values” to have it less technical in the summary 
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Marine litter 

HELCOM is developing core indicators for assessing marine litter, but they are not yet operational and thus 

no assessment of status has been possible at this time. Beach litter monitoring is ongoing in several 

countries, showing that the number of beach litter items ranges from around 10 to 160 per 100 m beach in 

the different sub-basins. Plastic litter is a special concern due to their risks to the environment and its slow 

rate of degradation. Around 70% of the litter items in the Baltic Sea are derived from plastic materials.  

Underwater sound 

Underwater sound is among the most widely-distributed pressures in the Baltic Sea, caused by various 

human activities. Areas with high levels of continuous sound mainly coincide with areas of high vessel 

traffic. Events causing intense, impulsive sound are monitored in a newly established registry. Out of 350 

impulsive events reported by Baltic Sea countries during the assessment period, 167 are pile driving. 

Acceptable levels of sound for sensitive species have not yet been defined and thus no assessment of status 

has been possible at this time.   

Non-indigenous species 

Around 140 non-indigenous species have so far been recorded in the Baltic Sea. Of these, 14 

were new for the Baltic Sea during 2011-2015. In addition, an unknown number of previously-

arrived non-indigenous species have expanded their distribution range to new sub-basins in 

the Baltic Sea. The regional objective is that there should be no primary introductions of non-

indigenous species due to human activities during an assessment period and thus, good status 

is not achieved.  

Species removal by fishing and hunting  

Three out of eight internationally- assessed commercial fish stocks are in good status with 

respect to both biomass and fishing mortality rates. However, fourteen stocks are currently 

lacking evaluation. Unselective fishing methods imposes additional mortality on non-target fish 

species and size classes, as well as birds and mammals. Hunting has a relatively small role in 

today. Seals are generally protected, but a licenced hunting is permitted in some countries, 

restricted to populations above a minimum size and with a positive growth rate. Waterbirds 

are hunted as game in some countries, whereas in others they have strict protection.  

Seabed habitat loss and disturbance 

Less than one percent of the Baltic Sea seabed is estimated as being lost due to human 

activities, by 2015. Around half of the area is potentially disturbed by human activity. The 
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estimates are based on the spatial distribution of human activities but have not been linked to 

pressure intensity or level of impact on the environment. Hence, no assessment of status of 

seabed habitats has been possible at this time. 

 

Biodiversity 

Habitats 
For benthic habitats, good status was indicated in five of twelve assessed open sea areas 

based on estimates limited to soft bottom habitats against the effect of eutrophication. 

Coastal areas showed good status in about half of the Baltic Sea region. Pelagic habitats were 

assessed based on core indicators representing primary productivity, and in some sub-basins 

also zooplankton. Based on the available indicators, open-sea pelagic habitats achieved good 

status only in the Kattegat. Coastal areas showed good integrated status in about one quarter 

of the region. The assessments of benthic and pelagic habitats are still under development and 

more work is needed to cover additional aspects of concern for these elements in the future. 

Fish 
The assessment of fish from a biodiversity perspective indicates good status in about half of the 

assessed coastal areas. In the open sea, two out of five assessed pelagic fish stocks have good 

status, and one of three assessed demersal stocks. Demersal fish were only assessed in the 

Kattegat and Western Baltic Sea, and an assessment for the Eastern Baltic Sea is currently 

lacking. Core indicators for the migrating fish species salmon and sea show bad status in most 

areas where they were assessed.  

Mammals 
Among the marine mammals, grey seals and harbour seals show increasing population sizes, 

but the assessment for grey seal indicate that the nutritional status is not good. The 

population of ringed seal in the Gulf of Finland is of concern, as the population is decreasing 

and is currently represented by around 100 animals. A particular concern is also the Baltic 

Proper population of harbour porpoise, with a population size recently estimated at around 

500 animals.  

Waterbirds 
Water birds were assessed by their abundance during the breeding and the wintering season, 

respectively. Bothe indicators failed the threshold values, particularly due to a decline in 

benthic feeding birds during both seasons, as well as a decline in surface feeders and waders 

during the breeding season, and in grazing feeders during the wintering season. Pelagic feeding 
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birds as a group showed good status.  

Food web aspects 
The biodiversity core indicators showed instances of inadequate status in all levels of the 

food web. Only a few core indicators achieved the agreed quality partially in the Baltic Sea, 

and none of them in all assessed areas. Although the results for different indicators are not 

directly comparable, as their assessment methods have been developed independently, the 

result suggests that the environmental impacts on Baltic Sea organisms are wide-reaching 

and not restricted to certain geographic areas or trophic levels.  

Simultaneous changes in several parts of the ecosystem are expected, since species are 

dependent on each other for food, and via competition. In addition to changes in abundance, 

altered nutritional status, growth rate or size structure are important signals of changes in 

overall food web functionality. Further work is required for an indicator-based assessment of 

food web status in the Baltic Sea.  However, available data for some geographic areas and 

species already indicate a decreased nutritional status and size structure in fish (such as 

Eastern Baltic cod), decreased nutritional status in mammals (such as grey seal) and decreased 

size structure in zooplankton, all pointing towards a deteriorating food web status. 

Cumulative impacts and spatial aspects 

The indicator-based assessments of pressures show their status when assessed individually, without 

comparing their total impact or their level of spatial overlap with sensitive habitats.  The Baltic Sea Impact 

Index is an assessment component that additionally describes the cumulative burden on the environment 

in different parts of the Baltic Sea, via more detailed spatial information than can be provided by the core 

indicators. The results indicate that the highest environmental impacts currently occurs in the south-west 

Baltic Sea, and that the pressures causing most impacts on species are inputs of nutrients, contamination, 

underwater noise, non-indigenous species, and the extraction of fish.  Other pressures have high influence 

on specific species and species groups but are less widely distributed.  

Impacts on human well-being 

Human activities in the Baltic Sea and in its drainage area contribute to pressures that act on the Baltic Sea 

environment but are also in many cases dependent on that the marine environment is in a healthy state. 

The cost of degradation for the Baltic Sea region with respect to eutrophication is estimated as total losses 

around 3.8 – 4.4 billion euros annually. In other words, the citizens’ welfare would increase by this much 

each year if good eutrophication status were achieved. Estimates for selected biodiversity components 

suggest that citizens’ welfare would increase by 1.8 – 2.6 billion euros annually in the Baltic Sea region if 
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the state of marine vegetation and fish stocks improved to a good status. The current recreational benefits 

of the Baltic Sea are estimated at around 15 billion euros annually, and the current losses of recreation 

values due to the deterioration of the marine environment is estimated to around 1 – 2 billion euros 

annually. 

  



GEAR 16-2017, 4-6 
 

 

Page 8 of 11 
 

The proposed figure is based on number of assessment units in good/not good status with the exception of 
“commercial fishing” which shows the number of stocks. E.g. for hazardous substances, 1 unit of 17 is not 
assessed, and 16 units are not in good status. For commercial fish 3 of 22 existing stocks are in good status.  

For pressures and for benthic and pelagic habitats the figures only present results from the open sea 
assessment, for fish both open sea and coastal results, whereas birds and mammals cover both coastal and 
open sea without distinguishing between them.  

Figures can alternatively be presented using a five class color code, similar to the integrated assessment 
results, 

 

 

Figure 1. Summary of the assessment of pressures and state for the Baltic Sea region.  Each large square represents results for the 
open sea in one sub-basin. For fish, the small squares represent coastal fish in the coastal assessment units. For commercial fishing, 
each square represents one fish stock. Green indicates good status, red indicates not good status, and an empty square indicates 
that the status has not been assessed quantitatively. [results for fish will be corrected][consider visualizing confidence in the 
assessment as well] Coastal results could be added for eutrophication, as well 



GEAR 16-2017, 4-6 
 

 

Page 9 of 11 
 

 

Figure 2.  Status of pressure-based core indicators by sub-basin. Sub-basins in good and not good status are indicated with green 
and red, respectively. For coastal indicators, orange is used for those sub-basins where part of the assessment units achieved good 
status and the values denote the number of coastal units in good status/the total number of coastal units in the sub-basin. Empty 
circles denote that the core indicator is applicable for the sub-basin but not assessed.[RESULTS FOR EUTROPHICATION CORE 
INDICATRORS IN KATTEGATT AND FOR DIP TO BE CORRECTED] 4 

 

 

  

                                                           
4 Figures 2-4 preferred by Sweden over figure 1, but all could be included in the summary, since they show different types of results: 
Figure 1 shows integrated level, and figs 2-4 show indicator level.  
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Figure 3. Status of state-based core indicators by sub-basin. Sub-basins in good and not good status are indicated with green and 
red, respectively. For coastal indicators, orange is used for those sub-basins where part of the assessment units achieved good 
status and the values denote the number of coastal units in good status/the total number of coastal units in the sub-basin. Empty 
circles denote that the core indicator is applicable for the sub-basin but not assessed. Lines connect sub-basins that were assessed 
together. 

 

.
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Figure 4. Summary of the result for the ICES assessment of commercial fish based on fishing mortality (Fmsy) and stock size 
(Spawning stock biomass). Sub-basins with good and not good status are indicated with green and red, respectively. Empty circles 
denote that the variable is applicable for the sub-basin but not assessed (species with no available assessment results are not 
included). Lines connect sub-basins that share the same stock.  [TO be corrected. Plaice: the line between Kiel Bay and Bothnian Bay 
should be uncoloured and separated  - similar style as for herring in the Quark to  Bothnian Bay; for cod there should be two stocks 
one from SD 22-24 and one (unassessed) from 25-32, Herring: The green line should go between Bornholm Basin all the way to 
Åland Sea – only interrupted by Gulf of Riga; and the Bothnian Sea should be separate ] 
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