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Outcome of the 16th Meeting of the 
Group for the Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach  

(HELCOM GEAR 16-2017) 

Introduction 

0.1 In accordance with the outcome of HELCOM GEAR 15-2016 (par. 5.2), the 16th Meeting 
of the Group for the Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach (GEAR 16-2017) was held on 23-24 
May 2017 in Helsinki, Finland, at the premises of the Finnish Ministry of the Environment. 

0.2 The Meeting was attended by delegations from Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, 
Lithuania and Sweden, as well as Observers from FEAP and WWF Finland, and ICES as invited guest. 
The List of Participants is attached as Annex 1.  

0.3 The Meeting was chaired by Ms. Heike Imhoff, Germany, Chair of the GEAR Group. Ms. 
Ulla Li Zweifel, Professional Secretary and Ms. Marta Ruiz, Associate Professional Secretary acted as 
secretaries of the Meeting.  

Agenda Item 1  Adoption of the Agenda 

1.1 The Meeting adopted the Agenda as contained in document 1-1. 

Agenda Item 2  Election of Chair for the Gear Group 

2.1 The Meeting thanked Ms. Heike Imhoff, Germany, for her dedicated work as Chair of the 
GEAR Group.  

2.2 The Meeting re-elected Ms. Heike Imhoff, Germany, as Chair for the GEAR Group for the 
years 2017-2018.  

Agenda Item 3  Matters arising from other meetings of relevance to GEAR 

3.1 The Meeting took note of the outcomes of recent HELCOM meetings of relevance to GEAR 
(document 3-1). 

3.2 The Meeting took note that the upcoming Ministerial Meeting will be held on 6 March, in 
Brussels, back-to-back to the regular HELCOM meeting in 2018.  

3.3 The Meeting took note of the Outcome of STATE & CONSERVATION 6-2017 and the 
endorsement in principle by the State and Conservation Working Group, from a technical and scientific 
point of view, of the amended State of the Baltic Sea report and its publication, pending of a Danish 
study reservation (document 3-2). 

Agenda Item 4  Coordination and information related to the implementation of the ecosystem 
approach and related policies 

State of the Baltic Sea report 

4.1 The Meeting considered the State of the Baltic Sea report (document 4-2 Rev. 1). The 
Meeting recalled that the first version of the report is aimed to be published in the end of June 2017 
and that it will be updated in 2018. The Meeting clarified that no intermediate version of the report 
will be prepared. 

4.2 The Meeting took note of the updated version of chapter ‘5.3 Fish’ to the State of the 
Baltic Sea report (document 4-2 Rev. 1 Add 1, Presentation 1). The Meeting noted that based on the 
agreement at State & Conservation 6-2017 the Fmsy criteria has been added to the assessment of 
commercial fish from the biodiversity perspective, resulting in a change in the status from ‘good’ to 
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‘not good’ in most open areas in two stocks, with a corresponding change in the BEAT assessment for 
most open areas. The Meeting noted that the updated chapter 5.3 will be included in the State of the 
Baltic Sea report when submitted to HOD 52-2017. 

4.3 The Meeting took note of the comments from the European Union to documents under 
agenda item 4 and 5 (document 4-5). 

4.4 The Meeting took note and supported that updated data from ICES on commercial fish 
stocks will be used in the 2018 update of the report but acknowledged that as regards methods to 
determine GES there are limits to changes as far as use of the report for MSFD reporting is concerned 
and that Contracting Parties will decide whether to follow the upcoming ICES advice in 2018 only at a 
later stage.  

4.5 The Meeting considered the updated version of the summary to the ‘State of the Baltic 
Sea’ report (document 4-6, Presentation 2).  

4.6 The Meeting agreed that the title and content should be geared towards an ‘Executive 
summary’. The Meeting appreciated that the executive summary will be updated according to feed-
back and comments received from GEAR contacts. When finalizing the summary the Meeting proposed 
to consider: 

- using layout options such as photos to indicate the content of paragraphs instead of sub-titles, 

- reconsider the use of orange colours for coastal indicators in the core indicator catalogue, 

- remove connections between dots currently indicating the assessments units that have been 
assessed jointly, 

- rephrase the paragraph on food webs so that it is less technical. 

4.7 The Meeting proposed that when updating the report in 2018 a more narrative 
approach could be taken to the summary and key messages for policy makers should be developed. 

4.8 The Meeting took note that Denmark has an overall study reservation on the State of 
the Baltic Sea report, and specific study reservations on chapters 4.7 (Seabed loss and physical 
disturbance) and 6 (Cumulative impacts on the marine environment).  

4.9 The Meeting took note that Denmark does not support the definition of loss and 
disturbance of benthic habitats as used in the report. Furthermore the spatial extent of impact from 
different activities does not match Danish investigations or national permits for these activities.  

4.10 The Meeting regretted that this position was brought forward so late in the process. 
The Meeting proposed to consider a “lesson learnt” session by the GEAR Group in order to ensure 
greater sufficient engagement of Contracting Parties in HELCOM projects. 

4.11 The Meeting noted the request by Denmark to delete the quantitative estimates of loss 
and disturbance in chapter 4.7 and that other Contracting Parties could not accept this proposal. The 
Meeting stressed the importance of finding a compromise solution for chapter 4.7 and invited 
Denmark to re-consider its position. Instead of deleting quantitative parts, a redrafting of chapter 4.7 
was proposed to highlight issues related to uncertainty of results e.g.:  

- to give less precise estimates of % loss and disturbance in the text,  

- introduce expression such as “estimate” of seabed areas lost in both text and figure legends,  

- clarify that data used as a basis for the analyses present best available data at this time point 
but may not provide basis for accurate analyses,  

- revise table 4.7.5 so that the range of values are clustered using different colouring but exclude 
the numbers from the table,  

- for figure 4.7.4 and 4.7.5 to add a second y-axis to indicate proportion of area lost/disturbed 
as currently applied in in figure 4.7.3. 
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4.12 The Meeting noted that a revision of chapter 4.7 according to these recommendations 
will be submitted to HOD 52-2017. The Meeting invited Denmark to evaluate the proposal on chapter 
4.7 as contribution to resolving the Danish study reservation and share the evaluation with GEAR 
contacts by Friday 2 June 2017. 

4.13 The Meeting discussed the different options to present the results of the Baltic Sea 
Impact Index (BSII) in Chapter 6 of the report i.e. based on the sum of impacts, mean impact, or the 
impact on the most sensitive ecosystem component. 

4.14 The Meeting supported the use of the map following the sum approach and proposed 
to add a paragraph to clarify the limitation of the approach according to the following: 

‘Shallow vegetated habitats were typically estimated as sensitive to several pressures and therefore 
the cumulative impacts were especially high in the coastal sea areas. As more ecosystem components 
(e.g. macrophytes and blue mussels) occur in coastal sea areas impact index values are higher (Figure 
6.2). Due to the large scale between maximum and minimum impacts in the map, the low and medium 
impacted areas are hardly to differentiate which may cause the impression of widely undisturbed areas 
especially in the open sea.’ 

4.15 The Meeting agreed that Contracting Parties will provide tentative additional comments 
to the paragraph by Friday 26 May 2017 to the Secretariat (ullali.zweifel@helcom.fi). 

4.16 The Meeting proposed not to use the colour blue for displaying low impact in the BSII 
map but instead use e.g. grey, and to highlight in the text that this part of the scale may also represent 
areas with gaps in data. The Meeting furthermore proposed not use the colour red for displaying high 
impact. 

4.17 The Meeting supported the proposal by State and Conservation 6-2017 to add a 
paragraph reflecting on gaps in data and provide information on where the underlying data sets and 
metadata can be retrieved and to more clearly state the uncertainty in the sensitivity scores.  

4.18 The Meeting took note of the proposal by Denmark to delete figure 6.5. 

4.19 The Meeting further agreed that the sum approach should also be the basis for the 
presentation of impacts on benthic habitats (figure 6.4). 

4.20 The Meeting took note that there are still some proposed revisions to the State of the 
Baltic Sea report by countries and need for clarification on data and that these issues will be checked 
before HOD 52-2017 and resolved as far as possible in the current version of the report or otherwise 
be implemented when the report is updated in 2018. 

4.21 The Meeting recommended in principle the publication of the report to HOD 52 -2017, 
taking note that Denmark has a study reservation and subject to finalizing the report to HOD 52-2017 
to the extent that this is necessary for decision making. The Meeting would appreciate an overview at 
the HOD meeting on the work still planned to be done for 2018.  

4.22 The Meeting noted that agreed methodology descriptions will be included in the 
supplementary material to the State of the Baltic Sea report to be prepared by the end of June 2017. 

4.23 The Meeting agreed on the methodology for the Economic and Social Analysis used in the 
HOLAS II project, linked to the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report (document 4-3, Presentation 3). The 
Meeting noted that the methodology will be described in the ESA supplementary report to the ‘State 
of the Baltic Sea report’. 

4.24 The Meeting agreed to add reference to “national statistical contributions” when 
referring to data sources referred to in the document (page 8, line 3 of the document).  

4.25 The Meeting noted the views of Sweden to add in the future spatial and time scales in the 
methodology.  
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Regional consultation on the State of the Baltic Sea report 

4.26 The Meeting noted the proposal on the regional consultation on the State of the Baltic 
Sea report (document 4-4, Presentation 5), taking note of the recommendation of the HOLAS II core 
team and their support for a regional consultation.  

4.27 The Meeting supported the proposal on a regional consultation with the following 
revisions and clarifications: 

- the timing of the regional consultation will be shifted to October-December 2017, 
- comments relevant for inclusion in the 2018 update will be firstly considered by HOLAS II core 

team and thereafter for decision by State and Conservation WG (technical comments) and 
GEAR (policy related comments), 

- the list of stakeholders in addition to HELCOM Observers (document 4-4, Annex 2) will be 
revised according to comments at the meeting, 

- a summary of the stakeholder response and clarification on handling of the comments will be 
provided in June 2018, based on the work done to summarize the stakeholder comments for 
consideration in HELCOM, 

- the question related to measure and policy will be rephrased; use ‘inform’ instead of 
‘transform’. 

4.28 The Meeting noted that based on these recommendations the Secretariat will update 
the proposal on a regional consultation and submit it for approval at HOD 52-2017. 

4.29 The Meeting agreed on the internal guidelines as contained in Annex 2 to be used when 
considering what type of comments from the consultation that may be considered for uptake in the 
2018 update of the report. The Meeting proposed to keep note of the category of stakeholder that has 
provided the comments. 

4.30 The Meeting updated the information on national plans for consultations and the 
information on planned use of the State of the Baltic Sea report in the national reporting as contained 
in Annex 3 (document 4-1, Presentation 5).  

4.31 The Meeting noted that due to the late timing national consultations only a few countries 
will be able to submit comments for consideration in the 2018 update of the State of the Baltic Sea 
report.  

4.32 The Meeting discussed whether to shift the deadline for submitting comments from the 
consultations for consideration in HELCOM but agreed to keep the deadline at 1 March 2018 since it 
would otherwise not be possible to keep the time-table of the HOLAs II project, i.e. to update the 
report by June 2018. The Meeting agreed that countries will submit relevant comments from the 
national consultation to HELCOM by 1 March 2018 at the latest following the recommendation on 
national consultations by HOLAS II 7-2017 and the guidance in Annex 2.  

4.33 The Meeting agreed that potential comments from national consultations and from the 
regional consultations will be considered jointly in HELCOM from the beginning of March 2018 while 
keeping an annotation on the source of comments.  

Coordination of monitoring in the Baltic Sea region  

4.34 The European Commission published in January 2017 a report assessing Member States' 
monitoring programmes under the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (COM(2017)3). The 
assessment shows moderate to high degree of coherence of monitoring within the EU Member States 
in the Baltic Sea region.  

4.35 The Meeting agreed to exchange information on the national plans to follow-up the 
assessment results and discuss the issue from the point of view of regional coherence at the next 
meeting of the GEAR Group. 
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Agenda Item 5  Activities of relevant HELCOM projects or processes 

BalticBOOST components related to environmental targets 

5.1 The Meeting noted the draft HELCOM Guidelines for establishing environmental targets 
for underwater noise which has been revised to address remaining open issues and feedback provided 
by Denmark (document 5-1-Rev. 1).  

5.2 The Meeting discussed the document and based on varying views by the Contracting 
Parties arrived at the following proposed alternative titles for the document:  

- ‘HELCOM input to the process of establishing environmental targets for underwater noise’, 

- ‘HELCOM guidelines in support of establishing of environmental targets for underwater noise’, 

- ‘HELCOM draft/preliminary guidelines in support of establishing of environmental targets for 
underwater noise’ proposed by Denmark. 

5.3 The Meeting took note of the view by Denmark that setting environmental targets as of 
now is to be done on national level while benefiting from regional coordination in this issue. 

5.4 The Meeting recalled the previous agreement by GEAR to recommend the national testing 
of the decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for impulsive and continuous noise 
(Figures 2 and 3) to be followed-up by the HELCOM EN-Noise in coordination with OSPAR and the 
European work. The Meeting agreed the same recommendation is to be forwarded to HOD 52-2017 
and to share the document with other RSCs and TG Noise. 

5.5 The Meeting took note of the revised guidelines by the Secretariat based on the 
comments by Denmark and discussion in the meeting (Annex 4) and recommended the guidelines in 
principle for agreement in HOD 52-2017, noting that Germany needed more time to check if the 
comments by the State and Conservation WG have been implemented, Germany reserved its position 
on the map of sensitive areas for underwater noise (figure 1). 

5.6 The Meeting recognized the need to further develop the role and potential contribution 
of HELCOM to address the issue of underwater noise, recalling the existing HELCOM commitments and 
roadmap on underwater noise and taking into account the complementarity with work in other fora. 
The Meeting proposed this is initiated as part of the preparatory process for the HELCOM Ministerial 
Meeting in 2018 and also discussed at the HOD meeting in December 2017. The Meeting further 
agreed on the need to complement the guidelines with steps and a timetable for further work to be 
prepared with involvement of relevant HELCOM groups. 

5.7 The Meeting considered the outcome of the literature review and case studies carried out 
under the HELCOM coordinated BalticBOOST project, co-financed by the EU, to estimate the extent 
and impact of physical disturbance on the seafloor from different human activities as contained in 
document 5-4. The Meeting noted that results of the literature review are used as input to the BSII 
methodology. The Meeting noted the concerns raised by Denmark regarding the definition of loss and 
disturbance and extent of impact from different activities. 

5.8 The Meeting recommended to HOD 52-2017 to make the report available on the HELCOM 
web-site as a BalticBOOST project report in June 2017. The Meeting supported the publication of the 
report as a HELCOM BSEP in 2018. Contracting Parties are invited to submit current comments to the 
report by 30 June for consideration when the report is finalized as a BSEP in 2018 
(marta.ruiz@helcom.fi).  

5.9 The Meeting considered the draft guidelines to define environmental targets for 
pressures affecting seabed habitats (document 5-3) and how they can be further developed in 
HELCOM. The Meeting noted that work under the HELCOM SPICE project will address threshold values 
for assessment of benthic habitats and how threshold values can be applied for the development of 
environmental targets affecting seabed habitats. The Meeting noted that according to the MSFD GES 
decision the threshold values for D6 should be established through cooperation at the EU level. 

mailto:marta.ruiz@helcom.fi
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5.10 The Meeting took note that not all countries are represented in the benthic work carried 
out under SPICE and appreciated that the project according to its project plan is also in the future to 
be guided by the State and Conservation Working Group and GEAR and will convene a HELCOM SPICE 
workshop with nominated participants for Contracting Parties. Contracting Parties are invited to 
submit comments to the draft guidelines to the Secretariat by 30 June (marta.ruiz@helcom.fi). 

Economic and Social Analyses (ESA) in HELCOM 

5.11 The Meeting took note of the information on the ongoing and planned work on ESA in 
HELCOM which, with the support of the EU co-financed HELCOM SPICE, will contribute to the updating 
of the ‘State of the Baltic Sea’ report by June 2018 (document 5-2, Presentation 4).  

5.12 The Meeting noted that new developments under the SPICE project related to baseline 
scenarios and the ecosystem service approach for ESA may contribute to the 2018 update of the report 
while also longer-term developments beyond the HOLAS II project will be carried out by the project. 

5.13 The Meeting noted the request by Denmark to involve the ESA network and the GEAR 
Group in the project development, in particular regarding the development of baseline scenarios. The 
Meeting also noted the information by Denmark that significant changes to the State of the Baltic Sea 
report in 2018 may require new public consultations. 

5.14 The Meeting noted the information from Lithuania that a national expert will be 
nominated in a few months.  

5.15 The Meeting noted the nomination of the Swedish expert Max Vretborn to the ESA 
network.  

5.16 The Meeting supported the planned further development of the ESA component in HOLAS 
II for the update of the assessment by June 2018.  

Agenda Item 6  Future work and any other business 

6.1 The Meeting agreed for the next meeting of the Group to: 

- convene a back-to-back workshop related to underwater noise, 

- lesson learnt discussion on the HOLAS II process, 

- further reflect on the process of preparing HELCOM coordinated projects based on external 
funding, 

- roadmap for the GEAR group, 

- discuss possibilities for coordination of the definition on Good Environmental Status. 

6.2 The Meeting agreed to convene the next physical meeting of the Gear Group in October 
2017, welcomed that Sweden will host the meeting, and agreed that it would be convenient to have 
the meeting back to back to the HELCOM-OSPAR underwater noise workshop and that Sweden will 
explore this option.  

6.3 The Meeting updated the contact information for GEAR as contained in document 6-1 
Rev.1. 

6.4 The Meeting thanked Finland for hosting the Meeting. 

Agenda Item 7  Outcome of the Meeting 

7.1 The Meeting adopted the draft outcome of the Meeting. The final Outcome of the 
Meeting, together with the documents and presentations considered by the Meeting are available in 
the HELCOM Meeting Site.  

mailto:marta.ruiz@helcom.fi
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2016-2017-416/default.aspx
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Annex 1 List of Participants 
Representing Name Organization E-mail 
Chair 
Germany Heike Imhoff Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature 

Conservation, Building and Nuclear Safety 
Heike.Imhoff@bmub.bund.de  

Contracting Parties 
Denmark  Lone Søderberg Danish Agency for Water and Nature Management lomu@mst.dk 
Estonia Rene Reisner Ministry of the Environment rene.reisner@envir.ee 
Estonia Agnes Unnuk Ministry of the Environment of Estonia agnes.unnuk@envir.ee 
Finland Maria Laamanen Ministry of the Environment maria.laamanen@ym.fi  

Germany Andrea Weiss Federal Environment Agency andrea.weiss@uba.de 

Lithuania Agnė Lukoševičienė Ministry of Environment agne.lukoseviciene@am.lt  
Sweden  Laura Piriz SwAM laura.piriz@havochvatten.se 
Sweden (on-line participation) Agnes Ytreberg SwAM agnes.ytreberg@havochvatten.se 
Observers 
Federation of European Aquaculture 
Producers (FEAP) 

Torben Wallach Federation of European Aquaculture Producers (FEAP) torben@danskakvakultur.dk 

WWF Finland (on-line participation) Janica Borg WWF janica.borg@wwf.fi 
Invited guest 
 Jannica Haldin ICES jannica.haldin@ices.dk 
HELCOM Secretariat 
Secretariat Heini Ahtiainen HELCOM Secretariat Heini.Ahtiainen@helcom.fi  
Secretariat (on-line participation) Lena Bergström HELCOM Secretariat Lena.Bergstrom@helcom.fi 
Secretariat Marta Ruiz HELCOM Secretariat marta.ruiz@helcom.fi  
Secretariat Monika Stankiewicz HELCOM Secretariat monika.stankiewicz@helcom.fi 
Secretariat Ulla Li Zweifel HELCOM Secretariat ullali.zweifel@helcom.fi  

mailto:Heike.Imhoff@bmub.bund.de
mailto:maria.laamanen@ym.fi
mailto:andrea.weiss@uba.de
mailto:agne.lukoseviciene@am.lt
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Annex 2 Internal guidelines when considering comments from the 
consultation on the State of the Baltic Sea report 
What type of comments from the consultations that can be considered when updating the report in 2018: 

• factual issues (e.g. editorial comments, numerical errors, unclarity in language) will be considered for a 
response (correction or note in the text) 

• technical comments can in general only be noted and taken forward in the next assessment, 

• indicators, threshold values and assessments tools are based on developments over many years in 
HELCOM and have been agreed for use in HOLAS II by all countries. Thus, comments to indicator and tool 
development would be noted by HELCOM but only considered for longer-term development. 
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Annex 3 Planned national consultations and use of the State of the Baltic Sea report in national reporting and 
consultations. 
 

Country Start date national 
consultations 

Will results from the HOLAS II report be used in the 
national report? 

Will the HOLAS II report as such be presented for national 
consultation? 

Denmark February 2018,  
3 months 

Yes; supplemented with national information. Hyperlinks 
to HOLAS material will be used, primarily to core 
indicator reports. 

An interdepartmental hearing of the State of the Baltic Sea 
report will take place in autumn 2017. 

Estonia April/May 2018,  
1 month 

Yes; supplemented with national information. Indicators 
as well as other material will be used. 

Not known. 

Finland January 2018,  
2 months 

Yes; supplemented with national information. Material 
from HOLAS II will be used. 

State of the Baltic Sea report will be part of the consultation 
materials. 

Germany 15 October 2017,  
6 months 

Yes; supplemented with national information. The report 
is planned to include as much as possible from HOLAS II 
package, and is intended to provide hyperlinks to 
relevant core indicator reports 

State of the Baltic Sea report is planned to be provided as a 
background document to the national consultation. 

Latvia* Early 2018,  
2-3 months 

Yes; supplemented with national information  

Lithuania April 2018,  
2-3 months 

Yes, supplemented with national information State of the Baltic Sea report will be included as background 
information together with the national report  

Poland* March 2018 Yes; for shared basins  

Sweden Nov 2017,  
min 3 months 

Yes; supplemented with national information State of the Baltic Sea report to be presented for limited 
national consultation in late Aug-Sept 2017 

*The information is based on input provided at HOLAS II 6E-2017 and HOLAS 7-2017
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Annex 4 Revised document by the Secretariat based on the comments by 
Denmark and discussion in the GEAR meeting 

HELCOM input to the process of establishing environmental targets for 
underwater noise / HELCOM guidelines in support of establishing 
environmental targets for underwater noise / HELCOM draft/preliminary 
guidelines in support of establishing environmental targets for underwater 
noise 
 

It is proposed to complement this document with a steps and timetable for further work with involvement of 
relevant HELCOM groups and based on testing. 

Introduction 
This document has been prepared in HELCOM by HELCOM EN-Noise and contain   [draft/preliminary] DK 
PROPOSAL guidelines on how environmental targets could be established for underwater noise and is meant 
to provide regional input to the discussion of these issues in other fora, including other Regional Seas 
Cconventions and at European level.  

When more knowledge and experience becomes available and agreement on principles and threshold values 
in other relevant fora is reached, the document will be revisited with the aim of final adoption of principles 
and threshold values by HELCOM. 

Environmental targets are defined as the required reduction in pressure to reach good environmental status. 
The pillar of these [draft/preliminary] guidelines are two decision support trees, one for impulsive and one 
for continuous noise, which aim at identifying the need of establishing environmental targets for underwater 
noise based on a risk-based approach. Such risk based approach considers whether guidance levels are 
exceeded during relevant biological time periods. It also considers whether noise-sensitive species are in 
favourable conservation status. Further work is needed, at Union levelin the frame of the HELCOM EN-Noise,  
on the definition of these guidance levels, which are to be developed based on the knowledge available. This 
knowledge is gathered on the species-specific principles proposed both for continuous and impulsive noise.  

Background 
Human-generated sources of impulsive noise with the highest intensity are explosions, pile driving, seismic 
explorations and low frequency sonars, whereas anthropogenic noise of a more continuous nature 
encompasses sources such as energy installations (e.g. pipelines and oil platforms), continuous dredging, 
shipping, or renewable energy operations (e.g. windfarms). 

Many aquatic animals in the Baltic such as the harbour porpoise, ringed seal, harbour seal and grey seal, as 
well as fish species such as herring and cod rely on sound for navigation, finding prey or avoiding predators, 
and for communication. Noise may disrupt behaviours, increase stress levels, mask important signals and/or 
reduce the hearing sensitivity either temporarily (TTS) or permanently (PTS) in an individual.  

Identification of noise sensitive species and areas 
In the BalticBOOST project, current knowledge on impacts of underwater noise on animals in the Baltic Sea 
was summarized in a report on ‘Noise Sensitivity of Animals in the Baltic Sea’. The report has been reviewed 
by the State and Conservation Working Group and HOD 51-2016 agreed to publish the report in the Baltic 
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Sea Environment Proceedings (BSEP). In this report, a list of priority noise-sensitive species in the Baltic Sea 
was identified based on hearing sensitivity, impact of noise (i.e. known or suspected susceptibility of a species 
to effects of noise), threat status, commercial value, spatial distribution and data availability. It consists of 
the four Baltic marine mammal species: harbour porpoises, ringed seals, harbour seals, and grey seals, as 
well as three species of fish: cod, sprat and herring. 

The report also summarized important spatio-temporal information for the identified priority noise sensitive 
species in the Baltic Sea, as presented in Table 1 and the preliminary map in Figure 1. Based on comments 
received at GEAR 15-2016 (Outcome of GEAR 15-2016, para. 4.12) additional sensitive areas for harbour 
porpoises in the Western Baltic Sea (Pomeranian Bay and protected areas east of Rügen as well as Puck Bay) 
were included in the map of sound sensitive areas. Finnish feedback provided after HOD 51-2016 has also 
improved the map. The identification of sensitive time periods and areas for priority species form an essential 
basis for the proposed principles and determination of the need to establish environmental targets.  

 

Table 1. Periods of biological significance for each of the identified priority noise sensitive species. Periods not applicable to a species 
are marked in blue. 

Species Calving/Pupping period Mating/spawning period Nursing Period Moulting period 

Harbour porpoise 
(Phocoena phocoena) 

June-September June-September July through the 
year 

N.A 

Harbour seal 
(Phoca vitulina) 

May-June July-August June-July August 

Ringed seal  
(Phoca hispida 
botnica) 

February-March Thought to occur during the 
nursing period  

February-April April –May 

Grey seal  
(Halichoerus grypus) 

February-March March-April February-April May-June  

Cod  
(Gadus morhua) 

N.A [March-December] N.A N.A 

Herring  
(Clupea harengus) 

N.A Spring and autumn N.A N.A 

Sprat  
(Sprattus sprattus) 

N.A March-August N.A N.A 
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Figure 1 – Noise sensitive areas derived from biological data on noise sensitive species so far identified. For harbour porpoises 
important areas are based on established marine protected areas (MPA) where this species occur as well as recent findings. For the 
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Western Baltic subpopulation, important areas are based on tagging and acoustic survey data (Teilmann et al., 2008; Sveegaard et 
al., 2016) and MPA where this species occur (HELCOM MPA database). For the Baltic subpopulation important areas are based on 
acoustic survey data (ASCOBANS, 2016) and MPA where this species occur (HELCOM MPA database). For harbour seals and grey seals, 
areas are based on data of identified haul-outs (HELCOM SEAL EG, 2015, for the HELCOM core indicator on “Distribution of Baltic 
seals”, unpublished), and for grey seals also on MPA where the species occurs (HELCOM MPA database). Harbour seals and grey seal 
haul-outs are used by seals only for a few weeks and this does not reflect the full range of marine areas used by harbour seals nor 
grey seals. This gap in data should be addressed in future reports. Important areas for ringed seals are based on MPA where the 
species occurs (HELCOM MPA database). For the fish species important areas are based on known spawning grounds. Cod spawning 
grounds (HELCOM HOLAS II Dataset: Cod spawning areas, 2017). For migrating species it is essential that migration corridors without 
physical or acoustic barriers are set aside in marine spatial planning. Such corridors have not yet been identified. More sites may be 
added as data becomes available, i.a. important foraging areas and other fish species. 

 

Use of information on existing assessments of status of marine mammals 
The environmental status for some of the priority noise-sensitive species in the Baltic is already being 
assessed at the population level through the HELCOM core indicators ‘Populations trends and abundance of 
seals’ and ‘Distribution of Baltic seals’. The assessments are done based on abundance and population growth 
rate (population trend), and on distribution relative to pristine distribution as seen, or occupation of currently 
available haul-out sites. HELCOM core indicator threshold values for the different populations is achieved 
when the species specific growth rate is achieved, when there is a certain abundance of individuals in each 
management unit, and when all available haul-outs are occupied with no decrease in area of occupation. The 
current environmental status for those animals is to be used when establishing environmental targets  

HELCOM input to the process of establishing environmental targets for underwater noise / HELCOM 
guidelines in support of establishing environmental targets for underwater noise / HELCOM 
draft/preliminary guidelines in support of establishing environmental targets for underwater noise 
Effects of noise on the level of population are still poorly understood, and HELCOM indicators to assess GES 
in relation to underwater noise has therefore not yet been developed. 

Tables 2 and 3 outline a qualitative description of conditions to be met to consider GES to be achieved and 
are meant to facilitate a coherent approach among the countries. They are meant to be used to develop 
guidance levels i.e. thresholds of noise consistent with GES for the each noise sensitive species and 
furthermore the establishment of environmental targets, i.e. the reduction in pressure needed to reach GES, 
if the national evaluation show that is needed.  

As HELCOM Input / HELCOM guidelines / HELCOM draft/preliminary guidelines they will be used to seek 
synergies with the work of OSPAR and be provided as input to the work of EU TG Noise and the decision to 
establish GES principles and threshold values which is to be made at Union level. Also the international 
framework provided by IMO (in relation to continuous noise) is applicable when considering further work. 
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Table 2. Principles for defining guidance levels of impulsive underwater noise consistent with GES for sound-sensitive species.  

Species Principles for impulsive underwater noise 
Harbour porpoise  
 

Levels of anthropogenic noise should not: 
− cause injury on individual animals  
− cause loss of habitat, through displacement, for a significant period of time or 

significant loss of habitat that leads to a decrease on the population level that 
affects the conservation status  

- affect the energy budget of individual animals nor causing stress situation 
leading into higher susceptibility of infectious diseases and lowered 
reproductive success to a degree that leads to a decrease on the population 
level that affects the conservation status; particular emphasis should be on 
calving and nursing grounds 

Harbour seal / 
Ringed seal / Grey 
seal 
 

Levels of anthropogenic noise should not:  
− cause injury on individual animals  
− cause loss of habitat, through displacement, for a significant period of time or 

significant loss of habitat that leads to a decrease on the population level that 
affects the conservation status  

− affect the energy budget of individual animals nor causing stress situation 
leading into higher susceptibility of infectious diseases and lowered 
reproductive success to a degree that leads to a decrease on the population 
level that affects the conservation status 

Ringed seal Levels of anthropogenic noise should not:  
− cause injury on individual animals  
− cause loss of habitat, through displacement, for a significant period of time or 

significant loss of habitat that leads to a decrease on the population level that 
affects the conservation status  

− affect the energy budget of individual animals nor reproduction to a degree 
that leads to a decrease on the population level that affects the conservation 
status 

Grey seal Levels of anthropogenic noise should not:  
− cause injury on individual animals  
− cause loss of habitat, through displacement, for a significant period of time or 

significant loss of habitat that leads to a decrease on the population level that 
affects the conservation status  

− affect the energy budget of individual animals nor reproduction to a degree 
that leads to a decrease on the population level that affects the conservation 
status 

Cod/Sprat/Herring Levels of anthropogenic noise should not:  
− Inflict death or injury on individuals which affect the stocks in spawning areas 

at critical timing 
− cause significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period 

of time that leads to a decrease of the stocks 
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Table 3.  Principles for defining guidance levels of continuous underwater noise consistent with GES for sound-sensitive species. 

Species Principles for continuous underwater noise 
Harbour porpoise Levels of anthropogenic noise should not: 

- cause injury on individual animals  
- cause loss of habitat, through displacement, for a significant period of time 

or significant loss of habitat that leads to a decrease in the population level 
that affects the conservation status  

- affect the energy budget of individual animals nor causing stress situation 
leading into higher susceptibility of infectious diseases and lowered 
reproductive success to a degree that leads to a decrease in the population 
level that affects the conservation status; particular emphasis should be on 
calving and nursing grounds 

- cause masking leading to a decrease in the population level 
Harbour seal/Ringed 
seal/Grey seal 

Levels of anthropogenic noise should not: 
- cause injury on individual animals 
- cause loss of habitat, through displacement, for a significant period of time 

or significant loss of habitat that leads to a decrease in the population level 
that affects the conservation status  

- affect the energy budget of individual animals nor causing stress situation 
leading into higher susceptibility of infectious diseases and lowered 
reproductive success to a degree that leads to a decrease in the population 
level that affects the conservation status 

- cause masking leading to a decrease in the population level 
Cod/herring/sprat Levels of anthropogenic noise should not:  

- Inflict death or injury on individuals which affect the stocks in spawning areas 
at critical timing 

- cause significant loss of habitat through displacement for a significant period 
of time that leads to a decrease of the stocks 

- cause behavioural disruption and/or masking in spawning areas at critical 
timing leading to a decrease of the stocks 

 

Decision support trees for setting environmental targets for continuous and impulsive noise 
Since there is a risk of degradation in environmental status, in particular in relation to activities known to 
cause significant pressures on the environment, it is proposed that environmental targets are defined, based 
on a risk based approach, even if the status and impacts are not fully known.  

Decision support trees for establishing environmental targets for impulsive noise and continuous noise have 
been developed in HELCOM (Figure 2 and 3). 

Risk-based decision support trees are meant as a tool that countries can choose to use for identifying 
areas/situations where environmental targets is needed.  

Further clarifications on terms used in Figure 2 and 3:  

- Guidance levels: thresholds of noise consistent with GES for the each noise sensitive species, 
- Period of biological significance: as indicated in Table 1, 
- Assessment based on principles shows conservation status is compromised (Table 2 and 3): 

assessment of the status of the species in noise sensitive area is to be conducted using all information 
available, including status assessment for the population and expert judgement, 

- Environmental target: required reduction in pressure to reach GES, 
- For Figure 3, for the box on “noise levels assessed in noise sensitive area”: monitoring has been 

conducted for continuous underwater noise and assessed in noise sensitive areas (Figure 1). 
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Figure 2. Decision support tree to be used for establishing environmental targets for impulsive noise.  
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CONTINUOUS NOISE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Decision support tree to be used for establishing environmental targets for continuous noise.  
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