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Background 
This document sets out a range of areas, issues and options related to the future of the HELCOM 
indicators. The aim of this document is to initiate discussion on the subject and take steps towards the 
development of a clear and defined process for the maintenance and development of the HELCOM 
indicators. 

The HELCOM core indicators, in close association with the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment 
Strategy, form a vital part of the HELCOM process. It is through the indicators that threshold values 
are developed and operationalized, which in turn are used to support international commitments with 
regards to essential aspects of scientific, environmental, as well as policy importance. These indicators 
form the basis for much of HELCOM’s own work to implement the Helsinki Convention and the Baltic 
Sea Action Plan (BSAP), such as the holistic assessments of the state of the Baltic Sea. They can also 
offer vital support to HELCOM Contracting Parties, which are also EU Member States, assisting in 
coordinating their marine strategies under MSFD. Furthermore, at the High-level Segment of HELCOM 
38-2017 Contracting Parties have agreed to coordinate the use of HELCOM indicators to measure and 
compare progress towards reaching ocean-related UN Sustainable Development Goals.  

It is thus of great importance to create a solid and well planned foundation for the future maintenance 
and development of the HELCOM indicators. 

The focus of the document is the collation of issues, and proposed solutions on how to solve them, 
that have been encountered during the current development and update processes. It offers 
suggestions for the maintenance of the indicators (practical and scientific/validity aspects), and ideas 
for further improving the HELCOM indicators, and facilitating the future work and transparency of the 
process. Due to its nature this document will require updating continuously as work on indicators 
develops, thus keeping stride with new challenges (e.g. data requirements, new compounds or 
ecosystem drivers) and practical issues regarding their presentation. This document itself provides a 
broad overview and more detailed provisional documents on certain aspects can be supplied by the 
Secretariat on request. 

The document focuses on the timeframe post-HOLAS II, albeit some aspects of work will continue and 
will be carried out within the current indicator work and under the current assignment of the indicator 
manager.   

The idea behind this document is to initiate discussion on the issues, with the ultimate aim being 
developing a scientific and policy relevant solid basis for the maintenance and development of 
HELCOM indicators in the future. The overall document is divided into four main themes, as listed 
below: 
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1. Procedural outline for indicator development. 
2. Procedural outline for indicator update. 
3. Improvements on current indicator structure. 
4. Future development of indicators. 

 
A major focus of this proposal is to develop a concerted drive between the major reporting years (e.g. 
outside of years in which State of the Baltic Sea reports are prepared) in which indicator development 
could be prioritised, thus improving the battery and coverage of indicators available at the next 
reporting deadline. This process is envisaged to enhance the indicators in their scope, appearance and 
functionality, a process supported and advised directly by the relevant experts. When reporting is 
required the process can then be carried out with the largest possible spatial and temporal scope, to 
the greatest possible scientific quality and with the greatest possible ease for the experts and 
Contracting Parties involved. 

The aspects outlined below offer a general overview of possible work on a number of areas where 
indicators could be improved, developed or where new indicator development could take place. This 
work is mainly envisioned to occur after the final State of the Baltic Sea report. The issues presented 
in the document will all be expanded on in greater detail as required. It is proposed that, should this 
general roadmap for the indicators be endorsed, that the Secretariat develops the four major sections 
outlined below as comment and decision documents to present at the first State and Conservation 
meeting after the publication of the final State of the Baltic Sea report (fall 2018). 
 
The following points are extracts from the Outcome of State and Conservation 7-2017 and may have 
relevance to the discussion: 
 
3J.42 The Meeting considered the proposed approach to the maintenance and development of 
HELCOM indicators in the future (document 3J-9) and recognized the importance of starting the 
discussion on this issue so further work beyond HOLAS II could planned in a good time.  
 
3J.44 The Meeting considered and discussed the proposed options concerning the frequency of 
updating the indicators. The Meeting acknowledged the current heavy workload associated with 
updating of the indicators and was of the view that they should not be updated more frequently than 
needed. Three years updating frequency with a possibility of the alternating data groups was initially 
suggested by a number of the Contracting Parties, but requesting information from expert networks 
was considered to be a valuable option.  
 
3J.45 The Meeting supported the automatization of the indicator process as far as possible and agreed 
that for such operational indicators (as for the eutrophication indicators), the updating of the status 
maps could be more frequent, but it may be suitable to update the integrated assessment only every 
six years.  
 
3J.46 The Meeting discussed the future development of new indicators and was of the view that the 
priority for this work is not as high as developing existing core, pre-core and candidate indicators.  
Nevertheless, the Meeting noted the need to also develop new indicators, e.g. for climate change, in 
order to meet the needs of the BSAP.  
 
3J.47 The Meeting noted the proposal of Sweden to include a policy lead for core indicators to support 
the lead contributors, follow-up on the work and facilitate consultations towards endorsement of 
indicators. Sweden expressed concerns with the proposal of a citizen science indicator specifically 
related to issues with data quality and how these may affect related indicators.  
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3J.48 The Meeting invited Contracting Parties to provide their comments and proposals regarding the 
maintenance and development of HELCOM indicators in the future based on document 3J-9. The 
Meeting noted that the document will be considered also by GEAR 15-2017 (23-24 November 2017) 
and invited Contracting Parties to provide their comments to the Secretariat (owen.rowe@helcom.fi) 
by 15 November 2017, or their national GEAR contacts for further discussion during GEAR 15-2017.   
 
3J.49 The Meeting agreed to carry out intersessional work to further develop proposals for HELCOM 
future work on indicators and welcomed the offer by Sweden to support the process. The Meeting 
decided to come back to this issue at the next State and Conservation meeting. 
 
Note (additional information not in above outcome): the State and Conservation comments of Sweden 
are included as Attachment 1 to this document. 
 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- consider and comment on strategic planning options for HELCOM indicators, in light of 
comments from State and Conservation 7-2017 and Contracting Parties, and to identify 
important aspects covered or overlooked, 

- consider the options for frequency of indicator updating and propose a recommended 
frequency (frequency of indicator updating, see page 9), 

- consider and agree to a study of indicator classification and their application in 
assessment/reporting procedures (classification of current status and starting point, page 13), 

- consider and discuss resource requirements related to the HELCOM indicators in the future. 
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Future of HELCOM indicators 
Procedural outline for new indicator development 
HELCOM indicators form a vital part of HELCOM’s work and can contribute greatly to national monitoring, 
reporting and management needs. However, in order to serve this purpose, they require a solid basis in 
scientific knowledge, agreement between HELCOM Contracting Parties, and provision of high quality and 
accredited data. 

In general it should be stated that suggestions should be collected regularly to maintain a cutting edge 
perspective on the indicator development. 

Suggested processes by which indicators can be proposed: 
Indicator development requires extensive background knowledge and subsequently extensive temporal and 
spatial sampling, prior to data handling and threshold setting. With this in mind, and in an effort to make the 
indicator designation process as effective as possible, the following suggestions are provided for how new 
indicators can be proposed: 

1. Internally in HELCOM:  any of the Working Group (WG) levels or Expert Networks 
(EN)/Intersessional Networks (IN) may propose an indicator.  

2. External institutions or scientists/researchers (or collaborations between these) may also 
propose an indicator.  

3. A brief description of an indicator, outlining a proposal only, may also be submitted to 
HELCOM State and Conservation meetings. However, such meeting documents can only 
result in designation of an indicator as a candidate indicator.  
 

For indicator proposals outside of HELCOM WGs, ENs or INs it may be feasible that they are first evaluated 
by an appropriate EN/IN prior to their further progress to the State and Conservation WG.  

Proposal will pass through the relevant WG levels to gain approval for further work. This will facilitate a 
management/stakeholder driven approach and a research/expert approach. HELCOM State and 
Conservation will be the main HELCOM WG responsible for overseeing this process and a Lead country will 
be requested for each indicator.   

Suggested processes by which indicators can be approved: 
Indicators must pass through the appropriate approval process irrespective of their route of proposal. 
Approval must initially be gained at the level of a HELCOM EN or HELCOM WG, where relevant, and (or 
directly) at HELCOM State and Conservation level. Heads of Delegation decide on upgrading the status of the 
indicators and on the proposed thresholds for the core indicators.  Only then can candidate, pre-core or core 
status be assigned. Prior to that, suggested indicators will be retained in a living document defined as 
‘indicators in the pipeline’. 

Indicator categories: 
Currently five major categories of HELCOM indicator exists: Core indicators, Pre-core indicators, Candidate 
indicators, Supplementary indicators, and Test indicators. These categories generally define indicators at 
different levels of development, operationalisation or application. 

One future process related to this should be to define the descriptions of all categories and their purpose, 
updating existing definitions to newer terminology (e.g. the term threshold value, or the possible re-naming 
of test indicators as concept indicators), and the endorsement of these definitions. 

Mechanism for the production (and update) of indicators: 
o The lead country approach, as currently adopted by HELCOM, will be maintained. Nominated experts 

from HELCOM Contracting Parties will support the work of the lead countries developing the 
indicators. 
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o Ideally this process will be aligned with an active WG, EN or IN, i.e. the indicator contributors will also 
be active members of the relevant groups. 

o A nominated HELCOM indicator manager will maintain support for all indicator work. Where possible 
this will involve aspects such as arranging meetings, hosting data, assistance with textual and 
structural formulation, and production of maps and status figures. 

o HELCOM Contracting Parties are to offer support and resources to their nominated experts when 
needed. The Secretariat will keep the list of the nominated experts updated and combine this 
information with an updated list of ENs and INs and their members. 

Acknowledgment of contribution to indicators work 
There are currently no guidelines available for how to acknowledge the work done by experts with regards 
to indicators, and this should be developed. This section contains the first suggested guidelines for deciding 
on contributor status to indicator texts, and status of contribution on relevant HELCOM reports.  

o Contributor status on an individual indicator document should be reserved for those contributing to 
the creation or update of the document itself (text and/or data). 

o ENs, INs or WGs behind an indicator should be acknowledged through the name of the group. 
o The named contributors and roles should be defined during the initial stages of the process and will 

generally align with, or be defined by, the lead and/or co-lead country representative(s) taking 
responsibility for the individual indicator. 

o Previous contributors who are no longer active may be removed (with agreement of the relevant 
HELCOM WG). Older versions are archived and made available in pdf format on the HELCOM website 
and prior contributions are recognised through this. 

o Any clarifications associated with this will be addressed at the relevant HELCOM EN or IN or WG level. 
o Contributors to HELCOM indicators will be represented in the acknowledgements of subsequent 

major HELCOM scientific report heavily utilising the indicator. HELCOM will compile the 
acknowledgements and request all national representatives review the list and supplement it where 
needed. 

Updating and maintaining indicators 
Procedural outline for indicator update. 
HELCOM indicators require regular updating for the purpose of maintaining scientific and environmental 
relevance, and for the purpose of meeting the needs of management, stakeholder and HELCOM (e.g. HOLAS 
reports, MSFD reporting by Baltic Sea EU countries or national reporting). To do so regular data reporting is 
essential, and, as the number of indicators grows, the regularity of updating and the extent of updating of 
indicators needs to be considered. These aspects will undoubtedly require resources, particularly in the form 
of working hours, and where possible streamlining and automation of aspects of this process (as has already 
been explored in the eutrophication workspace) should be considered and developed. 

Data collation and reporting – issues and possible solutions: 
Data should be submitted to HELCOM as regularly as realistically possible and HELCOM should respond in 
kind by updating relevant data resources, maps and indicators at the first feasible and valid opportunity. In 
order to make this process as accessible as possible the efficient and correct depositing of data, data 
collation, and analysis needs to be facilitated; especially as the data mass and indicator numbers grow. 

Identified issues include: 

o Not all indicators deposit data in HELCOM COMBINE or other HELCOM data collection points, some 
are collated by experts independently or via HELCOM associates (Table 1).  

o A number of possible issues have been identified and solutions should be considered. The issues 
include: issues with current data reporting structure, agreement on data format and reporting 
strategies, availability of suitable database solutions, and the stage of development of HELCOM 
workspaces (see Table 1 footnotes). 
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Table 1. List of data groups and databases and their status pertaining to data with relevance for the indicators and their updating (as 
of today) created from information in the S&C 6-2017 meeting (3MA-2)). All data groups with a highlighted section in one or more 
columns indicate aspects where future improvements may be possible, the details of which are given below. 

Data group Database Data(base) host Accessibility 
Eutrophication COMBINE ICES YES 
Waterborne input of nutrients 
(annual data) 

PLC database BNI YES via login 

Hazardous substances COMBINE ICES On request 
Radioactivity HELCOM MORS Secretariat YES 
Illegal oil discharges RESPONSE database Secretariat YES 
White-tailed eagle productivity No database Secretariat Via experts 
Zooplankton COMBINE ICES On request 
Phytoplankton COMBINE ICES On request 
Zoobenthos COMBINE ICES On request 
Coastal fish HELCOM Coastal fish 

database 
Secretariat YES 

Migratory fish No database – collected ad 
hoc by ICES WG BAST 

Secretariat On request 

Commercial fish ICES ICES On request 
Birds HELCOM Birds database Secretariat YES 
Seals – abundance/distribution HELCOM Seal database Secretariat YES 
Seal – condition  No database – ad hoc data 

call** 
Secretariat Via experts 

Beach litter No database – ad hoc data call Secretariat Via experts 
Litter on the seafloor ICES DATRAS ICES On request 
Impulsive noise events OSPAR/HELCOM registry at 

ICES 
ICES YES 

Non-indigenous species AquaNIS Database Klaipeda University On request 
Indicates current data reporting that requires development. This is discussed elsewhere but would require a detailed survey of both 
data reporters and data users from the HELCOM COMBINE database to determine the issues encountered and viable solutions. 

Indicates need for discussion with experts on data reporting structure and implementation of data calls to meet these needs. 

Indicates requirement for further clarity on data reporting and data storage, with possible further development, as needed, in 
discussion with experts. 

Indicates the need for further development of the relevant HELCOM workspaces to facilitate direct access to the relevant databases 
or data sources that would enable smoother functioning of indicator related work (for example as has been developed for the 
eutrophication data group). 

Indicates the need for database solution to be discussed. 

 

o A number of Contracting Parties have reported issues with submitting data to HELCOM COMBINE 
(e.g. phytoplankton and zooplankton). 

• Contact all Contracting Parties (including experts who use the output and data reports) to 
request a clear description of the problems they encounter, and explore suggestions for 
possible solutions. Request the same information from those reporting data. Review 
HELCOM COMBINE to ensure it fits the purpose of the data reporting required by HELCOM. 
 

o Some Contracting Parties have shown a reluctance to report data to HELCOM. There are a number 
of possible issues that may relate to this. It would be valuable to clarify all the issues regarding this 
so that a best practice approach that suits Contracting Parties and their nominated 
representative/experts can be devised. Clarify if the above practical issues are the major issue or if 
there are issues related to the HELCOM data policy. 

• Request further assurances from Contracting Parties to commit to submitting available data 
to HELCOM with minimal delay, and their commitment to the data policy. Consider practical 
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solutions for data that Contracting Parties or experts may otherwise be reluctant to submit, 
for example a data usage policy (required citation(s)) or a 1 year moratorium on certain data. 

 
Data reporting – timing and regularity: 
Annual reporting of data to the relevant databases would be the most appropriate. Likely this will be a 
continual process throughout the year but an annual deadline should be established, in cooperation with the 
Contracting Parties, to ensure data is being processed and catalogued. 

o Likely changes in status over such short time periods (i.e. 1 year) will not be suddenly observed but 
it will ensure data is collated and checked regularly, thus available once needed. 

o Added to this the reporting process always lags about 2 years behind ‘real-time’, due to the fact that 
sampling is ongoing, analysis and accreditation takes place with data for the previous year reported 
in September/October. Following this the data compilation and report preparation can begin, with 
indicator report updates released in circa June the following year. For example: data for 2016 is 
reported in September/October 2017, analysis and mapping is carried out and reports are updated 
for June 2018 (see Table 2). 

The updating process will continue as describes below and outlined in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Summary of reporting and data handling process and timescale for indicator updating. Based on current understanding of 
process devised for HOLAS II final update in 2018.  

Year Month Sampling Reporting of data 
Analysis of 
reported data 

Update of 
indicators Report release 

2016 June      
2016 July      
2016 August      
2016 September  Data from 2015    
2016 October      
2016 November      
2016 December      
2017 January      
2017 February      
2017 March      
2017 April   2015 data   
2017 May      
2017 June    2015 data Interim - 2015 data* 
2017 July      
2017 August      
2017 September  Data from 2016    
2017 October      
2017 November      
2017 December      
2018 January      
2018 February      
2018 March      
2018 April   2016 data   
2018 May      
2018 June    2016 data Final - 2016 data* 
2018 July      
 etc…      

*Effective delay of 2 years on real-time data (due to sampling, accreditation, reporting, analysis etc. 

**See also suggestions based on a reduced update in secondary years based on a bi-annual update system (for example the middle 
update in red box here). These suggestions, described below, only work in years where there is not a HOLAS end date. 



GEAR 7-2017, 3-3 
 

 

Page 9 of 18 

 
 

Responsibility for update of indicators 
The HELCOM Secretariat (through the HELCOM indicator manager) is proposed to support and manage the 
process of indicator updates and development also in the future (beyond June 2018), for example with 
providing deadlines, data calls, assistance with map and data services, organisation of meetings and expert 
network gatherings; however the indicator experts are a vital part of this procedure. The nominated experts 
and lead country process, often embedded within relevant HELCOM expert networks (ENs) or working groups 
(WGs), currently engaged in HELCOM work would continue for any update and development processes, and 
the HELCOM Secretariat will do what is required to support policy aspects and facilitate the process.  

Frequency of indicator updating 
A number of possible update frequency solutions are envisaged, and listed below for discussion of their 
merits. In the proposed scenarios there are clear differences in the requirement for resources (e.g. indicator 
manager at the Secretariat) and on the time of experts involved. The major purpose behind the proposed 
options though should be viewed both with an immediate and longer term perspective. While updating in 
the immediate future will continue as it currently takes place a more automated and user friendly process is 
envisaged in the longer term perspective that would create a more operational workflow in which the load 
on the experts should be reduced. In the mean-time much of the development work would fall on the 
Secretariat, in close cooperation with, and following the advice of, the relevant experts. 

Irrespective of the option chosen annual data reporting will be important. Through annual data reporting it 
can then be guaranteed that data will be collated in relevant databases as soon as possible after being 
collected and accredited, ensuring a smooth process when any update is required. Furthermore, many of the 
indicators rely on extended time series data for their analysis or threshold setting so a failure to collate data 
in certain years will leave any update process severely impeded. 

Another factor that HELCOM should consider carefully (with a longer-term perspective in mind) is how 
automated the indicator update process can be made (as is already somewhat the case with the 
eutrophication indicator cluster). The purpose of this would not be to omit the experts and relevant groups 
or networks but to simplify the process, make it more efficient and provide better support for experts and 
their work. Such data handling automations are becoming increasingly more common and, once developed, 
implemented and tested, greatly facilitate the process. For example, an established automated workflow 
could process defined data by extracting it from the relevant database, processing the relevant calculation 
of the indicator and based on this create the major figures and maps, and in such a way provide the initial 
substance for an indicator update and the review of the output by experts and Contracting Parties. Such 
processes also rely on the fact that the experts have established concrete methodologies and data harvesting 
requirements and that the data is readily reported and accessible from relevant databases. Once established 
any required changes to the indicator requirement should require relatively minimal alterations to the 
workflow.  

All options below would benefit from this automation, but those options where this theme should be 
considered as vital are marked with AV. 

Definitions of proposed update terms (with regards to the options and tables outlined in the upcoming 
sections): 

o Primary update years (red highlight) where data and text of all indicators will be updated in full and 
integrated assessments (i.e. BEAT, HEAT, CHASE) are carried out. 

o Secondary update years (grey highlight) correspond to years in which no specific program related 
deadline occurs. These could take the form of minimal/reduced interim update, for example options 
include: 
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 Data and indicators could be left not updated. Note this would leave the possibility of 
extended periods where no information is updated, especially pertinent considering the 2 
year effective delay on real-time data (see Tables above). 

 Data could be updated to include an extra year in a simplified form where a separate link or 
page is created that contains a simple summary key message map and a brief text for the 
secondary update year. This should be a straightforward process if experts are willing to 
assist with the data handling process (while not automated) in preparation for the maps and 
key message and agreement on data reporting and data availability can be made. 

 In instances (though probably unlikely to occur) where sudden and dramatic status shifts are 
recorded in the assessment units during a secondary update then contributors to the 
indicators and relevant HELCOM groups will be informed prior to the release of any maps or 
shape files and updates of brief key messages will be defined to support the new release. 

o Interim and alternating update years (orange and dark green / purple highlight) could take the form 
of either primary or secondary updates, though primary would appear more appropriate considering 
the temporal gaps in updating. 
 

Option 1: Holistic assessment related updates. 
Pro: Low workloads, updating related to HELCOM holistic assessment, and in line with the MSFD reporting 
cycles, provides the possibility for indicator update under the auspice of project work. 

Con: Low update regularity, extended period with no update (e.g. 4-6 years on real-time data), no continuity, 
poor temporal coverage, high workload on experts during reporting years, no indicator manager at the 
Secretariat to drive development of new indicators. 

Table 3. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 
events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs assuming replication of existing 
program time scales. – indicates the year prior to a program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  
2019 2017     
2020 2018     
2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  
2022 2020     
2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   
2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2025 2023     
2026 2024     
2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  
2028 2026     
2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2031 2029     
2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update years. 

Option 2: ‘Bi-annual update’ 
HOLAS related updates plus interim indicator update – (this is essentially the closest to a bi-annual update 
that can be carried out due to interim and holistic assessment reporting structure). 

Pro: Intermediate workloads, updating related to HOLAS and MSFD, provides the possibility for indicator 
update under the auspice of project work. 
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Con: Intermediate update regularity, extended period with no update (e.g. 2-4 years on real-time data), no 
continuity, poor temporal coverage, added requirements from experts, high work load on experts, no 
indicator manager at the Secretariat to drive development of new indicators 

Table 4. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 
events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs assumes replication of existing 
program time scales. – indicates the year prior to a program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  
2019 2017     
2020 2018     
2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  
2022 2020     
2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   
2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2025 2023     
2026 2024     
2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  
2028 2026     
2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2031 2029     
2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update and orange highlight indicates interim indicator update and could be held in either 
of middle years (e.g. 2020 or 2021). 

 

AVOption 3: Primary and secondary updates. 
Pro: Regular updating, maintain HOLAS and MSFD related timetable, greater continuity with indicator work, 
better temporal coverage, automated approach would reduce time requirement of experts, indicator 
manager to also drive development of new indicators. 

Con: Requirement for indicator manager at the Secretariat full time, time constraints of experts (though see 
above discussion on automation). 

Table 5. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 
events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs are based on replication of 
existing program time scales (based on proposed future alignment document presented by Jannica). – indicates the year prior to a 
program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  
2019 2017     
2020 2018     
2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  
2022 2020     
2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   
2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2025 2023     
2026 2024     
2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  
2028 2026     
2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2031 2029     
2032 2030     



GEAR 7-2017, 3-3 
 

 

Page 12 of 18 

 
 

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update years and grey highlight indicates secondary update years. 

PS: several options on variation of this theme exist such as all years between HOLAS are secondary update years, or 
years directly after a HOLAS final report undergo no update. 

Option 4: Alternating updates. 
Pro: More regular updating, maintain MSFD and HOLAS related timetable, greater continuity with indicator 
work, indicator manager to also drive development of new indicators. 

Con: Intermediate update regularity, extended period with no update (2-4 years on real-time data), 
somewhat poor temporal updates, time restrains of experts (unless automated), requirement for indicator 
manager at the Secretariat full time. 

Table 6. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 
events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs are based on replication of 
existing program time scales (based on proposed future alignment document presented by Jannica). – indicates the year prior to a 
program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  
2019 2017     
2020 2018     
2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  
2022 2020     
2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   
2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2025 2023     
2026 2024     
2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  
2028 2026     
2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  
2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   
2031 2029     
2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update years, dark green highlight indicates update of Biodiversity and Eutrophication 
indicators, and purple highlight indicates update of Maritime and Hazardous substances indicators. 

Option 5: Indicator specific update scales. 
For this option it would require that HELCOM established a survey at the HELCOM WG and EN level, 
requesting clear guidelines be established relating to the scientific need for the update of each individual 
indicator separately. Data and results can rapidly become outdated in some instances and a scientific basis 
for the update regularity would be highly valid. This could be applied to both the primary and secondary 
levels of update and also related to timescales over which indicator methodology should be validated or 
timescales over which significant changes in status might be observed. 

Update and assurance of scientific relevance and accuracy. 
For some indicators the associated research field/topic is rapidly expanding, while others are already well 
established. Thus, for some indicators, data availability, methodological aspects, new breakthroughs and 
alternative solutions may result in significant updates to certain indicators. Data may age rapidly and become 
outdated and in all cases it is vital to ensure that the scientific basis and agreement on methodologies, 
thresholds and relevance are cutting edge and correct. Such issues will be particularly pertinent in long-term 
perspectives where environmental changes or regime shifts may occur (e.g. as a response to global climate 
change or North Sea influx to the Baltic Proper). Thus an agreed system for how to maintain scientific scrutiny 
of the indicators should be implemented. Some possible pointers for this are outlined below. 
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o Assurance of scientific relevance and accuracy would be assisted through regular updating of 
indicators as it would enable annual or bi-annual trends to be clearly followed. 

o Regular updating would ensure scientific scrutiny of the indicators by the relevant experts. 
o Request all HELCOM WGs and ENs to outline a list of rules that assure scientific scrutiny and relevance 

of each indicator. 
o Experts must make an assessment and justification of their methodology and indicator function in all 

instances where either strong changes in the data (raw and processes indicator result data) are 
observed or when a shift from achieve-fail or fail-achieve status occurs. For the former suggestion an 
example may be that a greater than 10% shift (though a suitable measure would be required for each 
indicator due to methodological approaches) would instigate a quality checking process which would 
encompass not only methodological assurances but also confirmation that threshold values 
associated with the indicator meet current scientific acceptance and remain valid. 

o Require all ENs and WGs and indicator contributors to review the scientific basis of the used 
threshold values during any major update event. Where these experts highlight issues with relevant 
threshold values it will be a requirement that they proceed to define new threshold values for 
approval at relevant HELCOM committee levels. 

o Establish an expert network, possible within or associated to a climate change network, involving 
environmental and ecosystem modellers, tasked with defining particular cut-offs such as changes in 
e.g. salinity changes, temperature increases, or species composition, that may alter indicator 
function and applicability. Once such cut offs are recorded in the Baltic Sea sampling environment it 
will be required to re-assess the relevant threshold values. 

o Place high priority on indicators that define species composition, trophic levels, guilds and where 
marked shifts in these are recorded, for example the arrival or loss of species or significant 
abundance/biomass shifts in certain species, all indicators reliant on these species/trophic 
levels/guilds will be required to assess their methodologies and thresholds. 

 

Improvements on current indicator structure. 
HELCOM indicators form a major part of the HELCOM assessment methodology and are important tools for 
many of the HELCOM Contracting Parties. Further improvements/refinement regarding their structure may 
help with both visual and practical aspects. 

Between major reporting deadline years it should be a priority to improve not only the expanse and scope of 
the indicators but also their functionality, appearance, quality, coverage (e.g. spatial data or thresholds) and 
applicability. 

Clarification of current status and Starting point:  
A series of documents should be produced (spreadsheets) in which all indicators (marked as core, pre-core, 
or candidate) should be set out within a framework of their applicability (i.e. to BSAP, MSFD and UN SGDs) 
and coverage.  

In the document considering applicability the criteria to which each indicator would be assigned would be 
derived from three sources: the BSAP, the MSFD and the UN SDGs. A detailed study of this should be carried 
out and presented to HELCOM GEAR and a HELCOM WG (or drafting group) for discussion and development 
on this subject may be a valid approach. This approach should result in clarity being formed on how indicators 
are assigned to policy documents (e.g. Descriptors and Criteria) and should clearly highlight gaps within the 
HELCOM indicators. A separate document should be formed for each of these major policy initiatives with an 
overview document created linking these all together. 

The second approach in which indicators are assessed based on their coverage will follow a similar protocol 
but the criteria to which each indicator would be assigned to would represent the spatial coverage of data 
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and the spatial coverage of the agreed thresholds (at the given HELCOM assessment level of each indicator). 
This would highlight all areas (i.e. assessment units) for each indicator that requires further development 
work. 

A directed drive, undertaken within existing HELCOM structures (i.e. WGs, ENs and indicator leads and co-
leads), would address areas that are identified as incomplete or requiring further development (e.g. missing 
threshold values or data reporting issues) so that the applicability and coverage of indicators is enhanced. 

A common indicator structure: 
This process will be carried out in association with the EU initiative to create a common indicator structure. 
This is an ongoing process and in general HELCOM indicators conform well to the current proposals and the 
exercise would mainly be a structural reorganisation and simplification of the HELCOM indicators to fit the 
EU structure.  

o As part of this discussion it needs to be considered if HELCOM maintains its own indicator 
presentation and develops an automated system to select the relevant section needed for the EU 
structure. The current understanding of the proposed EU structure is that it will be a very brief text 
document summary with links to data, more of a searchable access point, and thus differs from the 
overview presented by current HELCOM indicators. An automated system should be straightforward 
to develop in the future to allow the required sections to be automatically transferred to the EU 
format. 

o To align HELCOM indicators with other EU initiatives and developments (e.g. WISE-Marine/MSFD 
2018 reporting) a system of codes should also be considered to facilitate the purpose of easy 
referencing. For example the Zooplankton mean size and total stock indicator may be given the code 
BDZOO/MSTS. 
 

Improved system for hosting and archiving indicators and their texts: 
An online workspace (possibly within Sharepoint) for indicators would be developed. That workspace will be 
linked to all other WGs or ENs and their indicator files. From this workspace the indicators enter the online 
system and the pdfs are formed (i.e. an online template into which text is written or pasted). It will also offer 
direct links to all indicators that are being developed by groups or networks etc, thus all indicators and related 
text are collated in a common workspace. Currently indicators (especially pre-core and candidate ones) are 
scattered across projects, old projects and various workspaces or folders with no central collection. Within 
this workspace a library of older versions will be maintained to act as references for the earlier versions and 
to acknowledge the contributions of experts’ earlier work. This process could also facilitate the maintenance 
of the above EU common indicator structure by having designated zones in each indicator document that are 
the extracted text or link visualised in the EU common structure. 

Certain visual aspects could benefit from improvements: 
The indicator texts and webpage may benefit from certain visual changes, for example: reordering the 
indicators by group rather than alphabetically, an improved system for visualisation of data charts and figures 
(to include all software types), the possibility to bring up numerous data figures together in a comparative 
format (i.e. aligned figures), an agreement on the style and presentation of figures and data, the reservation 
of green and red colours for indication of status only, and the standardisation of layout. 

Explore alterations to the indicator structure: 
The scope and structure of the indicators may benefit from certain changes, for example: inclusion of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals within the policy relevance and relevance of the indicator sections, greater 
clarity in the application of the descriptors and criteria for the indicators, potentially the creation of a 5th 
category of indicators to address climate change, a re-ordering of the indicator document sections (e.g. 
moving Good Environmental Status definition to before the results), inserting links into the online versions 
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to address the previous point, streamlining of text by addition of links to other reports or documents on 
historical trends, and the defining of data depth to be presented in the indicator results. 

Possible technical (vocabulary) alterations associated with the indicators: 
Technical terminology and vocabulary within the indicators could be further developed. These include 
possible proposals the Secretariat could bring regarding Good Environmental Status and the resulting 
achieve/ fail status, the terminology used for aggregated assessment units (e.g. Southern Baltic Sea, or 
southerly regions), and the use of the terms intermediate or moderate in particular with relevance to the 
statement of confidence in the indicator. 

Define HELCOM target audience and make alterations based on this: 
Defining HELCOM’s audience (and that of the indicators) would be a valuable procedure. If members of the 
public, as well as stakeholders and scientists are to be considered then it may be valuable to include links to 
other documents and images such as the Red List work or those of other partner institutions (e.g. WWF or 
the EU Chemicals Association). This would also benefit public awareness of HELCOM and its activities and 
public interaction, a subject also addressed at the end of this document. 

Future of HELCOM Indicators - Future developments of indicators. 
HELCOM indicators provide a vital tool for the management of the Baltic Sea environment and to maintain 
this and retain a cutting edge level it is important to regularly source proposals for new indicators of 
perceived importance. Firstly a clear and defined focus on the indicators should be maintained. Secondly, as 
wide a scope as possible should be taken when sourcing new indicators to encompass all parties that have 
relevance for HELCOM, be they members of the public, scientists, stakeholders or HELCOM committee 
members. 

Maintenance of indictor focus: 
There are a number of indicators that are catalogued as pre-core and candidate indicators dating back to 
earlier projects and initiatives. In certain cases no further development of these has taken place for a number 
of years and in a few cases they have even been superseded by newer alternatives or indication given that 
they are unsuitable. To maintain a clear clutter-free focus the Secretariat proposes that a review of candidate 
and pre-core indicators is carried out and that the Secretariat presents a list of these indicators to each 
relevant WG or EN with the request that they define the relevance of each indicator. A report of this will then 
be returned to State & Conservation with the request that those deemed unsuitable or sufficiently low 
priority (i.e. superseded by better or similar indicators or no longer valid) are removed from the list. 

Development of new indicators: 
A number of approaches ranging from fast-tracking effort on indicators that have been previously proposed 
(i.e. above described pre-core and candidate) to sourcing new suggestions from HELCOM State and 
Conservation, scientists, stakeholders and members of the public are proposed here.  

Options related to public interaction are also addressed. 

Fast-track indicators from earlier HELCOM initiatives or earlier contacts: 
A drive towards operationalisation of existing indicators and the expansion of the spatial coverage of certain 
indicators should be considered as a priority. Indicators perceived or denoted as of high priority (now or in a 
future ranking) should be actively developed. Options inclusive of projects (e.g. EU or BONUS) and ENs/INs 
should be considered as forums for this work. 

The Secretariat has drafted an initial list of possible indicators or indicator related topics that could form the 
basis of a future discussion on this topic. This provisional list can be supplied on request. 
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Other options for fast-tracking of indicators:  
It could also be viable to instigate an internal review within HELCOM and its Contracting Parties to gather all 
relevant suggestions, particularly those that fill gaps in the reporting Contracting Parties have to do. This 
could be done by requesting such a process at the HELCOM State and Conservation level so that they initiate 
a review by their selected experts, members and relevant stakeholders. 

Initiate a wider drive for the development on new HELCOM indicators: 
A wider drive for new indicators could be carried out by developing a description defining briefly the policy 
needs and initiating a questionnaire requesting suggestions for future indicators. The questionnaire could be 
distributed to the public (members of the public), managers (within environmental science such as: SYKE, 
SMHI; Environment Agency), scientist/researcher, HELCOM national representative. Concurrent with this a 
detailed search of Web of Science and Google Scholar could be carried out to define the major trends in Baltic 
Sea research in the previous 0-5 and 0-10 years. This would identify major research developments and 
aspects of potential emerging concern. 

A report could document all suggested indicators and compare the difference in perceived risk between the 
different respondent groups (public, stakeholders, scientists) and how the proposed indicators correspond 
with BSAP, MSFD (applicable to the CPs being EU member states) or UN SDG criteria. The report would be 
routed through relevant HELCOM WGs (i.e. State and Conservation) prior to public release and a listing of 
priority assigned. Options for commissioning literature surveys or establishing work directed to those 
designated of priority could then be explored. 

Possible public interaction regarding the indicators: 
Certain indicators lend themselves to public interaction, for example seals, harbour porpoise, waterbirds and 
eagles may well be candidates. The Panda for example became an icon for conservation and maybe these 
species could be similar for the Baltic Sea region with some public interaction.  

To facilitate this HELCOM would allow reporting online of all sightings of these species. The reporter would 
have to also complete the following information: number of individuals seen, place/GPS position of sighting, 
date and time of sighting, and level of certainty of identification (i.e. level of expertise).  

The annual reported data would be used to create a map that could be presented in the style of the indicator 
results (map and confidence). The ‘public reporting indicator’ would then be released on the Baltic Sea Day 
each year, and compared to previous years.  

There could be a very large response, especially from amateur naturalists (who are usually somewhat experts 
anyway) and would be a strong public interaction exercise. A similar event is for example hosted by the RSPB 
(Royal Society for the Protection of Birds) in the UK each year called the Big Garden Birdwatch. It could also 
be possible to link such a process with funding drives for partner organisations that focus on the conservation 
of these icon species.
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Annex 1. Initial timeline of future indicator work 
 2018 2019 202 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 
Quarter 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 
Detailed 
documents to 
S&C1 

                                            

Development of 
procedural 
documents2 

                                            

Activate all ENs 
/ INs3 

                                            

Define data 
issues4 

                                            

Data hosts and 
data reporters5 

                                            

Database 
solutions6 

                                            

Update 
regularity7 

                                            

Assurance 
procedures8 

                                            

Automation and 
workspaces9 

                                            

EU common 
indicator 
structure10 

                                            

Status 
clarification11 

                                            

Indicator 
hosting and 
archiving12 

                                            

Define 
HELCOM 
audience13 

                                            

Improved visual 
aspects14 

                                            

Structural 
aspects15 

                                            

Technical 
vocabulary16 
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Indicator 
development17 

                                            

Indicator 
focus18 

                                            

Drive for new 
indicators19 

                                            

Development of 
public 
interaction20 

                                            

Development of 
new priority 
indicators21 

                                            

A workflow defining proposed development work for the HELCOM indicators post-HOLAS II (State of eth Baltic Sea report). The workflow related to aspects set out in greater detail within the 
future of the HELCOM indicators document and a brief description of each aspect is given below. Purple = HOLAS reporting (full indicator updates), Orange = State and Conservation updates, 
Red = theme 1 (mainly Secretariat), Blue = Theme 2 (ENs and INs in conjunction with Secretariat), Green = theme 3 (mainly Secretariat, with advice and support from experts), Yellow = theme 4 
(Secretariat and ENs/Ins). 
 
1. Follow-up documents outlining the proposals (based in the 4 themes presented) will be submitted to State and Conservation for comment and approval. 
2. Procedural documents to include: process by which indicators can be proposed, the approval process for indicators, process for acknowledgement of contributors. 
3. Initiate contact with all ENs and INs to activate them, provide information related to the planned developments, and work with them subsequently. 
4. Define data issues relating to reporting, collecting, data policy and databases per data group (e.g. Hazardous substances, Eutrophication) for each indicator and EN/IN. 
5. Request similar information from State and Conservation contacts, data reporting personnel and from data hosts (e.g. ICES). 
6. Develop database solutions to improve current ones where needed and fill gaps where there are currently no solutions or issues with accessibility. 
7. Define potential update regularity based on scientific justification of experts. 
8. Development of proposals on the assurance of scientific relevance and accuracy of indicators. 
9. Automation and workspace development. This would be initiated with the Hazardous substances indicators but developed sequentially for all indicators. 
10. Establish and test the EU common indicator and coding system. 
11. Clarification of indicator status, coverage, applicability and criteria against BSAP, MSFD and UN SDG criteria and spatial/threshold coverage (i.e. define gaps). 
12. Improved way to gather, host and manage indicators within HELCOM workspaces and online systems. 
13. Define if HELCOM audience is scientists, stakeholders, members of the public, or all. Consider possible changes (e.g. visual) to suit. 
14. Improved visual aspects for presentation of online and pdf versions of indicator reports. 
15. Possible alterations to the indicator documents and their content order. 
16. Suggestions regarding technical vocabulary, uses and restrictions within indicator reports. 
17. Ongoing work on the development of indicators (candidate, pre-core and core), including spatial and threshold coverage post-HOLAS for those already operational. 
18. Coupled with the status clarification9 the focus of indicators will be assessed (e.g. removal of old or superseded ones). 
19. A dedicated drive to gather suggestions of potential indicators from a wide range of respondents (public, scientists, stakeholders). 
20. Development of possible public interaction via indicators for icon conservation species. 
21. Development of indicators identified as priority in above process. Carried out as normal via ENs/Ins and Lead country approach. 
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Background 
The HELCOM core indicators, in close association with the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment 

Strategy, form a vital part of the HELCOM process. It is through the indicators that threshold values 

are developed and operationalized, which in turn are used to support international agreements with 

regards to essential aspects of scientific, environmental, as well as policy importance. These indicators 

form the basis for much of HELCOM’s own work to implement the Helsinki Convention and the Baltic 

Sea Action Plan (BSAP), such as the holistic assessments of the state of the Baltic Sea. They can also 

offer vital support to HELCOM Contracting Parties, which are also EU Member States, assisting in 

coordinating their marine strategies under MSFD. Furthermore, at the High-level Segment of HELCOM 

38-2017 Contracting Parties have agreed to coordinate the use of HELCOM indicators to measure and 

compare progress towards reaching ocean-related UN Sustainable Development Goals.  

It is thus of great importance to create a solid and well planned foundation for the future maintenance 

and development of the HELCOM indicators. 

The focus of the document is the collation of issues, and proposed solutions on how to solve them, 

that have been encountered during the current development and update processes. It offers 

suggestions for the maintenance of the indicators (practical and scientific/validity aspects), and ideas 

for further improving the HELCOM indicators, and facilitating the future work and transparency of the 

process. Due to its nature this document will require updating continuously as work on indicators 

develops, thus keeping stride with new challenges (e.g. data requirements, new compounds or 

ecosystem drivers) and practical issues regarding their presentation. This document itself provides a 

broad overview and more detailed provisional documents on certain aspects can be supplied by the 

Secretariat on request. 

The document focuses on the timeframe post-HOLAS II, albeit some aspects of work will continue and 

will be carried out within the current indicator work and under the current assignment of the indicator 

manager.   

The idea behind this document is to initiate discussion on the issues, with the ultimate aim being 

developing a scientific and policy relevant solid basis for the maintenance and development of 

HELCOM indicators in the future. The overall document is divided into four main themes, as listed 

below: 

1. Procedural outline for indicator development.

2. Procedural outline for indicator update.

3. Improvements on current indicator structure.

4. Future development of indicators.

Attachment 1
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A major focus of this proposal is to develop a concerted drive between the major reporting years (e.g. 

outside of years in which State of the Baltic Sea reports are prepared) in which indicator development 

could be prioritised, thus improving the battery and coverage of indicators available at the next 

reporting deadline. This process is envisaged to enhance the indicators in their scope, appearance and 

functionality, a process supported and advised directly by the relevant experts. When reporting is 

required the process can then be carried out with the largest possible spatial and temporal scope, to 

the greatest possible scientific quality and with the greatest possible ease for the experts and 

Contracting Parties involved. 

The aspects outlined below offer a general overview of possible work on a number of areas where 

indicators could be improved, developed or where new indicator development could take place. This 

work is mainly envisioned to occur after the final State of the Baltic Sea report. The issues presented 

in the document will all be expanded on in greater detail as required. It is proposed that, should this 

general roadmap for the indicators be endorsed, that the Secretariat develops the four major sections 

outlined below as comment and decision documents to present at the first State and Conservation 

meeting after the publication of the final State of the Baltic Sea report (fall 2018). 

 

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to  

- consider and endorse in principle the proposed approach to the maintenance and 

development of HELCOM indicators in the future, and more specifically: 

- consider aspects related to the indicators and their future development as found in this 

document and provide feedback for further planning. 

- consider the options for frequency of indicator updating and agree on the recommended 

frequency. 

- consider and comment on the initial timeline for future indicator work. 

- consider and support the proposal from the Secretariat to assign the necessary resources to 

further develop and improve the HELCOM indicators after the completion of the State of the 

Baltic Sea report (HOLAS II). 

  

norhau
Markering
In general we think this document is a very nice basis for further discussions. We have a few comments. Following peapole were involved in the revision of the document: Philip Axe, Agnes Yttreberg, Karin Pettersson, Lars Åkesson, Linda Rydell, Lars Johan Hansson, Patrik Strömberg, Karl Norling, Pia Norling och jag.One thing which is missing are data snapshots. There should be a possibility to freeze data which was used for an assessment in order to re-analyze whenever possible. Routines for this should be established within Helcom.Is there a possibility for a drafting group between S&C VII and VIII so that CP:s could get involved before S&C VIII? Might enhance chances for acceptance.
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Future of HELCOM indicators 

Procedural outline for new indicator development 
HELCOM indicators form a vital part of HELCOM’s work and can contribute greatly to national monitoring, 

reporting and management needs. However, in order to serve this purpose, they require a solid basis in 

scientific knowledge, agreement between HELCOM Contracting Parties, and provision of high quality and 

accredited data. 

In general it should be stated that suggestions should be collected regularly to maintain a cutting edge 

perspective on the indicator development. 

Suggested processes by which indicators can be proposed: 
Indicator development requires extensive background knowledge and subsequently extensive temporal and 

spatial sampling, prior to data handling and threshold setting. With this in mind, and in an effort to make the 

indicator designation process as effective as possible, the following suggestions are provided for how new 

indicators can be proposed: 

1. Internally in HELCOM:  any of the Working Group (WG) levels or Expert Networks 

(EN)/Intersessional Networks (IN) may propose an indicator.  

2. External institutions or scientists/researchers (or collaborations between these) may also 

propose an indicator.  

3. A brief description of an indicator, outlining a proposal only, may also be submitted to 

HELCOM State and Conservation meetings. However, such meeting documents can only 

result in designation of an indicator as a candidate indicator.  

 

For indicator proposals outside of HELCOM WGs, ENs or INs it may be feasible that they are first evaluated 

by an appropriate EN/IN prior to their further progress to the State and Conservation WG.  

Proposal will pass through the relevant WG levels to gain approval for further work. This will facilitate a 

management/stakeholder driven approach and a research/expert approach. HELCOM State and 

Conservation will be the main HELCOM WG responsible for overseeing this process and a Lead country will 

be requested for each indicator.   

Suggested processes by which indicators can be approved: 
Indicators must pass through the appropriate approval process irrespective of their route of proposal. 

Approval must initially be gained at the level of a HELCOM EN or HELCOM WG, where relevant, and (or 

directly) at HELCOM State and Conservation level. Heads of Delegation decide on upgrading the status of the 

indicators and on the proposed thresholds for the core indicators.  Only then can candidate, pre-core or core 

status be assigned. Prior to that, suggested indicators will be retained in a living document defined as 

‘indicators in the pipeline’. 

Indicator categories: 

Currently five major categories of HELCOM indicator exists: Core indicators, Pre-core indicators, Candidate 

indicators, Supplementary indicators, and Test indicators. These categories generally define indicators at 

different levels of development, operationalisation or application. 

One future process related to this should be to define the descriptions of all categories and their purpose, 

updating existing definitions to newer terminology (e.g. the term threshold value, or the possible re-naming 

of test indicators as concept indicators), and the endorsement of these definitions. 

Mechanism for the production (and update) of indicators: 
o The lead country approach, as currently adopted by HELCOM, will be maintained. Nominated experts 

from HELCOM Contracting Parties will support the work of the lead countries developing the 

indicators. 

norhau
Markering
In terms of highlighting gapes in the ongoing national monitoring, in that case I would rather write ... contribute greatly to further development of national monitoring in order to meet reporting and management needs. But in order to focus more on reporting and management needs I would prefer the following: ... contribute greatly to reporting and management needs and by that even trigger further development of national monitoring. 

norhau
Markering
suggestions for new indicators? or better methods? It is important to keep in mind that we have to be able to always compare the future status to the status assessed now. I would like to specifiy this a little bit, e.g. ... suggestions according updated thesholds values, assesment methods, thematical integration of indicators and aggregation of assemesnt values, keeping in mind to avoid shifting baselines or significant differentiation from earlier assessments. Comparibility between assessments has to be ensured. 

norhau
Markering
In order to meet what kind of needs? Is MSFD steering this extensive sampling or BSAP or somehting else. Monitoring has to reflect ecological relevance, be representative on a appropiate geographical scale, to be cost effective and so on. This should be disucssed and defined in future plans. 

norhau
Markering
Great! Important is as well how do we judge these proposed indicators? they should be matched against BSAP and MSFD needs and in the light of already existing indicators. So any proposal has to indicate how the new proposal fits into the existing indicator-set up, what is the new aspect and what need is covered by the new indicator. 

norhau
Markering
Important to highlight that these different levels have different perspectives. EN might be free to suggest whatever they think is sicentific reasonable. S&C has to make sure that these indicators fit into HLECOM work, e.g. BSAP or MSFD.

norhau
Markering
All indicators should be candidate before approval by HoD after recommendation by S&C. Would be good to define responsibilities per level: EN are responsible to candidate indicators, when an indicator shifts to pre-core or core WG should be responsible.

norhau
Markering
May be good to think about a closer connection of indicator assessment with EN and give them a clear request to be responsible for a specific theme in the assessment in order to structure indicator work in Helcom, i.e. integrating indicator leads into EN or establishment of indicator groups within EN. 

norhau
Markering
Ok, but better no status at all. Otherwise difficult to distinguish between pipeline indicators and candidate.

norhau
Markering
Great! Relates to my earlier comment.

norhau
Markering
Perfect! Best to keep it simple. Test indicators as category should be deleted. Supplementary indicator be kept, e.g. Environmental fact sheets.

norhau
Markering
This should be discussed, important to have a better alignment with EN and policy makers. We suggest to include a policy lead as well from the lead country in order to keep deadlines and check progress in case no CORESET III project leader is in place. Even when a Helcom manager is in place policy lead could mediate between experts when necessary and make sure that indicaotrs meets the needs for MSFD and BSAP.
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o Ideally this process will be aligned with an active WG, EN or IN, i.e. the indicator contributors will also 

be active members of the relevant groups. 

o A nominated HELCOM indicator manager will maintain support for all indicator work. Where possible 

this will involve aspects such as arranging meetings, hosting data, assistance with textual and 

structural formulation, and production of maps and status figures. 

o HELCOM Contracting Parties are to offer support and resources to their nominated experts when 

needed. The Secretariat will keep the list of the nominated experts updated and combine this 

information with an updated list of ENs and INs and their members. 

Acknowledgment of contribution to indicators work 
There are currently no guidelines available for how to acknowledge the work done by experts with regards 

to indicators, and this should be developed. This section contains the first suggested guidelines for deciding 

on contributor status to indicator texts, and status of contribution on relevant HELCOM reports.  

o Contributor status on an individual indicator document should be reserved for those contributing to 

the creation or update of the document itself (text and/or data). 

o ENs, INs or WGs behind an indicator should be acknowledged through the name of the group. 

o The named contributors and roles should be defined during the initial stages of the process and will 

generally align with, or be defined by, the lead and/or co-lead country representative(s) taking 

responsibility for the individual indicator. 

o Previous contributors who are no longer active may be removed (with agreement of the relevant 

HELCOM WG). Older versions are archived and made available in pdf format on the HELCOM website 

and prior contributions are recognised through this. 

o Any clarifications associated with this will be addressed at the relevant HELCOM EN or IN or WG level. 

o Contributors to HELCOM indicators will be represented in the acknowledgements of subsequent 

major HELCOM scientific report heavily utilising the indicator. HELCOM will compile the 

acknowledgements and request all national representatives review the list and supplement it where 

needed. 

Updating and maintaining indicators 

Procedural outline for indicator update. 
HELCOM indicators require regular updating for the purpose of maintaining scientific and environmental 

relevance, and for the purpose of meeting the needs of management, stakeholder and HELCOM (e.g. HOLAS 

reports, MSFD reporting by Baltic Sea EU countries or national reporting). To do so regular data reporting is 

essential, and, as the number of indicators grows, the regularity of updating and the extent of updating of 

indicators needs to be considered. These aspects will undoubtedly require resources, particularly in the form 

of working hours, and where possible streamlining and automation of aspects of this process (as has already 

been explored in the eutrophication workspace) should be considered and developed. 

Data collation and reporting – issues and possible solutions: 

Data should be submitted to HELCOM as regularly as realistically possible and HELCOM should respond in 

kind by updating relevant data resources, maps and indicators at the first feasible and valid opportunity. In 

order to make this process as accessible as possible the efficient and correct depositing of data, data 

collation, and analysis needs to be facilitated; especially as the data mass and indicator numbers grow. 

Identified issues include: 

o Not all indicators deposit data in HELCOM COMBINE or other HELCOM data collection points, some 

are collated by experts independently or via HELCOM associates (Table 1).  

o A number of possible issues have been identified and solutions should be considered. The issues 

include: issues with current data reporting structure, agreement on data format and reporting 

strategies, availability of suitable database solutions, and the stage of development of HELCOM 

workspaces (see Table 1 footnotes). 

norhau
Markering
It should be a demand! Better alignment with EN is essential to spedd upp acceptance process in S&C. 

norhau
Markering
Great! That would make a policy lead unecessary partly. Still we think it might be good to have a stronger link to policy earlier in the process not only in order to make sure policy needs are met but also to mediate in certain situations between experts in a early stage and consult with other S&C represantatives if problems arise long before S&C meetings.

norhau
Markering
This should be formalized and indicator groups should be estabilshed, prefferably within EN or IN. 

norhau
Markering
Nice and clear!

norhau
Markering
This should be specified. Data update or methods, thresholds? Different implications. Best to take this up at S&C or possible drafting group later on. 

norhau
Markering
Great!

norhau
Markering
Should be avoided as long as possible. Helcom data base must be the min demand, ICES the aim. 
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Table 1. List of data groups and databases and their status pertaining to data with relevance for the indicators and their updating (as 

of today) created from information in the S&C 6-2017 meeting (3MA-2)). All data groups with a highlighted section in one or more 

columns indicate aspects where future improvements may be possible, the details of which are given below. 

Data group Database Data(base) host Accessibility 

Eutrophication COMBINE ICES YES 

Waterborne input of nutrients 
(annual data) 

PLC database BNI YES via login 

Hazardous substances COMBINE ICES On request 

Radioactivity HELCOM MORS Secretariat YES 

Illegal oil discharges RESPONSE database Secretariat YES 

White-tailed eagle productivity No database Secretariat Via experts 

Zooplankton COMBINE ICES On request 

Phytoplankton COMBINE ICES On request 

Zoobenthos COMBINE ICES On request 

Coastal fish HELCOM Coastal fish 
database 

Secretariat YES 

Migratory fish No database – collected ad 
hoc by ICES WG BAST 

Secretariat On request 

Commercial fish ICES ICES On request 

Birds HELCOM Birds database Secretariat YES 

Seals – abundance/distribution HELCOM Seal database Secretariat YES 

Seal – condition  No database – ad hoc data 
call** 

Secretariat Via experts 

Beach litter No database – ad hoc data call Secretariat Via experts 

Litter on the seafloor ICES DATRAS ICES On request 

Impulsive noise events OSPAR/HELCOM registry at 
ICES 

ICES YES 

Non-indigenous species AquaNIS Database Klaipeda University On request 

Indicates current data reporting that requires development. This is discussed elsewhere but would require a detailed survey of both 

data reporters and data users from the HELCOM COMBINE database to determine the issues encountered and viable solutions. 

Indicates need for discussion with experts on data reporting structure and implementation of data calls to meet these needs. 

Indicates requirement for further clarity on data reporting and data storage, with possible further development, as needed, in 

discussion with experts. 

Indicates the need for further development of the relevant HELCOM workspaces to facilitate direct access to the relevant databases 

or data sources that would enable smoother functioning of indicator related work (for example as has been developed for the 

eutrophication data group). 

Indicates the need for database solution to be discussed. 

 

o A number of Contracting Parties have reported issues with submitting data to HELCOM COMBINE 

(e.g. phytoplankton and zooplankton). 

 Contact all Contracting Parties (including experts who use the output and data reports) to 

request a clear description of the problems they encounter, and explore suggestions for 

possible solutions. Request the same information from those reporting data. Review 

HELCOM COMBINE to ensure it fits the purpose of the data reporting required by HELCOM. 

 

o Some Contracting Parties have shown a reluctance to report data to HELCOM. There are a number 

of possible issues that may relate to this. It would be valuable to clarify all the issues regarding this 

so that a best practice approach that suits Contracting Parties and their nominated 

representative/experts can be devised. Clarify if the above practical issues are the major issue or if 

there are issues related to the HELCOM data policy. 

 Request further assurances from Contracting Parties to commit to submitting available data 

to HELCOM with minimal delay, and their commitment to the data policy. Consider practical 

norhau
Markering
Great!

norhau
Markering
Great! One issue was, as I remember right, data submission to Emodnet. Is there any possibility to align ICES reporting with Emodnet?

norhau
Markering
We miss a few data groups, e.g. continious noise, physical loss, physical disturbance. It is meant to be so?
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solutions for data that Contracting Parties or experts may otherwise be reluctant to submit, 

for example a data usage policy (required citation(s)) or a 1 year moratorium on certain data. 

 

Data reporting – timing and regularity: 

Annual reporting of data to the relevant databases would be the most appropriate. Likely this will be a 

continual process throughout the year but an annual deadline should be established, in cooperation with the 

Contracting Parties, to ensure data is being processed and catalogued. 

o Likely changes in status over such short time periods (i.e. 1 year) will not be suddenly observed but 

it will ensure data is collated and checked regularly, thus available once needed. 

o Added to this the reporting process always lags about 2 years behind ‘real-time’, due to the fact that 

sampling is ongoing, analysis and accreditation takes place with data for the previous year reported 

in September/October. Following this the data compilation and report preparation can begin, with 

indicator report updates released in circa June the following year. For example: data for 2016 is 

reported in September/October 2017, analysis and mapping is carried out and reports are updated 

for June 2018 (see Table 2). 

The updating process will continue as describes below and outlined in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Summary of reporting and data handling process and timescale for indicator updating. Based on current understanding of 

process devised for HOLAS II final update in 2018.  

Year Month Sampling Reporting of data 
Analysis of 
reported data 

Update of 
indicators Report release 

2016 June      

2016 July      

2016 August      

2016 September  Data from 2015    

2016 October      

2016 November      

2016 December      

2017 January      

2017 February      

2017 March      

2017 April   2015 data   

2017 May      

2017 June    2015 data Interim - 2015 data* 

2017 July      

2017 August      

2017 September  Data from 2016    

2017 October      

2017 November      

2017 December      

2018 January      

2018 February      

2018 March      

2018 April   2016 data   

2018 May      

2018 June    2016 data Final - 2016 data* 

2018 July      

 etc…      

*Effective delay of 2 years on real-time data (due to sampling, accreditation, reporting, analysis etc. 

**See also suggestions based on a reduced update in secondary years based on a bi-annual update system (for example the middle 

update in red box here). These suggestions, described below, only work in years where there is not a HOLAS end date. 

norhau
Markering

norhau
Anteckning
We prefer annual updates but it should be indicator specific. Recommendations from indicator leads would be good.
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Responsibility for update of indicators 
The HELCOM Secretariat (through the HELCOM indicator manager) is proposed to support and manage the 

process of indicator updates and development also in the future (beyond June 2018), for example with 

providing deadlines, data calls, assistance with map and data services, organisation of meetings and expert 

network gatherings; however the indicator experts are a vital part of this procedure. The nominated experts 

and lead country process, often embedded within relevant HELCOM expert networks (ENs) or working groups 

(WGs), currently engaged in HELCOM work would continue for any update and development processes, and 

the HELCOM Secretariat will do what is required to support policy aspects and facilitate the process.  

Frequency of indicator updating 
A number of possible update frequency solutions are envisaged, and listed below for discussion of their 

merits. In the proposed scenarios there are clear differences in the requirement for resources (e.g. indicator 

manager at the Secretariat) and on the time of experts involved. The major purpose behind the proposed 

options though should be viewed both with an immediate and longer term perspective. While updating in 

the immediate future will continue as it currently takes place a more automated and user friendly process is 

envisaged in the longer term perspective that would create a more operational workflow in which the load 

on the experts should be reduced. In the mean-time much of the development work would fall on the 

Secretariat, in close cooperation with, and following the advice of, the relevant experts. 

Irrespective of the option chosen annual data reporting will be important. Through annual data reporting it 

can then be guaranteed that data will be collated in relevant databases as soon as possible after being 

collected and accredited, ensuring a smooth process when any update is required. Furthermore, many of the 

indicators rely on extended time series data for their analysis or threshold setting so a failure to collate data 

in certain years will leave any update process severely impeded. 

Another factor that HELCOM should consider carefully (with a longer-term perspective in mind) is how 

automated the indicator update process can be made (as is already somewhat the case with the 

eutrophication indicator cluster). The purpose of this would not be to omit the experts and relevant groups 

or networks but to simplify the process, make it more efficient and provide better support for experts and 

their work. Such data handling automations are becoming increasingly more common and, once developed, 

implemented and tested, greatly facilitate the process. For example, an established automated workflow 

could process defined data by extracting it from the relevant database, processing the relevant calculation 

of the indicator and based on this create the major figures and maps, and in such a way provide the initial 

substance for an indicator update and the review of the output by experts and Contracting Parties. Such 

processes also rely on the fact that the experts have established concrete methodologies and data harvesting 

requirements and that the data is readily reported and accessible from relevant databases. Once established 

any required changes to the indicator requirement should require relatively minimal alterations to the 

workflow.  

All options below would benefit from this automation, but those options where this theme should be 

considered as vital are marked with AV. 

Definitions of proposed update terms (with regards to the options and tables outlined in the upcoming 

sections): 

o Primary update years (red highlight) where data and text of all indicators will be updated in full and 

integrated assessments (i.e. BEAT, HEAT, CHASE) are carried out. 

o Secondary update years (grey highlight) correspond to years in which no specific program related 

deadline occurs. These could take the form of minimal/reduced interim update, for example options 

include: 

norhau
Markering
support by policy lead by lead country should be provided.

norhau
Markering

norhau
Markering
Update of assessments or something else? Should be specified. 

norhau
Anteckning
Automation would be preferred. But might need long development time. Input from indicator leads would be good.



STATE & CONSERVATION 7-2017, 3J-9 

 

 

Page 9 of 17 

 
 

 Data and indicators could be left not updated. Note this would leave the possibility of 

extended periods where no information is updated, especially pertinent considering the 2 

year effective delay on real-time data (see Tables above). 

 Data could be updated to include an extra year in a simplified form where a separate link or 

page is created that contains a simple summary key message map and a brief text for the 

secondary update year. This should be a straightforward process if experts are willing to 

assist with the data handling process (while not automated) in preparation for the maps and 

key message and agreement on data reporting and data availability can be made. 

 In instances (though probably unlikely to occur) where sudden and dramatic status shifts are 

recorded in the assessment units during a secondary update then contributors to the 

indicators and relevant HELCOM groups will be informed prior to the release of any maps or 

shape files and updates of brief key messages will be defined to support the new release. 

o Interim and alternating update years (orange and dark green / purple highlight) could take the form 

of either primary or secondary updates, though primary would appear more appropriate considering 

the temporal gaps in updating. 

Option 1: Holistic assessment related updates. 

Pro: Low workloads, updating related to HELCOM holistic assessment, and in line with the MSFD reporting 

cycles, provides the possibility for indicator update under the auspice of project work. 

Con: Low update regularity, extended period with no update (e.g. 4-6 years on real-time data), no continuity, 

poor temporal coverage, high workload on experts during reporting years, no indicator manager at the 

Secretariat to drive development of new indicators. 

Table 3. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 

events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs assuming replication of existing 

program time scales. – indicates the year prior to a program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  

2019 2017     

2020 2018     

2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  

2022 2020     

2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   

2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2025 2023     

2026 2024     

2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  

2028 2026     

2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2031 2029     

2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update years. 

Option 2: ‘Bi-annual update’ 

HOLAS related updates plus interim indicator update – (this is essentially the closest to a bi-annual update 

that can be carried out due to interim and holistic assessment reporting structure). 

Pro: Intermediate workloads, updating related to HOLAS and MSFD, provides the possibility for indicator 

update under the auspice of project work. 

Con: Intermediate update regularity, extended period with no update (e.g. 2-4 years on real-time data), no 

continuity, poor temporal coverage, added requirements from experts, high work load on experts, no 

indicator manager at the Secretariat to drive development of new indicators 
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Table 4. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 

events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs assumes replication of existing 

program time scales. – indicates the year prior to a program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  

2019 2017     

2020 2018     

2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  

2022 2020     

2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   

2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2025 2023     

2026 2024     

2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  

2028 2026     

2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2031 2029     

2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update and orange highlight indicates interim indicator update and could be held in either 

of middle years (e.g. 2020 or 2021). 

 

AVOption 3: Primary and secondary updates. 

Pro: Regular updating, maintain HOLAS and MSFD related timetable, greater continuity with indicator work, 

better temporal coverage, automated approach would reduce time requirement of experts, indicator 

manager to also drive development of new indicators. 

Con: Requirement for indicator manager at the Secretariat full time, time constraints of experts (though see 

above discussion on automation). 

Table 5. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 

events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs are based on replication of 

existing program time scales (based on proposed future alignment document presented by Jannica). – indicates the year prior to a 

program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  

2019 2017     

2020 2018     

2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  

2022 2020     

2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   

2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2025 2023     

2026 2024     

2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  

2028 2026     

2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2031 2029     

2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update years and grey highlight indicates secondary update years. 

PS: several options on variation of this theme exist such as all years between HOLAS are secondary update years, or 

years directly after a HOLAS final report undergo no update. 
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Option 4: Alternating updates. 

Pro: More regular updating, maintain MSFD and HOLAS related timetable, greater continuity with indicator 

work, indicator manager to also drive development of new indicators. 

Con: Intermediate update regularity, extended period with no update (2-4 years on real-time data), 

somewhat poor temporal updates, time restrains of experts (unless automated), requirement for indicator 

manager at the Secretariat full time. 

Table 6. Proposed updating years for indicators and their connection (or even coincidental connection) with relevant deadlines or 

events associated with requirements of Contracting Parties or HELCOM. Timings of future programs are based on replication of 

existing program time scales (based on proposed future alignment document presented by Jannica). – indicates the year prior to a 

program initiation and + indicates the year after a program ending. 

Year* Real time data 
year 

MSFD-related HOLAS-related BSAP Follow-
up 

Ministerial Meeting 
(HELCOM) 

2017 2015 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2018 2016 MSFD year HOLAS final -1 year  

2019 2017     

2020 2018     

2021 2019  HOLAS start +1 year  

2022 2020     

2023 2021 -1 year HOLAS interim   

2024 2022 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2025 2023     

2026 2024     

2027 2025  HOLAS start Start year  

2028 2026     

2029 2027 -1 year HOLAS interim +1 year  

2030 2028 MSFD year HOLAS final   

2031 2029     

2032 2030     

* Red highlight indicates primary (major) update years, dark green highlight indicates update of Biodiversity and Eutrophication 

indicators, and purple highlight indicates update of Maritime and Hazardous substances indicators. 

Option 5: Indicator specific update scales. 

For this option it would require that HELCOM established a survey at the HELCOM WG and EN level, 

requesting clear guidelines be established relating to the scientific need for the update of each individual 

indicator separately. Data and results can rapidly become outdated in some instances and a scientific basis 

for the update regularity would be highly valid. This could be applied to both the primary and secondary 

levels of update and also related to timescales over which indicator methodology should be validated or 

timescales over which significant changes in status might be observed. 

Update and assurance of scientific relevance and accuracy. 
For some indicators the associated research field/topic is rapidly expanding, while others are already well 

established. Thus, for some indicators, data availability, methodological aspects, new breakthroughs and 

alternative solutions may result in significant updates to certain indicators. Data may age rapidly and become 

outdated and in all cases it is vital to ensure that the scientific basis and agreement on methodologies, 

thresholds and relevance are cutting edge and correct. Such issues will be particularly pertinent in long-term 

perspectives where environmental changes or regime shifts may occur (e.g. as a response to global climate 

change or North Sea influx to the Baltic Proper). Thus an agreed system for how to maintain scientific scrutiny 

of the indicators should be implemented. Some possible pointers for this are outlined below. 

o Assurance of scientific relevance and accuracy would be assisted through regular updating of 

indicators as it would enable annual or bi-annual trends to be clearly followed. 

o Regular updating would ensure scientific scrutiny of the indicators by the relevant experts. 

o Request all HELCOM WGs and ENs to outline a list of rules that assure scientific scrutiny and relevance 

of each indicator. 

norhau
Markering
Request to ICES to check indicator setup once in a assesment period?

norhau
Markering
We think the best solution would be a combination of option 2 and 4: it is important to make sure that possible updates of assessment are linked to national plans of measure for CP:s and as indicated even maybe ministerial meetings. Our suggestion would be option 4 with focus on plans of measures, i.e. update of pressure indicators (including eutrophication from mid 2019 untill mid 2020. Afterwards from middle of 2020 to mid 2021 update of biodiv indicators. Update should, as long as possible, even take into consideration WFD programme of measure and possible national consultation of these. If possible it would be could to allign possible update with PLC work. 
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o Experts must make an assessment and justification of their methodology and indicator function in all 

instances where either strong changes in the data (raw and processes indicator result data) are 

observed or when a shift from achieve-fail or fail-achieve status occurs. For the former suggestion an 

example may be that a greater than 10% shift (though a suitable measure would be required for each 

indicator due to methodological approaches) would instigate a quality checking process which would 

encompass not only methodological assurances but also confirmation that threshold values 

associated with the indicator meet current scientific acceptance and remain valid. 

o Require all ENs and WGs and indicator contributors to review the scientific basis of the used 

threshold values during any major update event. Where these experts highlight issues with relevant 

threshold values it will be a requirement that they proceed to define new threshold values for 

approval at relevant HELCOM committee levels. 

o Establish an expert network, possible within or associated to a climate change network, involving 

environmental and ecosystem modellers, tasked with defining particular cut-offs such as changes in 

e.g. salinity changes, temperature increases, or species composition, that may alter indicator 

function and applicability. Once such cut offs are recorded in the Baltic Sea sampling environment it 

will be required to re-assess the relevant threshold values. 

o Place high priority on indicators that define species composition, trophic levels, guilds and where 

marked shifts in these are recorded, for example the arrival or loss of species or significant 

abundance/biomass shifts in certain species, all indicators reliant on these species/trophic 

levels/guilds will be required to assess their methodologies and thresholds. 

 

Improvements on current indicator structure. 
HELCOM indicators form a major part of the HELCOM assessment methodology and are important tools for 

many of the HELCOM Contracting Parties. Further improvements/refinement regarding their structure may 

help with both visual and practical aspects. 

Between major reporting deadline years it should be a priority to improve not only the expanse and scope of 

the indicators but also their functionality, appearance, quality, coverage (e.g. spatial data or thresholds) and 

applicability. 

Clarification of current status and Starting point:  
A series of documents should be produced (spreadsheets) in which all indicators (marked as core, pre-core, 

or candidate) should be set out within a framework of their applicability (i.e. to BSAP, MSFD and UN SGDs) 

and coverage.  

In the document considering applicability the criteria to which each indicator would be assigned would be 

derived from three sources: the BSAP, the MSFD and the UN SDGs. A detailed study of this should be carried 

out and presented to HELCOM GEAR and a HELCOM WG (or drafting group) for discussion and development 

on this subject may be a valid approach. This approach should result in clarity being formed on how indicators 

are assigned to policy documents (e.g. Descriptors and Criteria) and should clearly highlight gaps within the 

HELCOM indicators. A separate document should be formed for each of these major policy initiatives with an 

overview document created linking these all together. 

The second approach in which indicators are assessed based on their coverage will follow a similar protocol 

but the criteria to which each indicator would be assigned to would represent the spatial coverage of data 

and the spatial coverage of the agreed thresholds (at the given HELCOM assessment level of each indicator). 

This would highlight all areas (i.e. assessment units) for each indicator that requires further development 

work. 

norhau
Markering

norhau
Markering

norhau
Markering

norhau
Markering

norhau
Markering
Good!

norhau
Anteckning
Nice!

norhau
Anteckning
Good idea!

norhau
Anteckning
Yes, but should be specified before S&C VIII.

norhau
Anteckning
Very good ideas in this section. We definitly support this!
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A directed drive, undertaken within existing HELCOM structures (i.e. WGs, ENs and indicator leads and co-

leads), would address areas that are identified as incomplete or requiring further development (e.g. missing 

threshold values or data reporting issues) so that the applicability and coverage of indicators is enhanced. 

A common indicator structure: 
This process will be carried out in association with the EU initiative to create a common indicator structure. 

This is an ongoing process and in general HELCOM indicators conform well to the current proposals and the 

exercise would mainly be a structural reorganisation and simplification of the HELCOM indicators to fit the 

EU structure.  

o As part of this discussion it needs to be considered if HELCOM maintains its own indicator 

presentation and develops an automated system to select the relevant section needed for the EU 

structure. The current understanding of the proposed EU structure is that it will be a very brief text 

document summary with links to data, more of a searchable access point, and thus differs from the 

overview presented by current HELCOM indicators. An automated system should be straightforward 

to develop in the future to allow the required sections to be automatically transferred to the EU 

format. 

o To align HELCOM indicators with other EU initiatives and developments (e.g. WISE-Marine/MSFD 

2018 reporting) a system of codes should also be considered to facilitate the purpose of easy 

referencing. For example the Zooplankton mean size and total stock indicator may be given the code 

BDZOO/MSTS. 

Improved system for hosting and archiving indicators and their texts: 
An online workspace (possibly within Sharepoint) for indicators would be developed. That workspace will be 

linked to all other WGs or ENs and their indicator files. From this workspace the indicators enter the online 

system and the pdfs are formed (i.e. an online template into which text is written or pasted). It will also offer 

direct links to all indicators that are being developed by groups or networks etc, thus all indicators and related 

text are collated in a common workspace. Currently indicators (especially pre-core and candidate ones) are 

scattered across projects, old projects and various workspaces or folders with no central collection. Within 

this workspace a library of older versions will be maintained to act as references for the earlier versions and 

to acknowledge the contributions of experts’ earlier work. This process could also facilitate the maintenance 

of the above EU common indicator structure by having designated zones in each indicator document that are 

the extracted text or link visualised in the EU common structure. 

Certain visual aspects could benefit from improvements: 
The indicator texts and webpage may benefit from certain visual changes, for example: reordering the 

indicators by group rather than alphabetically, an improved system for visualisation of data charts and figures 

(to include all software types), the possibility to bring up numerous data figures together in a comparative 

format (i.e. aligned figures), an agreement on the style and presentation of figures and data, the reservation 

of green and red colours for indication of status only, and the standardisation of layout. 

Explore alterations to the indicator structure: 
The scope and structure of the indicators may benefit from certain changes, for example: inclusion of the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals within the policy relevance and relevance of the indicator sections, greater 

clarity in the application of the descriptors and criteria for the indicators, potentially the creation of a 5th 

category of indicators to address climate change, a re-ordering of the indicator document sections (e.g. 

moving Good Environmental Status definition to before the results), inserting links into the online versions 

to address the previous point, streamlining of text by addition of links to other reports or documents on 

historical trends, and the defining of data depth to be presented in the indicator results. 

norhau
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Possible technical (vocabulary) alterations associated with the indicators: 
Technical terminology and vocabulary within the indicators could be further developed. These include 

possible proposals the Secretariat could bring regarding Good Environmental Status and the resulting 

achieve/ fail status, the terminology used for aggregated assessment units (e.g. Southern Baltic Sea, or 

southerly regions), and the use of the terms intermediate or moderate in particular with relevance to the 

statement of confidence in the indicator. 

Define HELCOM target audience and make alterations based on this: 
Defining HELCOM’s audience (and that of the indicators) would be a valuable procedure. If members of the 

public, as well as stakeholders and scientists are to be considered then it may be valuable to include links to 

other documents and images such as the Red List work or those of other partner institutions (e.g. WWF or 

the EU Chemicals Association). This would also benefit public awareness of HELCOM and its activities and 

public interaction, a subject also addressed at the end of this document. 

Future of HELCOM Indicators - Future developments of indicators. 
HELCOM indicators provide a vital tool for the management of the Baltic Sea environment and to maintain 

this and retain a cutting edge level it is important to regularly source proposals for new indicators of 

perceived importance. Firstly a clear and defined focus on the indicators should be maintained. Secondly, as 

wide a scope as possible should be taken when sourcing new indicators to encompass all parties that have 

relevance for HELCOM, be they members of the public, scientists, stakeholders or HELCOM committee 

members. 

Maintenance of indictor focus: 
There are a number of indicators that are catalogued as pre-core and candidate indicators dating back to 

earlier projects and initiatives. In certain cases no further development of these has taken place for a number 

of years and in a few cases they have even been superseded by newer alternatives or indication given that 

they are unsuitable. To maintain a clear clutter-free focus the Secretariat proposes that a review of candidate 

and pre-core indicators is carried out and that the Secretariat presents a list of these indicators to each 

relevant WG or EN with the request that they define the relevance of each indicator. A report of this will then 

be returned to State & Conservation with the request that those deemed unsuitable or sufficiently low 

priority (i.e. superseded by better or similar indicators or no longer valid) are removed from the list. 

Development of new indicators: 
A number of approaches ranging from fast-tracking effort on indicators that have been previously proposed 

(i.e. above described pre-core and candidate) to sourcing new suggestions from HELCOM State and 

Conservation, scientists, stakeholders and members of the public are proposed here.  

Options related to public interaction are also addressed. 

Fast-track indicators from earlier HELCOM initiatives or earlier contacts: 

A drive towards operationalisation of existing indicators and the expansion of the spatial coverage of certain 

indicators should be considered as a priority. Indicators perceived or denoted as of high priority (now or in a 

future ranking) should be actively developed. Options inclusive of projects (e.g. EU or BONUS) and ENs/INs 

should be considered as forums for this work. 

The Secretariat has drafted an initial list of possible indicators or indicator related topics that could form the 

basis of a future discussion on this topic. This provisional list can be supplied on request. 

Other options for fast-tracking of indicators:  

It could also be viable to instigate an internal review within HELCOM and its Contracting Parties to gather all 

relevant suggestions, particularly those that fill gaps in the reporting Contracting Parties have to do. This 

could be done by requesting such a process at the HELCOM State and Conservation level so that they initiate 

a review by their selected experts, members and relevant stakeholders. 

norhau
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Furthermore a taxonomy standard should be introduced so that organisms are easily identified across different indicators, e.g. plankton.
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Initiate a wider drive for the development on new HELCOM indicators: 

A wider drive for new indicators could be carried out by developing a description defining briefly the policy 

needs and initiating a questionnaire requesting suggestions for future indicators. The questionnaire could be 

distributed to the public (members of the public), managers (within environmental science such as: SYKE, 

SMHI; Environment Agency), scientist/researcher, HELCOM national representative. Concurrent with this a 

detailed search of Web of Science and Google Scholar could be carried out to define the major trends in Baltic 

Sea research in the previous 0-5 and 0-10 years. This would identify major research developments and 

aspects of potential emerging concern. 

A report could document all suggested indicators and compare the difference in perceived risk between the 

different respondent groups (public, stakeholders, scientists) and how the proposed indicators correspond 

with BSAP, MSFD (applicable to the CPs being EU member states) or UN SDG criteria. The report would be 

routed through relevant HELCOM WGs (i.e. State and Conservation) prior to public release and a listing of 

priority assigned. Options for commissioning literature surveys or establishing work directed to those 

designated of priority could then be explored. 

Possible public interaction regarding the indicators: 
Certain indicators lend themselves to public interaction, for example seals, harbour porpoise, waterbirds and 

eagles may well be candidates. The Panda for example became an icon for conservation and maybe these 

species could be similar for the Baltic Sea region with some public interaction.  

To facilitate this HELCOM would allow reporting online of all sightings of these species. The reporter would 

have to also complete the following information: number of individuals seen, place/GPS position of sighting, 

date and time of sighting, and level of certainty of identification (i.e. level of expertise).  

The annual reported data would be used to create a map that could be presented in the style of the indicator 

results (map and confidence). The ‘public reporting indicator’ would then be released on the Baltic Sea Day 

each year, and compared to previous years.  

There could be a very large response, especially from amateur naturalists (who are usually somewhat experts 

anyway) and would be a strong public interaction exercise. A similar event is for example hosted by the RSPB 

(Royal Society for the Protection of Birds) in the UK each year called the Big Garden Birdwatch. It could also 

be possible to link such a process with funding drives for partner organisations that focus on the conservation 

of these icon species.
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Annex 1. Initial timeline of future indicator work 
 

 2018 2019 202 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 
Quarter 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 
Detailed 
documents to 
S&C1 

                                            

Development of 
procedural 
documents2 

                                            

Activate all ENs 
/ INs3 

                                            

Define data 
issues4 

                                            

Data hosts and 
data reporters5 

                                            

Database 
solutions6 

                                            

Update 
regularity7 

                                            

Assurance 
procedures8 

                                            

Automation and 
workspaces9 

                                            

EU common 
indicator 
structure10 

                                            

Status 
clarification11 

                                            

Indicator 
hosting and 
archiving12 

                                            

Define 
HELCOM 
audience13 

                                            

Improved visual 
aspects14 

                                            

Structural 
aspects15 

                                            

Technical 
vocabulary16 
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Indicator 
development17 

                                            

Indicator 
focus18 

                                            

Drive for new 
indicators19 

                                            

Development of 
public 
interaction20 

                                            

Development of 
new priority 
indicators21 

                                            

A workflow defining proposed development work for the HELCOM indicators post-HOLAS II (State of eth Baltic Sea report). The workflow related to aspects set out in greater detail within the 
future of the HELCOM indicators document and a brief description of each aspect is given below. Purple = HOLAS reporting (full indicator updates), Orange = State and Conservation updates, 
Red = theme 1 (mainly Secretariat), Blue = Theme 2 (ENs and INs in conjunction with Secretariat), Green = theme 3 (mainly Secretariat, with advice and support from experts), Yellow = theme 4 
(Secretariat and ENs/Ins). 
 
1. Follow-up documents outlining the proposals (based in the 4 themes presented) will be submitted to State and Conservation for comment and approval. 
2. Procedural documents to include: process by which indicators can be proposed, the approval process for indicators, process for acknowledgement of contributors. 
3. Initiate contact with all ENs and INs to activate them, provide information related to the planned developments, and work with them subsequently. 
4. Define data issues relating to reporting, collecting, data policy and databases per data group (e.g. Hazardous substances, Eutrophication) for each indicator and EN/IN. 
5. Request similar information from State and Conservation contacts, data reporting personnel and from data hosts (e.g. ICES). 
6. Develop database solutions to improve current ones where needed and fill gaps where there are currently no solutions or issues with accessibility. 
7. Define potential update regularity based on scientific justification of experts. 
8. Development of proposals on the assurance of scientific relevance and accuracy of indicators. 
9. Automation and workspace development. This would be initiated with the Hazardous substances indicators but developed sequentially for all indicators. 
10. Establish and test the EU common indicator and coding system. 
11. Clarification of indicator status, coverage, applicability and criteria against BSAP, MSFD and UN SDG criteria and spatial/threshold coverage (i.e. define gaps). 
12. Improved way to gather, host and manage indicators within HELCOM workspaces and online systems. 
13. Define if HELCOM audience is scientists, stakeholders, members of the public, or all. Consider possible changes (e.g. visual) to suit. 
14. Improved visual aspects for presentation of online and pdf versions of indicator reports. 
15. Possible alterations to the indicator documents and their content order. 
16. Suggestions regarding technical vocabulary, uses and restrictions within indicator reports. 
17. Ongoing work on the development of indicators (candidate, pre-core and core), including spatial and threshold coverage post-HOLAS for those already operational. 
18. Coupled with the status clarification9 the focus of indicators will be assessed (e.g. removal of old or superseded ones). 
19. A dedicated drive to gather suggestions of potential indicators from a wide range of respondents (public, scientists, stakeholders). 
20. Development of possible public interaction via indicators for icon conservation species. 
21. Development of indicators identified as priority in above process. Carried out as normal via ENs/Ins and Lead country approach. 
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