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Background 

In September 2017 HELCOM Contracting Parties who are also EU Member States coordinated, through 
GEAR, a joint answer to the EU Commission on how they intend to follow up on the regional level 
cooperation required by Commission Decision 2017/848/EU. The revised Commission Decision 
requires cooperation on criteria and methodological standards on good environmental status of 
marine waters and specifications and standardized methods for monitoring and assessment (GEAR 17-
2017-3/4). The joint answer contained a broad overview of the state of play of HELCOM work on 
integration and indicators, as well as general coordination requirements arising from Commission 
Decision 2017/848/EU.  

GEAR 17-2017 asked the Secretariat to revise the document based on discussions at GEAR 17-2017. 
GEAR invited Contracting Parties to respond to the revised document by 16 February 2018 and provide 
proposals for practical procedural steps to take forward regional coordination. By the deadline, DK, EE, 
FI and SE submitted specific proposals; DE had included such proposals in their response to the 
questionnaire on the future indicator work. The comments are compiled in an Addendum to this 
document. 

Based on those proposals, and an online meeting of a drafting group made up of interested GEAR 
representatives on 1 March, DE, DK, FI and SE further developed the discussion paper contained in this 
document. It is intended to facilitate discussions at GEAR about short and longer term regional 
coordination work, for those Contracting Parties who are also EU member states, related to MSFD. The 
document therefore includes: 

- initial proposals on how to organize regional work to follow up on Commission Decision 
2017/848/EU. The aim is to facilitate the development by GEAR 18-2018 of  
• a work plan and arrangements for taking this work forward 
• guidance for HELCOM groups on preparing technical advice on the follow-up work and 

how to present it to GEAR  
- initial ideas for strategic coordination needs that go beyond the technical indicator work. 

The ultimate aim of this work is to develop, through written consultation with Contracting Parties and 
discussions at GEAR 18-2018, a living document which specifies the GEAR roadmap on issues for 
regional coordination in relation to indicator and assessment work, supporting the next holistic 
assessment (HOLAS III), the implementation of the BSAP, and, for those Contracting Parties who are 
also EU member states, the work under the MSFD.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017D0848&from=EN
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2017-2017-473/MeetingDocuments/3-4%20Regional%20Cooperation%20and%20the%20revised%20Commission%20Decision.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2017-2017-473/MeetingDocuments/3-4%20Regional%20Cooperation%20and%20the%20revised%20Commission%20Decision.pdf


GEAR 18-2018, 3 -6 
 

Page 2 of 14 
 

It is important to note that regional cooperation relating to assessment and good environmental status 
provides the basis for broader regional cooperation which encompasses environmental targets and 
programmes of measures in order to achieve good status. These topics were not part of the drafting 
group’s mandate but are mentioned in Annex 2 to the attached proposal in order to help discussions 
at GEAR in how to link various MSFD coordination requirements within HELCOM work. There is 
especially a need to identify the links on MSFD coordination in general and of MSFD programme of 
measures in particular with the update of the BSAP. 

It is also important to note that the regional cooperation needs to reach out to all coastal states around 
the Baltic Sea in order to find common ground and solutions for achieving a healthy Baltic Sea. In a 
parallel process, Contracting Parties have been invited to submit their suggestions for further HELCOM 
Core indicator work via a questionnaire to the Secretariat. This includes questions relating to 
streamlining of work and linking HELCOM work with other policy requirements, e.g. BSAP, Russian 
Maritime Doctrine, CBD and UN sustainable development goals (SDGs), as well as pan-European work 
(e.g. other regional seas conventions such as OSPAR, EU). The responses to the questionnaire were not 
available to the drafting group and are not included in the attached proposals. There is a need to 
combine the two processes and update the attached proposals also in the light of the outcome of these 
questionnaires. 

Action requested 

The Meeting is invited to provide written comments by 30 March to the Secretariat 
(marta.ruiz@helcom.fi). Based on the comments, the document will be revised as needed and 
submitted to GEAR 18-2018 as a basis for discussion. 

  

mailto:marta.ruiz@helcom.fi
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Regional cooperation and good environmental status  
The indicators and assessment methodologies developed by HELCOM for assessing progress towards 
reaching the goals in the BSAP, can also be used, by those Conteracting Parties who are also EU 
member states, for determining and assessing (good) environmental status under the MSFD (Art. 8 
and 9 MSFD) originally guided by the requirements of Commission Decision 2010/477/EU. The 
instrument was replaced in May 2017 by Commission Decision 2017/848/EU. The new Decision now 
sets out minimum requirements for good environmental status (GES) and provides a common basis 
for the determination of GES by EU Member States according to Art. 9 (1) MSFD. EU Member States 
have to review and update their determination of GES by October 2018.  

Against this background and the requirements for regional coordination under Art. 5(2) and Art. 6 
MSFD, the further regional cooperation relating to GES and assessment would need to look, as a 
priority, at the technical follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU. There are however 
additional questions and issues that warrant exchange of information among HELCOM EU Member 
States and cooperation, which may lead, where appropriate, to a common regional position in relation 
to the EU MSFD Common Implementation Strategy (CIS). This discussion paper includes the following 
topics: 

1. Technical follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 
2. Strategic follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 
3. Follow-up to the revision of Annex III MSFD 
4. Exchange on the review and update of national determinations of GES 
5. Planning of the next holistic assessment 
6. Forward planning 

Work on MSFD regional coordination by those Contracting Parties who are also EU member states 
should be guided by streamlining and linking HELCOM work with other policy requirements, e.g. of 
BSAP, Russian Maritime Policy, CBD and UN sustainable development goals (SDGs), as well as pan-
European work (e.g. other regional seas conventions such as OSPAR, EU).  

1. Technical follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 

Commission Decision 2017/848/EU requires EU Member States to establish for certain criteria and 
descriptors through regional or subregional cooperation 

- lists of ecosystem and pressure elements,  
- threshold values, and  
- methodological standards, e.g. integration rules, 

Regional cooperation should be guided by:  

Planning and prioritization: Work needs to be well planned. This includes prioritization, i.e. decisions 
on what is more important and in what order the work should be carried out. As a lesson learnt from 
the HOLAS II process, this also includes planning that gives Contracting Parties sufficient time to 
comment and to check the quality of drafted proposals. A clear work plan should be agreed at the level 
of Heads of Delegation which provides a common basis for taking the work forward.  

Governance: In support of future decision-making the mechanisms, processes and governance need 
to be well described and responsibility for tasks clearly assigned. It is important that technical work 
carried forward by projects or individual experts are regularly shared in detail with the established 
expert networks in order to enable substantive discussions on the directions the work should take and 
that any such work is consolidated and approved by the working groups prior to initiating any decision 
making process. Lists of elements, threshold values, methodological standards and integration rules 
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should be agreed at policy level (to be discussed: by HOD?). Approval procedures must take place 
within a reasonable time frame to give Contracting Parties sufficient time for endorsement and to 
ensure that decision-making does not hamper progress on HOLAS III.  

Quality: Focus should be given to quality rather than quantity. A detailed analysis is needed to assess 
how well existing HELCOM indicators match the requirements of the criteria in Commission Decision 
2017/848/EU and principles for integration before the development of any new indicators are agreed. 
When developing new indicators, including threshold values, methodological standards etc., it is 
important that the work relies on a scientifically well documented basis and on comparable data. 

Transparency: As a lesson learnt from HOLAS II, transparency in methods, assumptions, data input etc. 
is important. Any method / methodological standards and differences in datasets underlying e.g. the 
derivation of threshold values should be described appropriately and assumptions must be clearly 
stated.  

Annex 1 to this document sets out an initial proposal on arrangements and a work plan for the technical 
follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU. 

2. Strategic follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 

Commission Decision 2017/848/EU is part of the wider review package of MSFD-implementation. The 
Decision follows conceptual considerations, explored in the EU Commission’s “cross-cutting issues 
document” (last update in November 2017, MSCG_21-2017-06). As a result, the Decision includes 
requirements (e.g. in its Art. 3 and 4) which are in need of specification. Guidance and interpretation 
aid is expected to be taken up in the further development of the EU CIS Art. 8 MSFD assessment 
guidance, which has been released by WG GES in February 2017 as a test version. As a common 
understanding of these issues is important for guiding regional cooperation on the technical follow-up 
work, early strategic discussions in 2018 may be warranted in HELCOM and may later, if appropriate, 
result in input into the EU MSFD CIS process. The questions are:  

- Do we have a common understanding on the requirement or topic?  
- What guidance is needed by, and should be given to, HELCOM groups to follow-up on the 

requirements or topic?  
- Where appropriate, how can we influence the discussion and guidance in the EU MSFD CIS 

process? 
- Can the questions below help in prioritizing regional cooperation work and how? 

Examples of issues for discussion may include: 

a. A risk-based approach should apply to the criteria retained in order to allow Member States to 
focus their efforts on the main anthropogenic pressures affecting their waters (recital 6 to 
Commission Decision 2017/848/EU). Risk considerations relate for example to  
- the use of secondary criteria (Art. 3(2) Commission Decision) 
- the selection of criteria elements (recital 19 to Commission Decision and Annex I thereto: 

D1C1, D2C3, D8C1, D8C2, D9C1, D10C4) 
- the setting of threshold values on the basis of the precautionary principle, reflecting the 

potential risks to the marine environment (Art. 4 (1) (e) Commission Decision). 
- monitoring effort (D5, D8 – Annex I Commission Decision) 

b. Establishment of thresholds where knowledge is limited. Art. 2 of Commission Decision 
2017/848/EU allows Member States in the absence of threshold values to use national thresholds, 

https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/353ffdf4-fdc1-4a1f-a4fc-5f53e6ed7f9b/MSCG_21-2017-06_Cross-cuttingIssues_v6_20170918.pdf
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provided the obligation of regional cooperation is complied with, directional trends of the values 
or pressure-based threshold values as proxies.  

c. Threshold values should be set consistent across different criteria when they relate to the same 
ecosystem element (Art. 4 (1) (f) Commission Decision). This requires mechanisms that allow 
working across criteria where these are developed through different expert groups. 

d. Undertaking an ecosystem-based assessment remains still a challenge. How could this be usefully 
achieved in order to support the management of human activities and pressures including spatial 
planning, and to be comparable across EU marine regions. For HOLAS II a refined Baltic Sea 
Pressure and Impact Index has been used as a spatially relevant approach. This approach has 
proved feasible and probably has a role also in future assessments.  

3. Follow-up to the revision of Annex III MSFD 

The wider review package of MSFD-implementation resulted in the revision of Annex III MSFD. One 
aim of the revision was to link better the features in Annex III with the criteria for determining and 
assessing GES. Annex III goes however beyond GES and includes activities and pressures for assessment 
under Art. 8 (1)(b) and (c) MSFD and oceanographic features describing the prevailing environmental 
conditions of the waters concerned. Lessons learnt from HOLAS II suggest that work relating to Annex 
III MSFD would merit a more structured approach. This relates for example to the specification of the 
data needed, arrangements for data collection, quality assurance and not least to the responsibilities 
within HELCOM for such data streams and associated assessment products. The strategic outline of 
the work could start in 2018 and be followed by progressive implementation in time for the next 
holistic assessment. 

4. Exchange on the review and update of national determination of GES 

EU Member States are required to determine a set of characteristics for good environmental status 
according to Art. 9(1) MSFD. Most EU Member States determine what they understand to be a “good” 
status at a more general and qualitative level. The criteria and methodological standards of 
Commission Decision 2017/848/EU are an important basis towards a quantified expression of good 
status and to which extent it is achieved. Art. 8 MSFD assessment guidance has started discussions on 
how to express and present the extent to which GES has been achieved. For information on the degree 
of comparable protection levels in the Baltic Sea region, an exchange of information on the higher level 
national definitions of GES under Art. 9(1) MSFD is desirable. Such an exchange of information has 
taken place in HELCOM in connection with the 2012 reporting on Art. 9 MSFD. To improve regional 
coordination, a further exchange on the national review and update of GES determinations in 2018 
through GEAR would be useful. Exchange of information could start in 2018 with the aim to facilitate 
a coordinated review and update of national GES-determinations for reporting in 2024. 

5. Planning of the next holistic assessment 

In support of guiding the further technical work, early consideration in 2018 should be given to the 
scope, purpose, approach and timing of the next holistic assessment. These considerations will inform 
discussions on data flows, indicator work, assessment methods and frequency of contributing indicator 
assessments as well as priority setting and organization of work strands. Early discussion also helps to 
streamline the assessment needs for the Baltic Sea Action Plan and for EU Member States in relation 
to MSFD and associated reporting. Broad planning should start in 2018 and be refined by 2020. 

6. Forward planning 
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GEAR may wish to start planning the forward process on regional coordination in general, embedded 
in the planning of the next holistic assessment and other MSFD relevant milestones. Annex 2 provides 
an initial Gantt-chart to help the discussion.  
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Annex 1: Technical follow-up to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 

Background 

Commission Decision 2017/848/EU has revised the criteria and methodological standards for good 
environmental status of 2010, which the HELCOM indicator work has taken into account so far. In 
addition to changes to criteria and methodological standards, the Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 
requires that EU Member States establish lists of ecosystem and pressure elements, threshold values, 
and methodological standards (e.g. integration rules) for certain criteria and descriptors through 
regional or subregional cooperation.  

Objectives 

The technical follow-up work to Commission Decision 2017/848/EU will aim to fulfil the requirements 
of Commission Decision 2017/848/EU in conjunction with Art. 5(2) and 6 MSFD in time for the next 
holistic assessment. The main objectives are to develop proposals and finally agree on 

- the regional or subregional use of criteria for assessing GES and associated adjustment of 
HELCOM indicators or development of new indicators 

- lists of ecosystem and pressure criteria elements for the assessment 
- threshold values for criteria and indicators 
- methodological standards (i.e. integration rules) 
- frequency of indicator assessments 
- presentation of indicators 

The determination of the use of criteria and lists of criteria elements will also aim to support the review 
and update of the monitoring programmes (due for EU reporting in 2020) and, if relevant, the 
development of arrangements on data collection and management in time for the next assessment. 

Approach to following-up on Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 

The follow-up work is guided by the following sequence of considerations for prioritization: 

- address primary criteria before secondary criteria 
- address criteria requiring threshold before criteria for which no thresholds are required 
- address lists of elements before threshold values and methodological standards 
- consolidate existing indicators before developing new indicators for specific criteria 
- develop new indicators for major gaps relating to criteria requiring threshold values (i.e. where 

so far no assessment has been possible at all) before developing complementary indicators or 
indicators not requiring threshold values 

- use opportunities for cooperation with OSPAR or other EU marine regions on indicators before 
starting parallel work 

- focus on work complementary to EU technical work, do not duplicate EU efforts 

The work should be further guided by 

- the specific requirements for criteria and their presentation in Annex I of Commission Decision 
2017/848/EU 

- the general requirements for use of criteria and setting of thresholds in Art. 3 and 4 
Commission Decision 2017/848/EU 

- draft guidance and issues for discussion provided in the test version of EU MSFD CIS Art. 8 
MSFD assessment guidance 
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- considerations of streamlining indicator development with needs of other policy contexts 
namely BSAP and UN-SDGs 

The following steps are envisaged for following-up Commission Decision 2017/848/EU, noting that 
indicator development is an ongoing work in HELCOM: 

a. Analysis: In 2018, HELCOM groups provide infromation to GEAR(2) 2018 on identified further 
work needed, suggested ways in which the work can be taken forward and if possible an initial 
indication of resources and procedures needed to address further work. The information will 
follow guidance and a format to be developed by GEAR(1) 2018 (Annex 3). GEAR(2) 2018 will 
use the information to provide further guidance and prioritization for the technical work.  
The information is based on an in-depth analysis, prepared by working groups, guided by GEAR, 
including indicator leads. The analysis: 
- aims at identifying gaps or any need for indicator adjustment. This includes mismatch of 

indicators and Decision requirements in terms of issue addressed (conceptual), in relation 
to lists of elements, threshold values and methodological standards (integration rules), and 
knock-on effects on monitoring requirements and adjustment needs.  

- maps HELCOM core/pre-core indicators against the criteria of Commission Decision 
2017/848/EU.  

- includes information collected from Contracting Parties on national indicators used in 
addition to HELCOM indicators in their latest Art. 8 MSFD assessments. The aim is to identify 
any cooperation needs at basin level. 

b. Elements: In 2018, HELCOM expert networks, including indicator leads, prepare an update, 
where needed, of the lists of criteria elements already agreed for HELCOM indicators or draft 
such lists where they have not yet been agreed. The lists are presented to HELCOM groups in 
autumn 2018 for review and presented to GEAR(2)2018. The aim is that the lists be approved 
at policy level, provided the work is done in time for the review and update of monitoring 
programmes by expert networks and HELCOM groups. 

c. Consolidation: In 2019-2020 HELCOM groups, based on technical work by the expert networks 
including indicator leads, consolidate the existing HELCOM core/pre-core indicators, giving 
priority to primary criteria: 

- Consolidation relates to the indicator concept, the review and, where relevant, update of 
existing threshold values or the development of threshold values where these are not yet 
available, and integration rules across criteria.  

- Changes to indicators are documented in the HELCOM indicator fact sheets. 
- The Secretariat maintains an indicator management document which maps the HELCOM 

indicators against the criteria of Commission Decision 2017/848/EU, BSAP and SDGs and 
records the state of play of their development. To this end the table includes one column 
in which issues or request for advice raised by HELCOM groups is included. It includes 
another column with threshold values and an indication of (i) agreed and confirmed, (ii) 
updated and for approval, (iii) under review or under development. Threshold values 
agreed and confirmed, under review or proposed as new values should be included 
numerically to provide a comprehensive overview of indicators and their thresholds, and 
provide an instrument for reporting progress and for decision-making in HELCOM.  

d. Development: In 2020-2022 HELCOM groups, based on technical work by the expert networks 
including indicator leads, should develop any new indicators needed to meet the requirements 
of Commission Decision 2017/848/EU, taking into account policy needs e.g. of BSAP and SDGs. 
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Preparatory work for indicator development could start in 2019 (e.g. by contracting a project 
to support indicator work) once a decision has been taken by HOD what to develop in which 
sequence, so that substantive work can start straight away in 2020. The development of 
indicators is documented in HELCOM indicator reports and in the Secretariat indicator 
management document (see under “consolidation”). Lead countries and projects develop the 
indicator concept in close consultation with policy leads. Lead countries and projects regularly 
report progress to the expert networks, present scientific options where decisions need to be 
taken in the direction of the indicator development, and prepare substantive scientific 
discussions of the indicator development. Progress and substantive information on the 
indicator development are reported to the HELCOM groups which review the indicator 
development from a technical point of view. GEAR will review the indicator development from 
a strategic point of view, based on the Secretariat indicator management document and on 
advice and issues raised by HELCOM groups. The aim is that any new indicators are finalized 
and approved by HOD(1) 2022. 

e. Application: In 2022-2023 HELCOM groups undertake assessments of the indicators and 
integrated assessments as contribution to the next holistic assessment.  

Organisation of work  

- Technical work is carried out by expert networks, guided by the technical/scientific working groups. 
- Lead countries and any projects work in close consultation with the expert networks. They regularly 

report on the scientific state of development, outline options for the scientific development of 
indicators and prepare substantive discussions on the indicator development. 

- Expert networks report state of play and information on the progress of work to HELCOM working 
groups (State & Conservation and Pressure, Pressure, any other?). 

- Assign policy leads to assessment themes (e.g. biodiversity/species, biodiversity/habitats, 
hydrographical changes, eutrophication, hazardous substances, underwater noise, marine litter) to 
provide an operable science-policy interface and ensure information flow on MSFD requirements 
between technical and policy groups. 

- HELCOM working groups review and guide the work from a technical/scientific and a strategic 
(GEAR) point of view, guided by the above consideration for prioritization 

- Results of the analysis (c) in 2019 and the assessments (e) in 2023 are approved by HOD based 
recommendations from HELCOM working groups including GEAR. 
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Annex 2: Initial thoughts on forward planning of MSFD regional cooperation 
 Activity  Ongoing work   Decision  Reporting 

Year 1 and 2 refer to the first and the second half of the year 

 Activity  2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 
4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 

1 Regional cooperation / GES                      
1a Technical follow-up to COM Dec 2017/848/EU                      
 - Preparation and guidance by GEAR                      
 - Analysis by expert groups and HELCOM groups                      
 - List of elements by expert groups                      
 - Consolidation of indicators                      
 - Development of new indicators                      
 - Indicator and integrated assessments                      
 - Reporting                      
1b Strategic follow-up to COM Dec 2017/848/EU                      
1c Follow-up to Annex III MSFD                      
1d Exchange on review/update of national GES                      
2 Third holistic assessment                      
 - Concept: scope, purpose, approach, timing                      
 - Planning under review                      
 - Detailed planning and arrangements                      
 - Assessments                      
 - Finalised and published                      
 - Reporting                      
3 Regional cooperation monitoring programmes                      
 - Review and update                      
 - Reporting                      
4 Regional cooperation Programme of measures                      
 - Exchange based on Art. 16 evaluation                      
 - Concept PoM review: Scope, approach, timing                       
 - Coordination of PoM review                      
 - Reporting                      
5 Update of BSAP                      
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Annex 3: Analysis table on MSFD criteria and HELCOM indicators – state of play and advice on further work1 
 
The following table includes an initial assignment of HELCOM indicators to criteria of Commission Decision 2017/848/EU. Please check and, where appropriate, correct the assignment. Please 
complete the table using the following numbers for subbasins and colours for elements, threshold values, monitoring/data and integration. Use the row ”Advice” to provide information on: 

- What further work is needed? 
- How can the work be taken forward? 
- Indication of resources and procedures needed to address further work? 
- Proposal for the frequency of indicator assessment 
- How should the indicators be presented? 

For agreed application in subbasins: 1 = Kattegat, 2 = Great Belt, 3 = Kiel Bay, 4 = Bay of Mecklenburg, 5 = Arkona Basin, 6 = Bornholm Basin, 7 = Gdansk Basin, 8 = Eastern Gotland Basin, 9 = Western 
Gotland Basin, 10 = Gulf of Riga, 11 = Northern Baltic Proper, 12 = Gulf of Finland, 13 = Bothnian Sea, 14 = The Quark, 15 = Bothnian Bay. 

For indicator (concept), elements, thresholds, monitoring/data, integration rules the following colours to express match with requirements of COM Decision 2017/848/EU 
Colour Match with Dec. 2017/848/EU 
 Agreed and full match 
 Agreed but no full match. Development/adjustment needed 
 Not agreed, not available, to be developed 
 To be agreed at EU level.  
 Criterion not relevant for assessment. 

Legend2: P = primary criterion, S= secondary criterion; CP = lead country, Co = core indicator, Pre = pre-core indicator, Ca = candidate indicator; italics = criteria without threshold requirement 

 

COM Dec 
2017/848/EU 

HELCOM indicator National indicator 
(CP/subbasin) 

 Criteria P S Indicator CP Co Pre Ca Subbasins Elements Thresholds Mon./Data Integration 

Biodiversity 

Fi
sh

 

D1C1              
D1C2   Abundance of sea trout spawners and parr          

  Abundance of key coastal fish species          
  Abundance of salmon spawners and smolt          

D1C3             
D1C4             
D1C5             
Advice (group):3 

                                                           
1 This is a proposal for a template only. Following agreement of the template, the table needs to be completed with indicators and the information types in ”legend” before it is 
submitted to groups. 
2 Fields to be prefilled prior to submission to groups. 
3 Responsible expert network / HELCOM group. 
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M
ar

in
e 

Bi
rd

s 

D1C1   Number of drowned mammals and 
waterbirds in fishing gear 

          

D1C2   Abundance of waterbirds in the breeding 
season 
Abundance of waterbirds in the wintering 
season 

          

D1C3              
D1C4              
D1C5              
Advice (group) 
 
 

M
ar

in
e 

M
am

m
al

 

D1C1   Number of drowned mammals and 
waterbirds in fishing gear 

          

D1C2   Population trends and abundance of seals           
D1C3   Nutritional status of seals           
D1C4   Reproductive status of seals           
D1C5              
Advice (group) 
 
 

Pe
la

gi
c 

ha
bi

ta
ts

 

D1C6   Diatom / Dinoflagelate index           

Advice (group) 
 
 

Be
nt

hi
c 

ha
bi

ta
ts

 

D1C1              
D1C2              
D1C3              
D1C4              
D1C5              
Advice (group)  
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Fo
od

w
eb

 

D4C1              
D4C2   Abundance of coastal fish key functional 

groups* 
          

D4C3   Zooplankton mean size and total stock (MSTS)           
D4C4              
Advice (group)  
 

Pressure 

N
on

-in
di

ge
no

us
 

sp
ec

ie
s 

D2C1   Trends in arrival of new non-indigenous 
species 

          

D2C2              
D2C3              
Advice (group)  
 
 

Co
m

m
er

ci
al

 
st

oc
ks

 

D3C1              
D3C2              
D3C3              
Advice (group)  
 
 

Eu
tr

op
hi

ca
tio

n 

D5C1   Total nitrogen (TN)           
  Total phosphorus (TP)           
  Nitrogen / DIN           
  Phosphorus / DIP           

D5C2   Inputs of nutrients to the subbasins           
  Chlorophyll-a           

D5C3   Cyanobacterial bloom index           
D5C4   Water clarity           
D5C5   Oxygen debt           
D5C6              
D5C7              
D5C8   State of the soft-bottom macrofauna 

community 
          

Advice (group)  
 
 

Hy
dr

og
ra

ph
ic

 
ch

an
ge

s 

D7C1              
D7C2              
Advice (group)  
 
 
 

C o  

D8C1   Hexabromocyclododecane (HBCDD)           
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  Metals lead (Pb), cadmium (Cd) and mercury 
(Hg) 

          

  Perfluorooctane sulphonate (PFOS)           
  Polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) and their 

metabolites 
          

  Polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB) and dioxins 
and furans 

          

  Radioactive substances: Cesium-137 in fish 
and surface seawater 

          

  TBT and imposex           
  Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDE)           

D8C2   White tailed eagle productivity           
  Reproductive disorders: malformed embryos 

of amphipods 
          

D8C3   Operational oil-spills from ships           
D8C4              
Advice (group)  
 
 

Co
nt

am
i

na
nt

s 

D9C1              
Advice (group)  
 
 

M
ar

in
e 

lit
te

r 

D10C1              
D10C2              
D10C3              
D10C4              
Advice (group)  
 
 

U
nd

er
w

at
e

r n
oi

se
 

D11C1              
D11C2              
Advice (group)  
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Attachment 1 - Compilation of input received on proposals for a way 
forward for filling the current gaps with regards to regional cooperation 

Denmark 
Danish guidance on how to take the work forward 
Based on our experiences with HOLAS II, Denmark finds that the future HELCOM work connected to the 
Commission Decision should be centred around 4 key elements.  

1. Planning and prioritisation 
2. Governance 
3. Quality 
4. Transparency 

It should also be considered, how cooperation with non EU Member States best could be handled, when 
focusing so much on EU implementation. 

1. Planning and prioritisation 
Denmark finds it crucial that the future HELCOM work connected to the Commission Decision is planned well. 
We must realise that we need to prioritise the work and decide on, what is more important and in what order 
the work should be carried on. The revised Commission Decision is very ambitious, and we should take 
decisions on, what work to carry out first. We need a clear and agreed work plan, which can serve as our 
common basis for the work forward. This work plan should be agreed at the level of Heads of Delegation. 

Furthermore, it is very important to give the parties sufficient time to comment and to check the quality of 
drafted proposals. This has not been the case under the HOLAS II process.  

2. Governance 
The mechanism, processes and governance described in the paper are not very clear. 

Denmark foresees that lack of governance in the work forward will make future decisions very difficult. 
Therefore, Denmark finds it crucial that there is a clear description of responsibility for each task (indicator 
development etc.), and each task should always belong to a working group. No tasks connected to the 
HELCOM work on the implementation of the Commission Decision should be carried out in expert networks, 
by projects or by individual experts, without preliminary consolidation in a working group. The working group 
should be regularly informed about the progress and approve the outcome. All indicators should be assigned 
not only to a specific working group, but also to a specific expert network. Lists of elements, threshold values, 
methodological standards and integration rules should be agreed at the level of Heads of Delegation. This 
policy level is crucial, because decisions may have consequences, including economic consequences, on the 
national implementation of the MSFD. Therefore, Denmark also finds it important that socio-economic 
aspects are considered, when an indicator is proposed and approved. When planning for approval at HoD-
level sufficient time for national political processes also needs to be taken into account.  

3. Quality 
The revised Commission Decision is very complex and it should not be underestimated how important it is to 
focus on quality rather than quantity. A detailed analysis is needed to assess how well existing HELCOM core 
indicators fit the requirements of the respective descriptors and criteria in the Commission Decision. Some 
work has already been done in this regard, but we need a thorough and transparent analysis. This should be 
prioritised before any new indicators are agreed. When developing new indicators, including threshold 
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values, methodological standards etc., it is important that the work rely on a scientifically well documented 
basis and on comparable data. 

4. Transparency 
Based on our experiences with HOLAS II, Denmark would like to emphasise the importance of transparency 
in methods, assumptions, data input etc. Any method / methodological standard should be described 
appropriate and assumptions must be clearly stated. Especially, when assessing pressures on the marine 
environment, the assumptions are important for understanding the results. Also, when datasets from 
different areas vary, it is important to describe these differences; otherwise the conclusions will appear 
incorrect. 

Danish proposals for practical procedural steps: 
Denmark has on previous meetings expressed our considerations and proposals for the procedural steps, in 
relation to the work under the Commission Decision. First of all, we find it important that we prepare and 
agree on a work plan. GEAR should prepare it and forward to agreement at the HoD level. We propose the 
following procedural steps: 

Phase 1 - preparation  

1. Preparation of work plan. This could also include examining possibilities for further cooperation with 
OSPAR. (2018) 

2. Preparation of lists of elements, where this is required. This is urgent in order to establish coordinated 
monitoring programmes in 2020. (Should start now and be finished by 2019). 

Phase 2 - analyses  

3. Analyse how well existing HELCOM core indicators fit the requirements and propose further 
development / adjustments of existing core indicators (2018). 

4. Analyse missing indicators (gap analysis) in relation to the requirements of COM DEC and propose 
prioritisation of development of new indicators. (2018). 

5. Conclusions on prioritisation. (2018) 

Phase 3 – adjustments and development (prioritised order) 

6. Adjust indicators to fit the requirements (threshold values and methodological standards) (from 2019) 

7. Develop new indicators to fit the requirements (threshold values and methodological standards) 
(possible from 2019) 

Phase 4 – integration rules 

8. Develop integration rules, where needed. 
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Estonia 
Priorities 
Priority should be given to the establishment of the list of criteria elements, methodological standards and 
threshold values: 

1. First, perform a gap analysis for the criteria which need HELCOM indicators and how existing HELCOM 
indicators match updated Commission Decision requirements. 

2. Establish regional lists of criteria elements for which there haven’t yet been established any lists. 
3. Then start work on the indicators under primary criteria which require regionally agreed threshold 

values but are at the moment lacking HELCOM indicators: D3, D4, D6, D9 and D11. Our main interest 
lies with D4 and D11 primary criteria. 

4. Further, secondary criteria, which need regional threshold values but lack HELCOM indicators should 
be worked on. 

5. Next, all other primary criteria, which don't have corresponding HELCOM indicators but which do not 
need regionally agreed threshold values D1, D3, D6, D10.  

6. And finally, all other secondary criteria should be covered.  
Timeline 
The work should start after the publishing of the State of the Baltic Sea report, taking its results as the basis 
for the gap analysis. By October 2018 EU member states will have reported assessments of their marine areas 
under MSFD. Information on indicators on the MS level can also be used in the gap analysis to assess if there 
are any indicators used that need regional cooperation but have been developed on the local scale; these 
can be taken as the basis for the development of the indicators on the regional scale. Gap analysis should be 
finished by the end of the 2018. 

Process used 
MSFD descriptors should be divided between relevant working groups. Experts in the corresponding working 
groups should look at the indicators, also process of gap analysis should be conducted at the working group 
level. This information should be further sent to State and Conservation (state descriptors) and Pressure 
(pressure descriptors) who, based on the gap analysis, would then choose which are the indicators that 
should be given priority. Indicators for the primary criteria should be definitely developed in cooperation 
with the European Commission, EC Marine Team and JRC. 
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Germany1 
Future of the HELCOM indicators – Questionnaire 

1. General information 
1.1 Name of Country/Contracting Party. 

Germany 

2. Policy requirements 
The HELCOM core indicators 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.  

  

                                                           
1Please note that Germany used the indicator questionnaire to address both issues: regional cooperation and future of 
HELCOM indicators.  
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2.1 How should HELCOM indicators be evaluated to meet existing commitments (HELCOM BSAP, 
the updated Commission decision for HELCOM CP that are EU Member States, UN SDGs)? 

 
 2.1: We suggest the following approach: 

1. Compare BSAP, MSFD and UN SDG specific indicator needs.  
Aim: Identify which needs are similar/same and allow the use of the same indicator or data set 
under the different commitments.  
2. Produce a list of current HELCOM core/pre-core and candidate indicators for management 
discussion which  
- links the indicator to any of the three policy contexts (see point 1),  
- indicates need for adjustment of any indicator in order to meet the policy needs, 
- indicates the link of the indicator to measures and their effectiveness, 
- indicates optimal frequency for updating the indicator assessment. 

3. Indicators which are also intended for use by EU Member States under MSFD: Systematic 
review of the core / pre-core indicators: 

- Does the indicator (individually or jointly) principally respond to a GES criterion, and if 
so, is it a primary or a secondary criterion?  
Aim: Identify mismatch of indicator and criteria needs, i.e. any need for indicator 
adjustment. Also identify (major) gaps (see question 2.2). 

- Have so far Contracting Parties agreed on the use of secondary criteria for MSFD 
reporting purposes, and if so, which? 

Aim: Put focus on the finalization or further development of indicators for primary criteria 
and those secondary criteria which most Contracting Parties intend to use, thus optimizing 
HELCOM efforts to assist those countries being EU member states in fulfilling their MSFD 
obligations in a regionally harmonized way. 
- Have so far Contracting Parties agreed elements for assessment (i.e. list of species, 

substances etc.) of the criterion? Do these agreements meet the requirements of COM 
Decision 2017/848/EU?  
Aim: Produce a list of (sub-)regionally agreed elements per criterion/indicator. 

- Has so far a threshold value been agreed by Contracting Parties for the 
indicator/criterion? Aim: Identify gaps in threshold agreements for indicators and for 
criteria (where several indicators contribute to the assessment of a criterion); establish 
and agree the missing  
(sub-)regional values. 

- Do already agreed threshold values correspond to the requirements of COM Decision 
2017/848/EU?  
Aim: Identify any need for adjustments resulting from the requirements of COM 
Decision 2017/848/EU and agree a change of values accordingly. 

- Does the presentation of the indicator results match the requirements of COM Decision 
2017/848/EU for presenting the results of the criterion?  

Aim: Identify any need for adjustment and identify options (e.g. through different 
presentation tools) to meet the different policy needs while ensuring consistent messages. 
Seek agreement on a standard presentation(s) of the indicator results as part of the indicator 
concept. 
- Does the monitoring for the indicator meet the requirements of COM Decision 

2017/848/EU?  
Aim: Identify any need for adjustment of the monitoring programmes and technical 
guidelines. Review of the regional monitoring programmes as a contribution to the review 
and update of national monitoring programmes under Art. 11 MSFD. 
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2.2 Should gap identification (to these policy documents) be carried out? 
 

 
  2.2: Yes, with the understanding that  

- as a priority, the existing set of core/pre-core indicators should be consolidated with a 
timeline e.g. by 2020. 

- any new indicator development should be prioritised to close major gaps (i.e. where so far 
no assessment has been possible at all), and in particular gaps regarding primary criteria, 
with a timeline (e.g. by 2022) for application in the next HOLAS assessment. If new 
indicators are proposed, priority should be given to those that link to primary criteria and to 
measures, and are targeted to inform concrete management decisions. There should, 
however, also be room for the development of indicators for biodiversity and foodwebs, 
which often can’t be linked so clearly to measures, but will be of importance for assessing 
the environmental status. 

- the gap analysis is used for review and consolidation of the list of candidate indicators with 
the aim to narrow down the list. 

- any new developments are complementary to EU technical work on GES criteria and does 
not duplicate EU efforts. 

As suggested under 2.1, streamlining and coherence of indicator use for different purposes is 
paramount. To serve this end, the adjustment of existing indicators or data sets is a priority and 
the development of any new additional indicator in the field of existing indicators should be 
avoided. If a new indicator is considered to match better the policy needs than another, it should 
replace the other rather than be developed on top, unless there is a very good justification for 
doing so. Such cases should be subject to policy decision. 
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2.3 What form should this overall process overall take (e.g. via scientific expert groups, via 
policy experts, designated workshops, other)? 
 

  
2.3: We respond in relation to the activities suggested in point 2.1: 

Ad (1): Comparative inventory by Secretariat as background for the technical consideration by 
HELCOM Working Groups (see next two steps). 

Ad (2): Expert groups fill out a table with the list of indicators as described under 2.1 point 2, and 
report to Working Groups via S&C to GEAR. 

Ad (3): Analysis by expert groups which report proposals for agreement to the Working Groups.  
The expert groups’ task should be steered by GEAR, i.e. with a clear explanation of the tasks and 
the expected outputs. State and Conservation, Pressure and GEAR should take a view across the 
analysis and proposed further indicator work and steer the consolidation process from a technical 
and a managerial view. A one-off workshop (e.g. early in 2019) which brings the HELCOM 
community together may help to take a view across all indicators, to communicate policy needs 
and resource restrictions, seek jointly for synergies and pave the way for prioritising and 
organising the further work.  

And in relation to the activities suggested in point 2.2: 

Data gap analysis is already being addressed by HELCOM FISH e. g., Core Indicator “Number of 
drowned mammals and waterbirds in fishing gear” and pre Core Indicator “Cumulative impact on 
benthic biotopes”.  It appears that there is a different understanding of data needs. This could be 
addressed by scientific workshops involving expert groups. Eventually together with EU COM and 
ICES expert groups ICES WGBYC and JWGBIRD (for by-catch). 
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3. Housing of, and the structure used for developing and updating HELCOM indicators 

HELCOM indicators are currently developed and maintained, via the Secretariat (indicator coordinator), using 
the Lead country (or co-Lead country) approach. Nominated experts from HELCOM Contracting Parties are 
designated to carry out this work on behalf of the Lead country. Many (but not all) HELCOM indicators have 
Lead countries and Lead contributors (one or more) and many are aligned with active working groups (WGs), 
expert networks (ENs), intersessional networks (INs) or correspondence groups (CGs). Many (though not all) 
indicators are currently reviewed by the existing working groups that host them. Data solutions and the level 
of automation, thus also the level of direct work by indicator contributors, varies between indicator 
categories and individual indicators. 

3.1 Please evaluate the way the HELCOM indicators are housed and how the indicator process 
has worked so far. 
 

 
  3.1: The indicator coordinator in the Secretariat has proven an invaluable help for indicator leads, 

HELCOM groups and Contracting Parties, and is very important for successful work.  

The lead country approach is still considered a good way to take work forward. It is important 
that the state of work is regularly shared with the HELCOM expert groups (and, for a broader 
contextual review and steer, working groups). Expert groups should be given the opportunity to 
evaluate the direction of the technical development. Early and regular consultations among 
expert groups / working groups are essential for a final policy acceptance. 

The HELCOM projects have been a boost-factor for the development of indicators. Yet, like for 
the lead country approach, a close cooperation with the expert groups (and, for a broader 
contextual review and steer, working groups) is needed. In the past, there were instances where 
project work was perceived as a closed shop, non-transparent and difficult to influence. 

A good science-policy interface is essential to ensure that scientific developments respond to 
policy needs. Policy needs and resource limitations are considerations to be taken into account 
in the future indicator work. Less may be more if the right indicators are chosen.  
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3.2 Please define better approaches, solutions or alternative methods that should be considered 
in the future work on HELCOM indicators. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.3 How should expert networks be better involved in the HELCOM indicator process? 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.4 Have policy needs been sufficiently integrated into HELCOM indicator work? 
 

 
 
 

  

3.2: Whether lead country or project approach: 

- discuss the intended direction of work with expert groups before starting work. 
- regularly report to expert groups and working groups substantive information on the state 

of play and inform about technical options in the further work. Allow for technical 
discussions and steering by the groups. 

- use a one-off workshop of technical and policy experts to kick-off the next phase for 
indicator work and for collective orientation 

- establish a light but effective reporting/exchange system that allows science-policy 
interface at the start and milestone points of indicator work 

- reinforce the use of the HELCOM web-platform to inform on the state of play of work, to 
discuss approaches and to allow collaboration from others. It would help exchange if the 
system would be open to the rest of the HELCOM community so that people can actively 
inform themselves. 

- invest into user-friendly and consolidated database-linked data streams to facilitate data 
reporting, extraction and handling for assessment purposes as part of more automated 
processes. 

- ensure appropriate timelines for discussion and development of indicators and avoid 
consultations at short notice with the aim to enable necessary expert and policy 
consultations at national levels.  

3.3: There should be regular and substantive reporting on the detailed technical indicator work, 
in order to allow expert networks to fully appreciate the direction and science the work is taking 
and to allow for steering. The idea of involving expert networks is that all Contracting Parties can 
influence the indicator. Yet, the challenge remains that limited resources will not allow CPs to 
participate in all groups. 

3.4: Overall: no. 
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3.5 How should collaborative work with OSPAR (and other relevant parties) be approached and 
advanced in future HELCOM indicator work? 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.6 Please identify specific examples or issues relevant to the above points. 
 

 
 

4. Indicator update frequency 
The frequency with which HELCOM indicators should be updated is an important consideration to facilitate 
planning, the meeting of policy and reporting needs and to enable good development of existing and new 
indicators. Both policy needs and scientific/technical aspects need to be considered in such a process. A 
number of detailed possible options for setting the frequency, or developing a plan for suitable update 
frequency, are provided in annex 1 at the end of this document. This list is not exclusive nor all-encompassing 
and is provided to assist with answering the questions posed within this section. 
 
  

3.5: Good initiatives have been taken by joint meetings and seeking exchange of information. 
This should continue. A work-sharing approach should be considered, where the topic/issue 
allows and where one of the organisations is advanced in the work. Joint request for ICES advice 
can help ensuring that the regional specificities of the respective other organisation are taken 
into account in the work (example technical monitoring guidelines and development of threshold 
values).  

In addition to OSPAR, good cooperation should be sought with technical assessment work at EU 
level. This implies that  

- HELCOM work should complement EU work and not duplicate EU work in parallel 
- Results from technical EU MSFD work is taken up in the HELCOM work on indicators 

and assessments 
- HELCOM expertise and technical input to EU work is continued and ensured through 

HELCOM CPs and the Secretariat 

3.6:  

Examples:  

- Wealth of proposed plankton indicators (pre/core and candidate) without 
demonstrated need for all of them 

- Unclear relations of the work within HELCOM on the indicator on cumulative impacts, 
BSPI/BSII and pressure targets to ensure integrity of the seafloor. In addition lack of 
clarity how HELCOM work relates to work intended by the planned EU Technical Group 
on Habitats and threshold development. 

- The cooperation with OSPAR on the bird indicators (JWGBird) is a good example for 
OSPAR/HELCOM collaboration and could be a model for other topics. 
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4.1 What policy considerations should be taken into account when defining the update 
frequency of the HELCOM indicators? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.2 What is the next policy related indicator update requirement that is envisaged? 
 
 

 

 

 

END OF QUESTIONNAIRE – beyond this point offers detailed examples on indicator update frequency to 
support the questions posed in section 4 of the questionnaire. 

 

  

4.1:  

- Specific policy needs: depending on the indicator concerned 
- Management cycles and legal obligations: minimum once in a six-years period  
- Needs of holistic assessments: chosen indicator assessment periods need to be 

representative and allow their integration although they may differ among indicators 
- Visibility of change over time: if changes are seen only based on a couple of years’ data, 

assessment can be less frequent  
- Link to measures and management: if indicator is able to track changes and inform 

management, frequency may be more often 
- Spreading out assessment work: avoid boost at the time of holistic assessments 
- Resource limitations: automated assessments may be more frequent than others 
- Efficiency of assessment processes: more often assessments may be warranted to establish 

assessment routines and to improve the quality of data sets by regular data use. This may 
lead to assessments being less time consuming and that their quality is increasing. 

We recommend in conclusion that the frequency should be determined indicator-specific 
(example 4 in Annex 1) taking into account the above-listed considerations and the minimum 
requirement of once in a six-years period.  

The examples in Annex 1 do not question the two-step approach applied to the second holistic 
assessment, i.e. to prepare a draft version for use in public consultations and an update a year 
later in support of reporting. The approach should be further discussed. We question that the 
effort the update requires is proportionate to the gain in one more year of data which in most 
cases won’t change the overall assessment results; it is more for the good looking.  

4.2:  

- Progress on measures and on management targets (subset of HELCOM indicators (pressure-
related indicators)): 2020 

- Update of the state of the marine environment assessment for 2023 
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Annex 1. Frequency of indicator updating – detailed examples 

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 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 (i.e. for the Final State of the Baltic Sea report) 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. 

A 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.  

For all options indicator processes would likely benefit from this automation, but for some possible 
frequencies (e.g. annual) automation may be considered as vital. 

The update frequency could for example be: annual, bi-annual, related to holistic assessments, based on 
advice/requirements of policy experts, based on the advice of scientific experts, be indicator specific, 
alternating, involve primary and secondary updates, or be the formed from a combination of several of these 
options or processes. 

A number of these options are explained in greater detail below. 

Definitions of 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: 
 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 
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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. 

 

Example 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. 

Example 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 

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) 
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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). 

Example 3: 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. 

Example 4: Indicator specific update scales2 

                                                           
2 DE comment: This option should be given priority as it seems to be the most effective and reasonable way forward. 
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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. 

Example 5. Primary and secondary updates – inclusion or exclusion of full assessment and integrated 
assessment 

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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Sweden 
Please find below a few thoughts and proposals regarding priorities and the way forward to fill the current 
gaps in relation to the aspects requiring regional and/or sub regional cooperation according to Commission 
Decision 2017/848/EU.  

These aspects are: indicators and their threshold values, lists of elements and integration rules.   

The Ospar document “Proposals for future orientation of OSPAR biodiversity indicator development work 
taking into account the revised EU Commission Decision 2017/848/EU” could be used for inspiration 
(document 3-3 submitted to this Meeting).  

Indicators, threshold values 
See Swedish proposal in the Indicators questionnaire: We would propose a “gap analysis” exercise starting 
from an excel table with a sheet per descriptor, in order to have space for all the information needed. The 
Annex 1 table is a good basis for this. The same columns can be kept, but what needs added is geographical 
coverage per basin, region etc. This way we can identify any issues, per basin. For example, at present there 
is no oxygen indicator for the Arcona basin. A column can be added with reasons for such gaps (these may 
vary). Based on this we can prioritize, based on a set of criteria such as:  

• indicators that cover all Primary criteria are prioritised, but should we also include secondary;   
• for those indicators where monitoring is already ongoing etc.  
• what can be considered a “sufficient” level to cover the needs for MSFD at present stage of 

implementation  

Secretariat/Gear could develop a first list before circulating to working groups with clear tasks (what needs 
to be further analysed). Possibly, also with an estimate of how much development work is still needed for 
each indicator. Process needs to be started in the autumn 2018. It would be useful to have any results of this 
first gap analysis ready for state and conservation in autumn, in order for the group members to be able to 
flag up resource needs for 2019 on time.  

We might also want to discuss: 

• how we want to consider threshold values, is the aim that all countries use these for MSFD reporting? 
• the links to WFD indicators, where monitoring and sampling differs between countries. This is an 

issue if we are aiming at using the same indicators and same threshold levels.   

Lists of elements  
Helcom needs to agree on lists of species and habitats, (based on a proposal from State?). The timeline for 
producing these should be the same as for the indicator gap analysis.  

Integration rules   
The work could take as a starting point the outcomes from the workshops arranged within Tapas/Boost for 
development of the integration tools. There should be several tasks listed there which are still to be carried 
out. Secondly, the results of the use of the tools in Holas II should be evaluated: are there major gaps or 
misjudgements in BEAT, CHASE? For Heat, there may be less, or no, work to do on developing. It might also 
be worth looking into how the tools respond to the Commission Decision and Art 8 guidance, and to the BSAP 
needs.  

The relevant group (State?) and a lead country (or two) could lead this exercise, which could be started in 
the autumn (but not necessarily finalised). The outcome should be a brief analysis in text format, one per 
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tool (beat, chase, heat, up to descriptor/criteria level). After taking this first step, we need to coordinate with 
the relevant commission groups and other RSCs.  

General 
• Helcom coordination regarding MSFD Annex III tables 1 and (especially) 2. For example, how do we 

collect the data, through which groups, and for what purpose they are used. 
• The ToR:s for the Expert networks. GEAR could ask State/Pressure to propose any changes needed 

to better adjust/align the groups work to the MSFD requirements and timelines (for example, 
meetings may be needed more often, due to updating frequency proposed or other).  

• In general we could consider updating the ToRs for several groups/networks with the task 
“permanent agenda point on relevant developments in other RSCs” and to work for 
streamlining/coordination/cooperation.  

• We could discuss again in GEAR if/how we can help supporting countries in the upcoming art 11 
reporting 2020. National work will start 2018 – 2019. 

Regarding collaboration with other RSCs, in light of the RSCs we could possibly broaden our view to other 
parts of the world, for inspiration. For example, Ospar collaborates with Cartagena Convention on Marine 
Litter. 
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