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Background 

HOLAS II 8-2017 considered a first draft version of the chapter on Conclusions and future outlook to be 
amended to the updated report (document 7-1 of HOLAS II 8-2017). The meeting provided general comments 
to the further development of as outline in para 7.2 and Annex 2 of the Outcome. 

Further, HOLAS II 8-2017 noted (Outcome of HOLAS II 8-2017, para 6.3), that a short note on business-as-
usual scenarios in the form of proposed/potential approaches could be included in the chapter on 
conclusions and future outlook, noting that the actual work to provide such scenarios is extensive and 
transdisciplinary.  

After the meeting, the Secretariat has drafted the text further, considering the comments. The HOLAS II Core 
Team was invited to provide interim comments to the revised draft during 26 February- 8 March 2018. 
Responses were received from Finland, Germany and Sweden, and have been considered in the text 
presented in this document. The outcome of the HELCOM Ministerial Meeting (document 2-1 of this meeting) 
was taken into account as well. 

The HOLAS II Core Team meeting (HOLASII 9-2018) provided the following recommendations: 

4.30 The Meeting considered the updated text of the chapter on Conclusions and future outlook 
(document 4-10), based on feedback provided by HOLAS II 8-2017 as well as by Finnish, German, and 
Swedish representatives from the HOLAS II Core Team and taking into consideration the outcome of the 
HELCOM Ministerial Meeting.  

4.31 The Meeting welcomed the improvements made to the chapter. 

4.32 The Meeting provided additional comments on the text as follows:  

- the chapter could still benefit from a more integrated, cross sectorial approach, 

- a need to better reflect sustainable use of marine resources and effects of increased blue growth,  

- the messages that there is delay in implementing measures under the BSAP should be strengthened 
in the first paragraph of the chapter.  

4.33 The Meeting took note of that it is possible to provide comments in writing to the Secretariat 
(lena.bergstrom@helcom.fi) by the 13 April. Denmark informed that comments in writing will be 
provided by 13 April. 

4.34 The Meeting agreed that the document will be revised by the Secretariat based on the feedback 
provided by the Meeting and submitted to State & Conservation 8-2018 for approval of content. 

The draft is to be revised based on the input received by the 13 April as well as input received from GEAR and 
formed into a final text by 23 April 2018, aiming for approval of the report content at State & Conservation 
8-2018.  

Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to provide comments on the text and recommend how it should be further developed.   

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOLAS%20II%208-2017-491/MeetingDocuments/7-1%20Conclusions%20and%20future%20outlook.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOLAS%20II%208-2017-491/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20HOLAS%20II%208-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOLAS%20II%208-2017-491/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20HOLAS%20II%208-2017.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOLAS%20II%209-2018-524/MeetingDocuments/2-1%20Outcome%20of%20the%20HELCOM%20Ministerial%20Meeting%202018.pdf
mailto:lena.bergstrom@helcom.fi
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8. Conclusions and future outlook  
Green= Information to be added or checked  
Yellow= Comments (to be removed) 
 
 
The results of this State of the Baltic Sea report shows that the environmental objectives of the Baltic Sea Action Plan 

are not likely to be reached by 2021. Continued and renewed efforts are needed to further reduce pressures, restore 

healthy species and habitats, and reach long term sustainability in the Baltic Sea. However, progress made so far in 

accomplishing the Plan shows that Baltic Sea regional collaborations give results. At the HELCOM Ministerial meeting 

of 2018, Contracting Parties have agreed to strengthen the implementation of the Action Plan and update it by 2021, 

to reach the set objectives and commit to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Key future 

collaboration themes for HELCOM and Baltic Sea countries include finalising the achievement of nutrient reduction 

targets and ending pollution, engaging in cross-sectorial management and adapting environmental management to 

climate change.   

This second HELCOM holistic assessment covers more aspects than ever seen before in the region, but shows that 

most fish, birds and marine mammals, as well as benthic and pelagic habitats of the Baltic Sea are still not in a 

healthy state. A deteriorated status is seen in different parts of the food web, comprising species which live close to 

the sea floor, in coastal areas as well as in the open water column. The impact is likely to influence on the 

ecosystems’ functioning, the resilience of the food web against further environmental changes and the prospects 

for socioeconomic benefits.  

 

A functioning network of marine protected areas and the restoration of habitats for threatened species form an 

important backbone for improving this situation, in parallel with dedicated actions to reduce pressures.  

 

 
Figure proposal: Drawing on Biodiversity 
 
Major assessed pressures - eutrophication, hazardous substances, introduction of non-indigenous species, and 

commercial fishing - are all beyond the sustainable levels during 2011-2016. These pressures are also causing the 

most widespread impact in the Baltic Sea. Many species encounter the pressures or are potentially sensitive to the 

effects they have in the environment. The effects of eutrophication on oxygen deficiency at the sea floor, for 

example, extend via the Baltic Sea food web to zooplankton and affect benthic fauna, and may in the next step 

influence on food availability for fish, waterbirds and marine mammals.  

On the other hand, many human activities cause clearly evident effects on much smaller spatial scales, for example 

activities causing loss of habitat or disturbances to the sea floor.  
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Due to connections and interactions in the ecosystem, many of the biodiversity indicators used in this assessment 

do, in fact, primarily reflect a response to total environmental pressure rather than to a unique one. Thus, the 

roadmap towards healthy species and habitats involves several mutually contributing actions.  

Achieving nutrient reduction targets and ending pollution 
The eutrophication status has changed little since the previous HELCOM holistic assessment (HELCOM 2010). At 

least 96% of the open sea area is still overall eutrophied, based on an assessment of nutrient levels at sea, water 

quality and habitats, and about 12% is assessed in the category of poorest eutrophication status. Even though 

nutrient inputs have been reduced substantially, their long history in the Baltic Sea, lasting over decades, enhances 

the time until effects of eutrophication management are to be expected. Furthermore, Maximum Allowable Inputs 

of phosphorus are still exceeded in six out of seven sub-basins and of nitrogen in four out of seven sub-basins of 

the Baltic Sea. Not all measures agreed on in the Baltic Sea Action Plan have been implemented yet and nutrient 

resources are not optimally managed everywhere, which shows that further potential to reduce nutrient input to 

the Baltic Sea exists.  

Reaching the nutrients targets continues to be a priority in HELCOM work. Further efforts will focus on developing a 

Baltic regional nutrient recycling strategy, engaging in enhanced cooperation with the agricultural sector as well as 

the relevant river basin authorities, and improving the knowledge base regarding the nature and dynamics of 

internal nutrient reserves.  

Artificial and hazardous substances remain a problem. Inputs of some well-known contaminants are currently 

decreasing, such as mercury, cadmium and radioactive substances. However, concentrations of hazardous 

substances in the sea are still high, several pollution hot spots remain, and most contaminants have considerable 

longevity once they have entered the ecosystem. Several new and emerging substances, including pharmaceuticals, 

are reaching the sea, for instance through wastewater treatment plants and industrial releases.  

The wide range of sources from which substances reach the Baltic Sea highlight the importance of a coordinated 

and innovative management. Increasing evidence on how the widespread use of plastic materials is manifested in 

the sea has resulted in marine litter being identified as one of the priority areas for work in HELCOM. 

Engaging in cross-sectorial management   
Integrated policy approaches are important. Applying the holistic approach to environmental assessment, it is clear 

that several environmental objectives can only be achieved by a common endeavour, or may require a 

combination of measures. The strong interlinkages between for example eutrophication, fisheries and climate 

management in the Baltic Sea are highlighted here.  

Fishing has historically imposed strong environmental impacts on the Baltic Sea, and remains a major pressures on 

several species, affecting for example both the western and the eastern Baltic cod stocks with associated food web 

impacts. At the same time, opportunities for fishing are dependent on the environmental status, as fish require 
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suitable habitats and feeding conditions. Local fisheries are affected by decreasing resources and hence by conflicts 

of interests with marine mammals and sea birds. Most of Baltic Sea today is dominated by small size fish, in 

comparison to historical records showing that the fishable biomass could be many times larger. 

The ecosystem impacts of fishing are likely to interact with those of eutrophication and other pressures. Large 

predatory fish are declined today, due to overfishing in combination with poor environmental conditions, whereas 

smaller prey species, such as herring and sprat, predominate in the pelagic food web. The reduced role of 

predatory fish decreases resilience and influences, for example, the possibility to regulate the introduction of non-

indigenous species and the increase in species that are benefited by eutrophication.  

The continued introduction of non-indigenous species, mostly connected to maritime activities, represents a risk of 

currently unknown magnitude to the Baltic Sea food web. The establishments and high occurrences of zebra 

mussel and round goby in coastal areas, for example, are already causing societal costs and impacts on local 

ecosystems. Another example is the highly threatened European eel, which is affected by activities at sea, including 

fishing, but for which land-based activities are also a significant source of mortality.  

Due to the strong interlinkages in the ecosystem, a coordinated management among sectors to mitigate and 

reduce risks is expected to bring mutual benefits and support recovery of species and habitats. Looking both inside 

and outside of HELCOM, the benefits of collaboration among countries, institutions and private initiatives are 

evident, advancing cooperation among sectors in benefit of shared objectives. 

The HELCOM Ministerial Meeting of 2018 committed to a number of actions to enhance cooperation, policy 

coherence and coordination at all levels and in particular between marine and fisheries management measures, in 

maritime spatial planning and in maritime transport. For example, Baltic Sea countries will enhance harmonized 

implementation of the Ballast water management convention of the International Maritime Organization and will 

strengthen cooperation on ship hull fouling solutions in order to prevent the introduction of alien species. The latter 

will also focus on hazardous substances in anti-fouling systems.  

Adapting environmental management to climate change  
Effects of climate changes are already evident today, and global warming is foreseen to lead to a warmer Baltic Sea 

in the near future. Following hydrological changes will lead to lowered salinity. Most species in the Baltic Sea are 

limited in their distribution by temperature and salinity conditions, and even a small salinity decrease can lead to a 

change in the occurrence of species, especially a decrease in marine species. Other projected changes include 

acidification, increased sea level, decreasing ice cover extent, and changed precipitation patterns, leading to altered 

composition of nutrients, and interactions with other pressures.  

The climate related changes should be considered in all parts of management. For example, climate change is 

expected to affect aquatic productivity and the prospects for long term sustainable resource use, and amplify low 
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levels of oxygen near the seabed. Meeting the nutrient reduction targets of HELCOM is important for mitigating 

these impacts.  

Although many climate related aspects call for further research and understanding, the vast existing knowledge can 

already be used in the planning of measures. Foreseen climate change impacts will be taken into account when 

updating the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan. Priority areas include accounting for interactions between 

eutrophication and climate effects, strengthening the network of protected areas, and adhering to the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and Paris Agreement for avoiding further adverse effects. 

HELCOM will also work towards a better understanding of the role of the Baltic Sea in the global carbon cycle. 

Are we moving in the right direction? 
The results of the holistic assessment reflect the fact that several HELCOM action areas lag behind in 

implementations, and only three years remain to reach the deadline for the Baltic Sea Action Plan. However, facing 

the results, we should also recall what the state the Baltic Sea environment could have looked like without the 

currently existing regional agreements. As a results of these, we see that the loading of nutrients, the input and 

deposition of cadmium, mercury and lead, and the number and volume of illegal oil spills are decreasing, and that 

[XX out of XX] pollution hot spots have been removed, for example.  

Still, why is the status of the environment not better at this point? Many key pressures from human activities have 

been acting on the Baltic Sea during a number of decades. Legacies such as persistent contaminants in sediments 

decrease only slowly and will still show unacceptable levels in the marine environment long after their uses have 

ceased. Also, ecosystems take time to respond to measures. Ecosystem models show that responses to nutrient 

reductions act on the scale of decades, but that they are underway and that implementation of the eutrophication 

objectives of the Baltic Sea Action Plan will lead to an improved marine ecosystem. Other measures are very recent 

such as the designation of the Baltic Sea as a nitrogen oxide emission control area for shipping, and the entry into 

force of the Ballast water management convention, but the expected effects are to be followed in the near future.  

Furthermore, the sufficiency of existing measures to improve the status of the marine environment has rarely been 

evaluated. This is partly due to knowledge gaps, and to changes in the intensity and character of different pressures 

along with human development. This highlights the importance of regularly following-up on actions and adapting 

policies based on the newest scientific knowledge. Furthermore, better linking the existing policies in order to 

improve chances of reaching environmental objectives on time remains a major task.   

The HELCOM 2018 Ministerial Meeting has given a mandate to Contracting Parties to update the Baltic Sea Action 

Plan by 2021 so that good environmental status can be reached, encompassing the HELCOM’s strategic goals and 

ecological objectives, and relevant ocean and water targets of 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.  
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The accomplishments of the 2007 Baltic Sea Action Plan and the two follow-up Ministerial Declarations of 2010 and 

2013 will be taken as the basis in the update. As the next step, HELCOM will carry out an analysis of sufficiency of 

measures to reach HELCOM objectives and targets, in support of the selection of new joint and national actions.  

The holistic assessment will underpin HELCOM policy also in the future  
As a direct result of the commitment of HELCOM countries to regional monitoring and assessment, this report 

gives a comprehensive data-based assessment at Baltic Sea scale, covering or approaching the main themes to be 

considered in an ecosystem approach.  

Contracting Parties agreed that the report will provide a basis for identifying new actions in the updated BSAP. 

Furthermore, the requirements of the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive has been taken into account in 

preparation of the report. This alignment added an additional dimension as well as complexity to the process, but 

importantly expanded the use of the results for other purposes than HELCOM, notably for meeting the 

requirements of the Directive by the EU countries in the Baltic Sea. The report can also be used for global 

comparisons such as within the second World Ocean Assessment and in support of national and regional 

commitments towards the United Nations sustainable development goals. 

Over 30 core indicators form the basis for the status assessment. They reflect key aspects of the health of the Baltic 

Sea ecosystem and provide a quantitative basis for status evaluation and management agreements. HELCOM will 

continue developing indicators for the purpose of assessment and policy evaluation for the next holistic 

assessment.  

The HELCOM Integrated assessment tools for eutrophication, hazardous substances and biodiversity have been 

further advanced for this assessment, and their use and further advancing can be foreseen also in the future.  

The assessment of cumulative impacts using the Baltic Sea Impact Index, has improved considerably since its first 

regional use (HELCOM 2010). 96 spatial data sets representing human activities, pressures and ecosystems 

components have been produced for the assessment and all the results are available for a wide use, including in 

maritime spatial planning. 

As a novelty to HELCOM, the State of the Baltic Sea report has taken steps to further develop socioeconomic 

aspects within the assessment framework, integrating the human aspect and providing a better basis for 

understanding benefits of environmental management. The coordinated regional economic and social assessments 

will be continued in HELCOM and developed to include mapping, valuation, and analysis of ecosystem services and 

natural capital accounting, taking advantage of improved methods and comparability of data. 

What is there in the future for the Baltic Sea 
The future of the Baltic Sea region will be increasingly challenged by changes in climate, demography, and 

increased demands land use and food provision in the catchment area. Looking at the cost of inaction, achieving a 
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healthy Baltic Sea should be seen as an investment in the region’s sustainable economic and social development. 

Countries around the Baltic Sea are dependent on the state of the global environment and on the state of the 

Baltic Sea.  

Interlinking aspects at all spatial scales, the ability of societies around the Baltic Sea and its catchment to adapt to 

environmentally less burdensome living and resource use is a key factor. Opportunities for the Baltic Sea region are 

seen in knowledge and education, forming a basis for further ecological understanding, technical and social 

innovation, and a continued tradition for knowledge sharing, cooperation and interaction among institutes, 

organizations and local initiatives to contribute to actions.  

Agenda 2030 provides a global framework for the move towards sustainability goals. HELCOM and Baltic Sea 

regional environmental objectives support the sustainable development goals, and provide a case for how shared 

environmental challenges can be tackled at the regional scale. In these contexts, transdisciplinary development of 

regional business-as-usual scenarios could help identify important management priorities when updating the 

HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan. The work would include foreseen ecological and socioeconomic development and 

different climate and global scenarios, and consider management actions. The challenges are many, but the 

opportunities and tools are also there that makes it possible to counteract them. 

The second HELCOM holistic assessment has contributed to a vast sharing and development of knowledge. There 

is a clearer picture than ever before of where we are, how things are connected, and what still needs to be done. 

The key aim for the future is to incorporate this new knowledge in management and measures nationally, 

regionally and globally, to advance progress for a sustainable future.  
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