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Background 
This document contains the plans and progress for HOLAS III regarding the topic of Biodiversity which are 
taking place or took place under several projects: 

- Bycatch assessment:  
o Analysis methodology development (ACTION project);  
o Bycatch risk assessment methodology and tool development (HELCOM BLUES project); 

- Assessment of commercial fish: 
o Progress in planning for the workshop on Commercial fish assessment for HOLAS III; 

- Assessment of non-commercial fish (HELCOM FISH-PRO III and BLUES projects); 
- Assessment of seals (proposal from Sweden); 
- Assessment of harbour porpoise (HELCOM BLUES); 
- Assessment of benthic habitats ; 
- Assessment of pelagic habitats (HELCOM BLUES); 
- Assessment of food webs (CG FOODWEB and HELCOM BLUES) 
- Integrated biodiversity assessment tool (BEAT) (Baltic Data Flows and HELCOM BLUES) 

Please note that for the assessment of seabirds all the current development is focused on the indicators and 
this information is available in document 5-9. 

This document might be updated based on technical or scientific input provided by STATE & CONSERVATION 
14-2021 (3-7 May 2021). 

 
Action requested 
The Meeting is invited to: 

- Take note of the plans and progress regarding the methodologies; 
- Provide policy/strategic guidance as needed. 
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Analysis methodology development (ACTION project) 
This section provides an overview of progress made on the Bycatch assessment during the HELCOM ACTION 
project, Work Package 1. The final report is provided as attachment 5-12 Att.1 Bycatch in Baltic Sea 
commercial fisheries: High-risk areas and evaluation of measures to reduce bycatch. HELCOM ACTION (2021).  

The Work Package 1 applied various methodologies, each adapted to the availability or specificities of the 
underlying data, to develop bycatch risk maps for selected species. In addition, the cost of implementation 
measures (pingers) and the potential effectiveness of these measures is reviewed based on approaches 
trialed in Sweden. A single report covers all the relevant deliverables and includes an extensive compilation 
of relevant data and sources. Presentation of this work package (as either documents or oral presentations) 
has taken place at the following HELCOM Meetings: SOM Platform 1-2019 and 2-2019, GEAR 20-2019, State 
and Conservation 10-2019 and 11-2019, FISH 10-2019, and EG MAMA 13-2019. The partners involved in this 
work package were also active participants, including leading sub-sections, in the Joint OSPAR-HELCOM 
Incidental by-catch workshop.  

  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2024-2021-876/MeetingDocuments/5-12%20Att.1%20Bycatch%20in%20Baltic%20Sea%20commercial%20fisheries.%20High-risk%20areas%20and%20evaluation%20of%20measures%20to%20reduce%20bycatch.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2024-2021-876/MeetingDocuments/5-12%20Att.1%20Bycatch%20in%20Baltic%20Sea%20commercial%20fisheries.%20High-risk%20areas%20and%20evaluation%20of%20measures%20to%20reduce%20bycatch.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/SOM%20Platform%201-2019-594/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/SOM%20Platform%202-2019-651/default.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/GEAR%2020-2019-588
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2010-2019-602
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2011-2019-662
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/FISH%2010-2019-621
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EG%20MAMA%2013-2019-641
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/Incidental%20bycatch%20WS%201-2019-647
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/Incidental%20bycatch%20WS%201-2019-647
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Bycatch risk assessment methodology and tool development (HELCOM 
BLUES project) 
This section provides an overview of work on the Bycatch assessment planned under the HELCOM BLUES1 
project. Activity 2 (Biodiversity) of the project includes task 2.1 allocated to the topic of Bycatch and overall 
the work in this task represents the further development and operationalisation of a state indicator, and will 
lead to an updated, improved and more complete regional assessment. The work will be carried out by and 
in close association with the nominated HELCOM indicator leads, guided by relevant HELCOM Expert and 
Working Groups, building on existing processes (e.g. the HELCOM roadmap on fisheries data and the Joint 
OSPAR-HELCOM workshop on incidental by-catch) and maintain progress towards a steadily improved and 
higher confidence assessment of by-catch in the Baltic Sea region. 

The intention is to utilize the work and deliverables from the BLUES project, jointly with what is available 
from the ACTION project and indicator development for bycatch, to provide an overview assessment of 
bycatch for HOLAS III. 

Bycatch assessment in the HELCOM BLUES project 
Overall the work in the task 2.1 (Bycatch) represents the further development and operationalisation of a 
state indicator, and will lead to an updated, improved and more complete regional assessment. This task is 
divided into two different subtasks: 
 
Subtask 2.1.1 Further development of risk area mapping  
Marine mammal (Vanhatalo et al. 2014 and Skora & Kuklik 2003) and waterbird (Glemarec et al., 2020) by-
catch has been documented as a major issue in the Baltic Sea and this topic has been the focus of much 
recent attention (e.g. recent EU request to ICES for Emergency Measures). Under the HELCOM ACTION 
project the major focus was on the development and application of best methods for addressing by-catch 
and how to develop assessments for high-risk areas (e.g. Kindt-Larsen et al., 2016). The draft outcomes of 
that work have identified high quality approaches that can be applied to selected species and to a limited 
spatial area where on-ship CCTV footage and logbook data are available. This subtask will address ways to 
complement these local and sub-regional high-resolution approaches with alternative interim assessments 
(and confidence evaluations) based on data for key species that is of lower frequency or quality.  

The work in this project will explore an assessment of by-catch more strongly from the angle of assessing the 
broadest spatial area and largest number of species (bird and mammal) possible, while reflecting the 
differences in applied methodology as a criteria-based assessment of confidence.  

The data call associated with the work will be guided by the project team, based on the experiences of the 
HELCOM ACTION project to target specific species (e.g. harbour porpoise, grey seal, harbour seal, rigged seal, 
common eider, common scoter, velvet scoter and great cormorant), fishing effort information that is not 
available through other sources (e.g. log book data or such), and temporal/seasonal division of the data 
where available. In addition, existing data on the distribution of species will be utilised to support the work. 
Where data allow seasonal aspects will also be presented as such factors are key to future measures. 

Data will be categorised by the project team based on the type (e.g. Electronic Monitoring, Observer data, 
other sources such as stranding), scale, frequency and resolution. This categorisation will allow different 
methods to be applied in different regions, with the aim being to provide a Baltic Sea-wide regional by-catch 
risk assessment. The categorisation of the data, and the subsequent applied methodologies, will be reflected 
in a confidence assessment that accompanies the risk assessment. The confidence will also address if the 
applied approach overlooks known contributors, for example smaller vessels. These complementary 

 
1 The “HELCOM Biodiversity, Litter, Underwater noise and Effective regional measures for the Baltic Sea” (HELCOM BLUES) project is 
led by HELCOM and co-funded by the European Union. More information at https://blues.helcom.fi 

https://www.ices.dk/news-and-events/news-archive/news/Pages/EmergencyBycatchMeasures.aspx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/STATE%20-%20CONSERVATION%2013-2020-779/MeetingDocuments/4J-18%20Draft%20report%20on%20by-catch%20HELCOM%20ACTION%20Project%20WP1.pdf
https://blues.helcom.fi/
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evaluations, the assessment itself and a tempering of the assessment in the form of the confidence, will be 
incorporated into the updated HELCOM bycatch indicator (indicator report from 2018) to provide the 
broadest regional overview possible.  

 
Subtask 2.1.2 Evaluating bycatch assessment approach developed in OSPAR-HELCOM by-catch 
workshop  
The proposals of the OSPAR-HELCOM by-catch workshop related to threshold values and approaches for 
applying them for different species will be tested in the HELCOM region, based on the available data. This 
pilot study will evaluate the capacity to apply the proposed approach based on the data available (and thus 
identify the spatial nature of the potential assessment), enable the update of the HELCOM by-catch indicator 
with these methods (where possible), and maintain a focus towards achieving the implementation of Good 
Environmental Status threshold values. The following species will be initially considered: harbour porpoise, 
common eider, long-tailed duck, greater scaup, common scoter, great cormorant and common guillemot. 
This will directly address a focus area that has been jointly identified as shortcomings and follow up on 
proposals for addressing them in a coherent manner (e.g. joint workshop and indicator work plan). 

 
The project will test proposed threshold values and approaches for different species and apply them, based 
on available data, in the HELCOM region. This will enable the update of the HELCOM by-catch indicator with 
these methods and maintain a focus towards achieving the implementation of Good Environmental Status 
threshold values. The following species will be initially considered: harbour porpoise, common eider, long-
tailed duck, greater scaup, common scoter, great cormorant and common guillemot. 
 

The following table provides an overview of the planned work, as described for the inception report in 
February 2021. The specific details may change as the project progresses, for example the specific placement 
of the workshop (August or October) remains under discussion so that work can be achieved in the project 
and be in a good form to present at the workshop. Plans for the data call concerning bycatch data are 
provided in document 4J-13: HELCOM BLUES Activity 5: HOLAS III relevant data work planned under the 
project and progress of work. 

 

 

  

https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Number-of-drowned-mammals-and-waterbirds-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/incidental%20bycatch%20ws%201-2019-647/default.aspx
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Progress in planning for the workshop on Commercial fish assessment for 
HOLAS III 
The 59th Meeting of the Heads of Delegation (HOD 59-2020, para 6-10) approved the Terms of Reference for 
the HELCOM Workshop on Status Assessment of Commercial Fish (HELCOM ComFISH WS 1-2021).  

This Workshop will be a one-off event to bring together regional experts and synthetise information into a 
solid plan ahead to have a functional assessment of commercial fish species for the Third Holistic Assessment 
of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS III). This workshop will support the work on this theme that have no direct Expert 
Group coverage within the existing HELCOM structures.  

This section highlights the next steps for the assessment of commercial fish for HOLAS III. The Terms of 
Reference for the HELCOM Workshop on Status Assessment of Commercial Fish are also included in this 
section. 

Assessment of commercial fish 
The assessment of commercial fish was identified as in need of further consideration based on the last 
HELCOM holistic assessment (HOLAS II, 2018) and while preparing for HOLAS III State and Conservation 12-
2020 identified a gap in expertise, i.e. there is currently no existing structure within HELCOM which can be 
utilized to take the work forward, to ensure an improved assessment of commercial fish for HOLAS III. To 
address this STATE&CONSERVATION 12-2020 supported arranging of a thematic workshop on commercial 
fish assessment for the purposes of HOLAS III. The workshop will focus on how existing ICES data and 
assessments could be utilized to assess commercial stocks from an ecosystem perspective.   

HOD 59-2020 approved the Terms of Reference (Annex 1) of the workshop and noted the clarifications by 
the Secretariat that the aim for the HOLAS III assessment for commercial fish to be based on the data and 
work done under the auspices of ICES. Thus, the Workshop on Commercial Fish outlined will strive to 
incorporate the national experts involved in the ICES Baltic Sea stock assessment work.  

The HELCOM Workshop on Status Assessment of Commercial Fish (HELCOM ComFISH WS 1-2021) will be an 
important step towards an improved assessment for HOLAS III. As the ToR mentioned (cf. below), the 
workshop will be guided by the State and Conservation Working Group. However, after the workshop it 
remains of high importance to maintain information flow, discuss further developments, and secure 
expertise to perform the assessment.  

After discussions with ICES the HELCOM Secretariat has proposed arranging the workshop to August 2021 
and is already in contact with the ICES Secretariat to work together on the agenda of the event. Extending 
the initially proposed schedule will allow for better preparation and also provide the opportunity for 
development work on coastal (and selected open sea) fish species that is being carried out under the HELCOM 
BLUES2 project (related to improved methodologies, i.e. the ASCETS method and the development of an L90 
size based assessment) to be shared, should it be deemed relevant to support an ecological assessment of 
commercial fish. With reference to HOD 59-2020 (cf. Outcome, para 6.10), the Contracting Parties nominated 
experts for this workshop. 

The following topics will be addressed at the Workshop: 

• Aims of Workshop (short introduction) 

• What was used in HOLAS II. 

• HOLAS III and indicator development deadlines (short introduction) 

 
2 The “HELCOM Biodiversity, Litter, Underwater noise and Effective regional measures for the Baltic Sea” (HELCOM BLUES) project 
is led by HELCOM and co-funded by the European Union. More information at https://blues.helcom.fi 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
https://blues.helcom.fi/


GEAR 24-2021, 5-12 
 

 

Page 6 of 29 
 

• Topic specific indicator work plan (short introduction) 

• Policy requirements, e.g. BSAP, MSFD D1 and D3 (short introduction) 

• Species lists (presentation and discussion) 

• Data availability through ICES (overview) 

• Define plan for HOLAS III 

o What will be done for HOALS III, what is needed for the assessment 

o What indicators make an overall assessment 

o Define and document the threshold values to be applied in selected indicators, including for 
their approval via State and Conservation and at HOD 

o How is ecological status assessed by the proposed indicators 

o What will be the required work ahead to achieve the assessment at HOLAS III and who will 
take it forward 

• Outcome to be provided to State and Conservation (circa April 2021). 

The HELCOM Secretariat will provide administrative support to the workshop. 

 

Terms of Reference for the HELCOM Workshop on Status Assessment of Commercial Fish 
(HELCOM ComFish WS 1-2021)  
Approved by the 59th Meeting of the Heads of Delegation (HOD 59-2020, para 6-10), based on the document 
6-16. 

Background 
The HELCOM Workshop on Commercial Fish (HELCOM ComFish WS 1-2021) will be a single event to bring 
together regional experts on the topic and synthesise information into a solid plan ahead, the ultimate goal 
of the process being an improved and functional assessment of commercial fish for the Third Holistic 
Assessment of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS III).  

In addition to nominations from HELCOM Contracting Parties the Secretariat will contact ICES to directly 
invite participation in the Workshop and preparatory work and thereby ensure that relevant experts and 
knowledge are incorporated. The ‘commercial fish’ to be addressed under this process will be aligned to meet 
the needs, under the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD), for HELCOM Contracting Parties that 
are also EU Member States. 

This Workshop will also establish plans for intersessional work required to achieve the improved assessment 
and, should the participants deem it necessary, will have the option to propose to State and Conservation 
that further Workshops would be valuable to achieve the planned work. 

Validity of ToRs 
Single event Workshop planned for March 2021 (Period of validity for the overall work: Autumn 2020 – 
autumn 2023). The period of overall work reflects the need for intersessional work to implement the strategy 
defined at this Workshop. 

This Workshop will be a single event and any extension of the work or further meetings or Workshops will 
be carried out via discussion with, and decisions made by State and Conservation. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/6-16%20Progress%20on%20filling%20gaps%20in%20knowledge%20for%20HOLAS%20III.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/6-16%20Progress%20on%20filling%20gaps%20in%20knowledge%20for%20HOLAS%20III.pdf
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Main aims and focus of the group:  
1) Review the topic specific work plan generated in the Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop (Fish work plan); 

2) Devise and review a list of species of relevance in the Baltic Sea – including review of ICES 
recommendations and national species lists;  

3) Review policy requirements for an assessment of commercial fish;  

4) Review the data available through ICES;  

5) Devise a full assessment of commercial fish (including in ecological terms) to provide a improved status 
assessment in HOLAS III;  

6) Identify if the proposed assessment would have financial implications (e.g. new data needs such as 
collecting, processing and analyzing) and sources for these resource requirements;7) Establish valid 
indicators/assessment approaches that can be viable long-term components of HELCOM assessments; 

The work in HELCOM on indicators and assessments needs to be driven by the best available scientific 
knowledge and should also consider aspects that may influence the design or application of assessment, 
including: the need for comparable and harmonized regional assessments, potential sub-regional variation, 
data availability and ecologically relevant assessments of status. These factors are key in the development of 
a solid assessment, and confidence evaluation, that offers the broadest and most inclusive regional coverage 
possible. 

Organization of work 
A core team, including Chair(s) for the workshop, will be identified to plan the agenda and preparatory work 
for the workshop.  

The Workshop will be guided by the State and Conservation Working Group. Information flow to State and 
Conservation is a key factor after the workshop to maintain information flow, discuss future developments 
and gain approval on the proposed work ahead towards HOLAS III. Where relevant national or regional 
projects may also offer relevant input to the Workshop and work ahead. The HELCOM Secretariat will provide 
administrative support to the workshop. The indicator coordinator (owen.rowe@helcom.fi) and the 
Professional Secretary responsible for State and Conservation (Jannica.Haldin@helcom.fi) will act as contact 
points to support the preparation and running of the Workshop. 

Reporting 
The Chair(s) of the workshop will report back to the State and Conservation WG on the activities of the 
workshop. For State and Conservation WG this will take the form of an agenda item at WG meetings. 

Membership 
Nominations for the core team to plan the workshop will be provide by the CPs. 

Nominations for the workshop will be provided by the CPs. Where possible the Worksop will be formed of 
experts already active in HELCOM processes. Additional nominations are anticipated where Experts have 
knowledge on the assessment of commercial stocks and experience with ICES stock assessment processes 
for the relevant Baltic Sea stock.  

Nominations should be submitted to the Secretariat (owen.rowe@helcom.fi) by Friday 27 November 2020. 

Provisional time plan and proposed workflow 
Step 1: Nominations to populate the WS – 27 November 2020 

Nominations of national Experts will be made by State and Conservation Contacts to the Secretariat 
(owen.rowe@helcom.fi) by Friday 27 November, 2020. 

The Secretariat will directly invite ICES to participate in the preparatory work and the Workshop. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%202%20Fish_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20Rev.1.docx
mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
mailto:Jannica.Haldin@helcom.fi
mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
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Step 2: Identify preparatory work required – by 15 January 2021 

Known preparatory work includes: 1) Identify a core team to plan the agenda and preparatory work, 2) 
Prepare a list of species including those listed as priority species for assessment or monitoring under relevant 
policy documents, 3) Summary of data available through ICES, 4) Summary of existing assessment approaches 
applied or previously developed/discussed (under HELCOM and ICES). 

Devise a plan for the preparatory work to be available in advance of the Workshop. 

Step 3: Workshop – March 2021 

The following topics will be addressed at the Workshop: 

• Aims of Workshop (short introduction) 
• What was used in HOLAS II. 
• HOLAS III and indicator development deadlines (short introduction) 
• Topic specific indicator work plan (short introduction) 
• Policy requirements, e.g. BSAP, MSFD D1 and D3 (short introduction) 
• Species lists (presentation and discussion) 
• Data availability through ICES (overview) 
• Define plan ahead for HOLAS III 

o What will be done for HOALS III, what is needed for the assessment 
o What indicators make an overall assessment 
o Define and document the threshold values to be applied in selected indicators, including for 

their approval via State and Conservation and at HOD 
o How is ecological status assessed by the proposed indicators 
o What will be the required work ahead to achieve the assessment at HOLAS III and who will 

take it forward 
• Outcome to be provided to State and Conservation (circa April 2021). 
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Assessment of non-commercial fish (HELCOM FISH-PRO III and BLUES 
projects) 
The section aims to provide a brief overview of the current status of non-commercial fish indicators (including 
coastal fish) and potential approaches to incorporate these different components into an overall assessment 
for the purposes of HOLAS III.  

This section addresses work carried out under the FISH-PRO III project and the HELCOM BLUES project, as 
well as existing indicators that are addressed in the document 5-9 about the progress of the indicators. 

Assessment of non-commercial fish for HOLAS III purposes 
The assessment of non-commercial fish in the Baltic Sea region will potentially be focused on coastal fish 
species/communities and on certain offshore fish species for which full reference points from ICES 
assessments are not available. This division is utilized to separate the development between the work 
ongoing in the HELCOM BLUES project (Activity 2, Task 2) and FISH PRO III from the work planned under the 
Commercial Fish assessment workshop (the details of the latter being presented in document 4J-66). 

An assessment of non-commercial fish should address coastal fish, and the relevant species not already 
addressed by full ICES reference points. Establishing a regional list for such a division, including the 
appropriate the categorization of fish species in the Baltic Sea, and thus the expert driven development of a 
regionally agreed list of species to be assessed, that also meet policy needs, would be a relevant process. 
Potentially this could be developed as part of the preparations for the Commercial Fish Workshop described 
in document 4J-66. Such a process would require expert input from across the region to agree on general 
approaches to the categorization as there is significant sub-regional variation in factors such as if species are 
or are not commercially fished, and could support harmonization in how HELCOM Contracting Parties that 
are also EU Member States report fish related assessments under the Marine Strategy Framework Directive 
(MSFD) (i.e. under Descriptor 3 and/or Descriptor 1). 

To assess the non-commercial fish identified, the following key ‘components/criteria’  should ideally be 
considered in the assessment: abundance of the species, distribution of the species, size and age distribution 
of the species, habitat for the species, and incidental bycatch of these non-commercial (non-targeted) 
species. This would support both a general ecologically relevant assessment of non-commercial fish and, for 
those HELCOM Contracting Parties that are also EU Member States, it would also support reporting under 
the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD).  

These separate components/criteria are at different levels of development. For example, coastal fish species 
are addressed via the following two core indicators: ‘Abundance of Coastal Fish Key Species’ (document 4J-
19) and ‘Abundance of Coastal Fish Coastal Fish Key Functional Groups’ (document 4J-21), the former 
addressing species abundance (certain key species, i.e. MSFD D1C2) and the latter focusing on food web 
aspects. Indicators for the criteria reflecting the size distribution of certain coastal and offshore species is 
also under development under the HELCOM BLUES project and in close cooperation with the FISH PRO III 
group (document 4J-20). These criteria, once approved (e.g. under planned work towards State and 
Conservation 15-2021) would further more be integrated under the BEAT biodiversity integrated assessment. 
However, for the remaining ‘components’, distribution of the species, age distribution, and habitat, as well 
as bycatch, there are no assessments in place for HOLAS III. 

The following additional information is available, and the text here provides a proposal on how such 
information could be utilized for HOLAS III.  

1. Abundance and size: Under the HELCOM BLUES project work is also being carried out to explore if 
the same approach as applied to coastal fish on size and abundance criteria can also be used to a 
selected suite offshore species not assessed by ICES. The approach will also be tested for additional 
coastal species. The species being considered include: perch, pike, pikeperch and eelpout (all coastal 
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species), and flounder (both coastal and offshore), stickleback and dab (both offshore). Data will be 
collected via the regional expert pool engaged under FISH PRO III and ICES (offshore flounder and 
dab), and the data availability will determine what species can be assessed further. 

2. Distribution: There is insufficient information to make a solid assessment against a threshold value, 
though available data (e.g. in published literature) could be utilized to provide supporting contextual 
information for the HOLAS III Thematic Assessment. 

3. Age: Some country specific data exists that could be compiled (would require a specific data request 
under FISH PRO III), but this would not offer an assessment against a threshold value or a full regional 
assessment. Such data could be combined with published literature to provide supporting contextual 
information for the HOLAS III Thematic Assessment. 

4. Habitat: Habitat maps related to the distribution of essential habitat for coastal (perch, pikeperch 
and Baltic flounder) and offshore (sprat, herring, cod and European flounder) fish is available from 
the Pan Baltic Scope project, however, this offers an overview for the selected species on the 
potential distribution of essential habitats using species distribution modelling and habitat mapping, 
but do not  consider aspects such as threshold values or what distribution that may constitute good 
status. Such developments would require extensive further work on the topic to ascertain prior 
habitat coverage and suitability and establish a reference point to which an assessment could be 
made. The current information could however support an overview of the issue and provide 
supporting contextual information for the HOLAS III Thematic Assessment. 

5. Bycatch: The issue of non-commercial fish bycatch is not addressed currently under the work carried 
out in FISH PRO III or under the planned development work on the bycatch indicator, which is 
currently focused on waterbirds and mammals (document 4J-30). Additional information may be 
available at the national level, or via published literature, but is currently not utilized under existing 
HELCOM processes. 

For the components identified as not having an assessment above it may be possible to address these aspects 
for HOLAS III via developing supporting contextual information for the HOLAS III Thematic Assessment (i.e. 
to support the indicator-based assessment in the current form), however, it would likely need further 
planning, require suitable resource allocation, and may potentially require a regional workshop during HOLAS 
III to ensure the appropriate regional overview is developed. 
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Assessment of seals (proposal from Sweden) 
STATE & CONSERVATION 13-2020 decided to set up a meeting between the EG MAMA and representatives 
within State & Conservation to discuss the assessment of Baltic seals in HOLAS III. This section summarizes 
the results from the discussions in Sweden and gives suggestions on how the assessment of Baltic Seals could 
be adjusted. 

Possible adjustment of the HELCOM assessment of Baltic Sea seals HOLAS III 
The three seal species in the Baltic Sea area are assessed with two of the respective four different core 
indicators in HOLAS II: 

− Population trends and abundance (all three seal species) 
− Distribution of Baltic Sea seals (all three seal species) 
− Nutritional status of seals (only grey seal in HOLAS II) 
− Reproductive status of seals (only grey seals in HOLAS II) 

Sweden did use the regional assessments for the national reporting according to article 8 of the MSFD in 
2018. During the public consultation for this reporting, several questions were raised from different 
stakeholders and the assessment was controversially discussed during the public consultation. Many 
comments related to thresholds. Some stakeholders were of the opinion, that the thresholds are tou strict 
(carrying capacity) and it is unrealistic that these will be achieved in the near future. Furthermore, the conflict 
between GES for some coastal fish populations and thresholds for grey seal was discussed. Some were of the 
opinion that in some coastal areas in the Baltic Sea both GES for coastal fish and grey seal cannot be achieved 
at the same time. Even the need to assess grey seals at a finer geographical scale was raised several times. 
Furthermore, the scientific justification of the thresholds for both blubber thickness and reproduction rate 
were questioned. Even the integration between indicators used was questioned and the question was raised 
how to deal with the three different parameters within the distribution indicator in the integration between 
different indicators up to criteria level.  

Based on the comments received we see a need to specify the assessment and improve the population 
models behind the assessment. The thresholds as set in the Recommendation 27-28/2 should still be used in 
HOLAS III.  

Abundance and trend 
It became clear during the Swedish public consultation that the reasoning for the thresholds according to the 
common HELCOM indicator “Population trends and abundance of seals” needs to be further developed and 
specified for the next assessment but without changing the threshold definition. 

In HOLAS II abundance and trend was assessed against two alternative thresholds, either: 

− as long as the population in question did not reach Carrying Capacity (CC): abundance size is above 
Limit Reference level (LRL = 10 000 individuals) and the population increasing steady towards Target 
Reference Level (TRL = Carrying Capacity; growth rate is max. 3% less maximum growth rate for 
respective population).  

− When carrying capacity is reached (TRL), good status is defined as 'No decline in population size or 
pup production exceeding 10% occurred over a period up to 10 years”. 

The TRL based threshold is similar with thresholds used in OSPAR (core indicator M3 Seal Abundance and 
Distribution in IA 2017 these assessment values were not used): 

− Short term: No decline in seal abundance of > 1% per year in the previous 6-year period (this is 
approximately 6% over 6 years). 

− Long term: No decline in seal abundance of > 25% since the fixed baseline in 1992 (or closest value). 

https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Population-trends-and-abundance-of-seals-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Distribution-of-Baltic-seals-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Nutritional-status-of-seals-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Nutritional-status-of-seals-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
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No assessment against LRL is done in OSPAR. The HELCOM assessment is mainly based on recommendation 
27-28/2 CONSERVATION OF SEALS IN THE BALTIC SEA AREA adopted by HELCOM 2006. The recommendation 
defines three different breaking points in the population growth (abundance): 

− Target Reference Level (TRL): the level where the growth rate starts to level off and the population 
asymptotically approach the current carrying capacity level (e.g. 0.8 CC); 

− Limit Reference Level (LRL, the Safe Biological Level): the Minimum Viable Population Size, which is 
to be defined for each of the management units;  

− Precautionary Approach Level (PAL) where the populations are at maximum productivity  
− Level (Between 50-80% of K. likely in the lower portion of this range). 

According to the recommendation anthropogenic removal (hunting) can be allowed for population which are 
above PAL and TRL or above TRL.  

The use of the LRL as a threshold for GES raise therefore different problems (as raised earlier, see outcome 
S&C 12): 

− The current usage of LRL Is not consistent with Ospar thresholds 
− The application of current GES threshold, LRL in combination with maximum growth rate, will 

probably result in sub-GES for all three species, since the growth rate might be between 0% and 7% 
respective 9% for the latest assessment period (personal communication Anders Galatius, 03-03-
2021). For Grey seals it is highly likely that the growth rates within the management region is varying 
and the population growth faster in the Southern Baltic Sea (because of re-colonization), than in 
other parts of the Helcom area. 

− The assessment of seals used in HOLAS III and for reporting according to article 8 MSFD, for those 
countries even member states of the EU has to be coordinated with the assessment under the 
habitats directive. The need for coordination between countries of one management area would 
make the calculation of regional coordinated national shares of the respective population necessary. 

We expect even for the next assessment a lively discussion of the assessment results and because of the 
reason outlined above we see a need to argue more clearly why a population was assessed against LRL and 
not TRL or vice versa. Expert judgements should be avoided as much as possible. The PAL will not be available 
for any seal species for HOLAS III. S&C 12 send a request to the MAMA Expert group and asked if it is possible 
to define PAL in case PAL could be used as a n alternative threshold. This is not possible until HOLAS III 
because carrying capacity has to be defined first. However, the abundance representing carrying capacity can 
only be calculated retroactively.  

In order to improve the argumentation for the assessment of abundance of seals in HOLAS III we suggest to 
update the indicator reports with up to date population models, in order to judge whether LRL in combination 
with growth rate should be used as thresholds or TRL as stated in the Helcom recommendation 27-28/2 as 
“… where the growth rate starts to level off…”. The SE lead is planning the work to produce population models 
for grey seals in the first place and if possible even for harbour seals and ringed seals as well. The possibility 
of funding is discussed within SwAM. Helcom EN MAMA should be given the opportunity to give a clear 
recommendation on which threshold to use, based on an updated population models.  

No changes are suggested concerning management areas. With the current monitoring scheme it is not 
possible to distinguish between areas within the management areas. Different areas have importance in 
different life-history stages of the seals. Core areas of moult and breeding most probably overlap quite a lot, 
but areas outside of them are expected to have increased importance in other times of year. However, 
management decisions (e.g. hunting quotas) can be made regionally. In our earlier discussions we said the 
assessment could also be made separately for different areas.  
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Distribution of Baltic Sea seals 
The current assessment of the distribution of Baltic Sea seals includes three different parameters: 

− Breeding distribution on land or ice, the threshold value is achieved when available sites are occupied 
− Distribution on land/ice for resting/moulting, the threshold value is achieved when available sites 

are occupied.  
− The area of occupancy, which includes sea areas used for transport and foraging, the threshold value 

is achieved when seals are not hindered in executing these activities. 

The three parameters are assessed by expert judgement and all three parameters have to be in good status 
so that distribution of the Baltic Sea seals is in GES. The assessment in HOLAS II was done for different sections 
of the management areas, resulting in sub-GES assessment in the southern part of the Baltic Sea.  

The expert judgement should be updated, and new data or information should be included, as long as 
available. We do not think that the description of the thresholds should be changed but it is necessary to 
clarify how an integrated assessment of distribution could be reached and clarify how the results should be 
presented. We suggest that all three variables still have the same weight when integrated but that each 
parameter results in one of the following resume: the distribution area is declining, stable or increasing. We 
suggest, according to the threshold description that GES is achieved, when all parameters are assessed as 
either distribution is increasing or stable. This would even ensure the alignment with the assessment 
according to habitat directives Furthermore, same assessment areas have to be used for all indicators 
assessing the same species, i.e., one assessment for grey seals in the Baltic Sea. 

Other issues, including integration of indicators 
− The scientific justification of the thresholds for both pregnancy rate and blubber thickness has to be 

improved – work is ongoing, see documents 4J-25 and 4J-26. 
− OAOO should applied between criteria and not indicators, e.g., health indicator should be weighted 

as much as possible within MSFD criteria D1C3 
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Assessment of harbour porpoise (HELCOM BLUES) 
No regional HELCOM indicator(s) addressing this species currently exist and development in time for HOLAS 
III is expected to be limited in scope and spatial extent. This clear gap was identified as a high regional 
priority for the HELCOM region (as addressed in the indicator work plan for marine mammals) and was 
consequently included in the HELCOM BLUES project and which will lay the foundation for the inclusion of a 
limited status assessment for harbour propoise in HOLAS III. 

As part of the planned work the BLUES project is organizing an online workshop (26-27 April 2021) on 
improved harmonisation of planned HELCOM indicators on harbour porpoise with those under OSPAR. The 
aim of the Workshop is to, to the extent possible, explore aligning planned HELCOM indicator development 
for harbour porpoise with the approach used in OSPAR. In the case of harbour porpoise OSPAR has 
progressed further with indicator development than HELCOM and with several Baltic Sea countries being 
contracting parties to both conventions there is potential benefit from HELCOM exploring a shared approach. 
In addition the specificities of parts of the OSPAR region (e.g. the North Sea) are more similar to those of the 
Baltic compared to other regions, and there are direct overlap in populations and spatial coverage e.g. the 
Belt Sea and Kattegat. The OSPAR and HELCOM perspectives at the workshop will primarily be represented 
by the project partners who, in turn, represent institutions taking part in development work under both 
conventions. As HELCOM BLUES is an EU co-financed project, with inter-regional coordination as one of the 
key aspects, representatives from all regions, including RSCs and sister projects under the call, are warmly 
invited to join the planned workshop in their capacity as topic experts.  All the practical arrangements and 
resources required for planning this online event will be provided by HELCOM and the BLUES project. 

For the Belt Sea population the BLUES project intends to assess trends in abundance. As a starting point, a 
threshold proposed by OSPAR to assess trends in population abundance for the North Sea population (OSPAR 
Indicator M4, cetacean abundance and distribution) will be applied and evaluated for the Belt Sea population 
(the same will be tested for the North Sea population as a part of the MMANA proposal). Trends in abundance 
for the Belt Sea population will be examined using data available from the SCANS and MiniSCANS surveys 
(five visual surveys from 1994-2020). If possible, i.e., if data allow and the threshold value is functional, an 
indicator assessment on abundance will be carried out for the Belt Sea population. The implemented 
assessment and threshold value proposal will be presented to the relevant HELCOM Expert Groups and 
subsequently for endorsement in the HELCOM structure (e.g. State and Conservation and HOD). 

For the Baltic Proper population the project will prepare a qualitative overall assessment of the status. 

These assessments will be presented together for the chapter on harbour porpoise for the third State of the 
Baltic Sea report. Overall the work will lay strong foundations for future work (e.g. under SAMBAH II, if 
funded) and provide the basis for an assessment at HOLAS III, based on trends and Expert evaluation to 
progress towards an interim qualitative assessment (complemented with an assessment of confidence).  

  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%204%20Marine%20mammals_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators%20Rev.1.docx
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Assessment of benthic habitats  
 

The section aims to provide a brief overview of the current status of benthic habitat indicators and potential 
approaches to incorporate these different components into an overall assessment of benthic habitats for the 
purposes of HOLAS III (i.e. how benthic habitats could be addressed in the relevant thematic assessment 
based on the available indicators and information). It is recognized that key aspects that are linked to 
assessment of benthic habitats are underway in EU TG Seabed, however the alignment of HOLAS III work 
with the needs of the HELCOM Contracting Parties who are also EU members states for national consultation 
has resulted in that the timeline of HOLAS III and the work plan under EU TG Seabed not being fully aligned 
for several relevant aspects. This is relevant to consider where development and harmonization work is 
needed, to strive to include benthic habitats assessment in HOLAS III. 

The topic of carrying out an overall or integrated assessment of benthic habitats has not so far received much 
dedicated discussion under the Expert Network on Benthic Habitats due to the focus on completing work for 
existing indicators (an overview is provided in this document). The proposal included in this document is thus 
prepared by the Secretariat to provide a basis for discussion with the aim of coming to a conclusion on how 
to approach the overall assessment of benthic habitats for HOLAS III. This document has been shared with 
indicator leads and EN BENTHIC simultaneously with submission to STATE & CONSERVATION 14-2021. Any 
comments received from the experts will be included into a Rev.1 document that will be provided to STATE 
& CONSERVATION 14-2021 by the INF deadline to ensure that all relevant input is available to the meeting. 

Additional comments received that could not be easily adapted into revisions within the text or that likely 
require additional discussion (e.g. at EN BENTHIC) are placed as bulled points in the document, within the 
relevant sections.  

Assessment of benthic habitats for HOLAS III purposes 
This document focusses on what could potentially be achieved towards HOLAS III and not the optimal final 
solution needed for an integrated or overarching assessment of benthic habitats. Further development to 
meet policy requirements and achieve a suitable and ecologically relevant assessment will likely be needed 
post-HOLAS III. 

The overall assessment of benthic habitats can be explored from both a policy and an ecological perspective, 
where several of the components interlink. There are different habitat types that need to be considered, for 
example identified under the HELCOM HUB classification system or via EUNIS MSFD habitat types which are 
required to be addressed under the EU Marine Strategy Framework Directive (for HELCOM Contracting 
Parties that are also EU Member States), and specific species or fauna that need to be considered, for 
example soft-bottom macrofauna communities and hard substrate communities. It should ideally also 
consider and present information on the full range of status for benthic habitats in a spatial context, e.g. 
disturbed and lost area and the level of impact. How these aspects interlink and how other additional 
pressures (e.g. eutrophication) influence status are also relevant.  

In order to achieve an overarching, where possible integrated*, assessment of benthic habitats which is both 
ecological and policy relevant (e.g. to address the Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) and MSFD) the following 
components of existing HELCOM data flows and indicators (existing and under development) can be utilized: 

*this proposal outlined below does not reflect a full or final integration to the needs of a benthic habitats 
assessment, but outlines what could be achieved in broad terms towards HOLAS III. 

Step 1: Utilize the data layers related to ‘physical loss’, as collated under the Spatial Pressure 
and Impact Assessment tool (this tool builds on work carried out previously under the Baltic 
Sea Pressure and Impact Index, BSPI and BSII). Note, an additional component related to loss 
due to high levels of disturbance pressure could also be added as generated under the 
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assessment of the Cumulative Impact on Benthic Biotopes Indicator (see later step). This data 
layer conforms to the MSFD D6C1 requirements. 

Step 2: Utilize the data related to ‘physical disturbance’ as collated under Spatial Pressure 
and Impact Assessment tool. As part of the preparation for the HOLAS III data call there has 
been significant effort to align the data call for this aspect as closely as possible with the data 
needs and data flows for the Cumulative Impact on Benthic Biotopes Indicator. This data layer 
conforms to the MSFD D6C2 requirements. 

The above two steps are somewhat dependent on the application of the definition(s) of physical loss and 
physical disturbance and this aspect may require further discussion and a clear agreement for the purposes 
of HOLAS III to ensure full compatibility between the data collected and the applied assessment, as well as 
any relevant policy definitions agreed upon. 

Step 3: Identification of appropriate benthic habitat maps for the process. An additional step 
may also be required at this point to address the relevant benthic habitat maps available for 
application in the assessment (e.g. EMODnet seabed habitats, MSFD Broad habitat type maps, 
maps of habitat forming species, N2000 habitat datasets, habitat maps only available 
nationally). 

Step 4: To assess risk of impact from physical pressures the Cumulative Impact on Benthic 
Biotopes Indicator (CumI) would be applied. This indicator would utilize the above data 
layer(s) on physical pressures and by coupling them with sensitivity scores (for the species and 
habitats) would derive an expected impact (i.e. a form of risk assessment based on known 
activities and pressures). In the HOLAS III data call there has been an effort made to harmonize 
the data needs for CumI with other relevant data strands so that all data applied in HELCOM 
assessments utilize a common data pool. The CumI indicator would also generate a loss 
portion as part of the assessment protocol that could be transferred to the other relevant 
steps (i.e. step 1 and the final overview step). This indicator would address MSFD D6C3, for 
those HELCOM Contracting Parties that are also EU Member States. 

• A risk assessment cannot be ground truthed or validated using monitoring data. 
Especially as we do not use the actual community sensitivity based on recent 
monitoring data from sites in all BHT, but rather some kind of fixed sensitivity a 
community would have under natural conditions living in a certain habitat. 

Step 5 Evaluation of data available, spatial distribution of relevant data, and how the data 
can be applied in benthic assessment. Review what data is available and how it can be utilized 
for the assessment in (new) step 6 and the overview described below. Data such as the 
pressure data, the derived impact data, biological data, monitoring data, or other applicable 
proxy data indicative of state would need to be considered. The outcomes of this step would 
determine the possible ways in which the available data could be integrated in an overall 
assessment, and the subsequent meaning of such an assessment. 

Step 6: Overarching assessment of benthic habitats. An overview of benthic ecosystem status 
(habitats/biotopes) is required that would then incorporate monitoring data and could 
furthermore act as a ground truthing of the risk assessment in step 3. This aspect could align 
with MSFD D6C4 and C5 consecutively, by incorporating the prior steps described above and 
also bringing in monitoring data (or relevant ‘proxy’ monitoring data) where available. It would 
also require that other pressures such as oxygen, eutrophication, non-indigenous species and 
hazardous substances are taken into account in the assessment. The next section outlines 
how, for HOLAS III purposes, such an overarching assessment could be done in practice. 
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Potential approach for preparing an overarching benthic habitats assessment for HOLAS III 
To include an overarching assessment for HOLAS III the following could be considered: Firstly, to apply the 
outcome of the CumI indicator evaluation as the base layer within the overarching assessment for status of 
benthic habitat, e.g. the overarching assessment potentially being an approach such as the Condition of 
benthic habitats indicator(or developments of that), to address MSFD D6C5, for those HELCOM Contracting 
Parties that are also EU Member States, and the MSFD D6C3 assessment (i.e. CumI) contributing to that.  

• Clarity on the role of the BSPI/BSII, as applied in HOLAS II for benthic habitats, is 
needed too to ensure duplication does not take place or conflicting assessments are 
made.  

As a next step the CumI assessment would be overridden in the overarching assessment stage only in areas 
where an evaluation applied sampling (i.e. non-modelled) data. For sampling data (or well aligned ‘proxies’) 
that address benthic habitat status this could take place via the pre-core Condition of benthic habitats 
indicator (once harmonized with the recent concept proposal, see below). This type of approach has the 
potential to incorporate data on multiple components, including the output of the existing State of the Soft 
bottom macrofauna community indicator evaluation, and other available data on habitats or species (e.g. 
hard substrate species). In addition, the approach could also incorporate other alternatives such as the data 
derived under the Water Framework Directive assessments in coastal areas on macrofauna, or data on 
eutrophication parameters where suitable. 

Furthermore, in such an approach, areas identified via monitoring data as having good status that were also 
identified under the CumI risk assessment as likely not to achieve good status could be flagged as areas for 
which there could be anticipated deterioration in status if pressures are not managed. Vice versa, those areas 
for which status under the CumI risk assessment and the non-modelled monitoring assessment gave the 
same assessment would strengthen the application of the risk-based methodology in other areas, or where 
strongly different outcomes were achieved may support reevaluation of the parameters and their application 
in the risk assessment approach in future iterations. 

• The idea of ’overarching’ assessment being to integrated various assessments into one 
holistic assessment is valid but the details would need further discussion and 
adaptation. Why (and if so, how) should the CumI assessment be overridden. The 
CumI is a risk-based assessment of potential impact and it may not be straightforward 
to override it with another unrelated assessment of status (e.g. Condition of benthic 
habitats). These two assessments are on different stages in the DIPSIR/DAPSI(W)R(M) 
cycle. The overarching assessment cannot be a simple mathematical or algebraical 
evaluation. It must take into consideration the various stages in the management cycle 
– more like a decision tree or a hierarchical or modelling approach. 

The scale at which the data driven evaluations would override the CumI base layer would need to be defined. 
For example, monitoring data may be collected at sampling stations and point locations and these samples 
may apply to a selected habitat type in the area or to a spatial zone centered on the specific sampling location. 
Where relying on other data or assessments it may also be applicable to base the assessment on the scale of 
assessment utilized in the corresponding indicator. It could for example be applied at appropriate assessment 
unit scales, based on habitat types in the locality, or based on applied buffer areas from a given data 
point/sampling station (e.g. a defined area around the point at which monitoring/sampling took place).  

• Further discussion on how to utilize or scale up single point station samples, or clusters of stations, 
may be needed. 

To take into account other factors such as eutrophication, non-indigenous species, oxygen, or hazardous 
substances the approach under discussion could allow for status to be incorporated (i.e. via other existing 
status assessments or indicators). Where the spatial scale of assessment are fairly well aligned, such as for 
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eutrophication parameters and hazardous substances parameters which are addressed at HELCOM 
assessment units Scale 4, these could potentially be applied in a direct way. For example, it may be possible 
to specifically select hazardous substances assessments that are carried out on benthic species (e.g. mollusks, 
amphipod reproductive disorders) or where sediment data is assessed against a threshold value. Where 
scales of assessment are not well aligned (e.g. non-indigenous species is currently assessed at the HELCOM 
assessment units Scale 1) these topics may need to be address in a qualitative manner (e.g. within the text) 
for HOLAS III or via appropriate scaling and weighting at the integration step, though data availability may in 
certain cases limit application below a certain scale. 

• Pressure data or evaluations are added to the mix. Again, these are on yet another stage of the 
management cycle and cannot directly be mixed with status and risk assessments. 

• There are tools and methods available such as the NEAT tool (from the EU DEVOTES project) that are 
able to transparently integrate assessment results achieved on different spatial scales. 

Lastly, information on loss of habitat, i.e. the data layer derived in Step 1 above (i.e. physical loss and 
functional loss, in particular the latter as derived under CumI), could also be included into the overall final 
condition of benthic habitats evaluation, for example as areas shown on the assessment map where loss has 
occurred. From this the spatial extent of both loss and disturbance per assessment unit and per habitat type 
(highly dependent on the quality of the underlying habitat maps) could be separately derived, with the 
application of threshold values related to extent of allowable loss/disturbance being possible once defined. 
The implementation of threshold values to carry out this assessment is a key issue and this is also a discussion 
underway at EU TG Seabed (as well as the methodology). 

• There is, in my view, no simple relationship between loss in one area and status in the remaining 
area. These are two entities and the loss must not in each case have any influence on the status 
outside the lost area. 

• TG Seadbed is only looking at threshold values for individual MSFD criteria, not for such an 
overarching approach. 

To complete an overarching assessment of benthic ecosystems (habitat/biotopes) a confidence scaling would 
be needed to be included, which reflects the amount of underlying data and the evaluation undertaken. For 
example, in addition to reflecting data and habitat map uncertainties in the confidence, a categorical 
confidence scaling could be applied where any areas assessed for overall benthic habitats status that relied 
only on the CumI ‘base’ assessment would achieve low confidence, areas for which sampling data driven 
evaluation results are available which are considered as a ‘proxy’ for full benthic habitats assessment would 
receive moderate confidence, and areas replaces with high quality monitoring data of direct relevance to 
benthic habitat status would receive high confidence. 

• Assigning confidence in such a way may need further discussion as this compares two different things 
that cannot just be treated in the same way. 

As the pressure-based assessment result represent only ‘potential for GES/non-GES’, its confidence should 
be very low. Therefore, the assessment areas should always have a %-value for different confidence classes: 
what % of the specific assessed area is of low confidence/medium confidence (= indirect state evidence) / 
high confidence (=benthic state data) would therefore be relevant for determination of the overall 
assessment. 

The above overview is loosely based on some preliminary discussion has taken place within EN BNETHIC on 
these concepts. For example, a concept for addressing benthic habitats under the MSFD was considered (EN 
BENTHIC 4-2020, document 6-1 Rev.1) and an overall assessment of benthic habitats (EN BENTHIC 4-2020, 
document 6-2), the latter document potentially having synergies with the existing Condition of Benthic 
Habitats (these are being explores by a sub-group of EN BENTHIC). There are also key aspects that are linked 
to work underway in EU TG Seabed and the HELCOM HOLAS III deadlines and the work plan under EU TG 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%204-2020-754/MeetingDocuments/6-1%20Rev.1%20Schematic%20for%20benthic%20assessment.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%204-2020-754/MeetingDocuments/6-2%20Concept%20for%20assessment%20of%20benthic%20habitats.pdf
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Seabed are not fully aligned (e.g. autumn 2021 and end of 2021) for several relevant aspects. This is relevant 
to consider where development and harmonization work is needed. 

Currently, for HOLAS III the following aspects have been discussed. 

1. Development of a physical loss data layer* under the umbrella of the SPIA tool. 
2. Development of a physical pressures data layer* under the umbrella of the SPIA tool, and harmonized 

with the data needs for the CumI indicator. 
*A meeting between the CumI indicator leads and the Secretariat data teams (including MetDev) is 
planned to improve harmonization and prevent overlap. 

3. The aim is to operationalize the CumI indicator for HOLAS III (planned proposal for move to core 
status at State and Conservation 15-2021). 

4. A sub-group in EN BENTHIC will explore synergies between the Condition of Benthic habitats 
indicator and the recent proposal on the assessment of benthic habitats (EN BENTHIC 4-2020, 
document 6-2). The plan discussed so far is that the team would conclude on commonalities in the 
approaches and apply the method to spatially distributed test cases (these would reflect different 
sub-regions but also different data availabilities).  

5. In addition there is further development of the State of the soft-bottom macrofauna community 
underway within an EN BENTHIC sub-group looking to conclude on options and threshold values in 
areas that are currently not assessed. 

Thus, a full Baltic-wide overall assessment of benthic habitats for HOLAS III has not been discussed in detail 
within EN BENTHIC, however, some of these component parts described above may be relevant. 

  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/EN%20BENTHIC%204-2020-754/MeetingDocuments/6-2%20Concept%20for%20assessment%20of%20benthic%20habitats.pdf
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Assessment of pelagic habitats (HELCOM BLUES) 
The 59th Meeting of the Heads of Delegation (HOD 59-2020, para 6-10) approved the Terms of Reference for 
the HELCOM Workshop on Pelagic habitats (HELCOM Pelagic WS 1-2021).  

This Workshop will bring together regional experts and synthetise information into a solid plan ahead to have 
a functional assessment of pelagic habitats for the Third Holistic Assessment of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS III). This 
workshop will support the work on this theme that have no direct Expert Group coverage within the existing 
HELCOM structures.  

This section highlights the next steps for the assessment of pelagic habitats for HOLAS III. The Terms of 
Reference for the Workshop are included in this section. 

Assessments of pelagic habitats 
Pelagic habitats was identified as a distinct gap in the last HELCOM holistic assessment (HOLAS II, 2018) and 
while preparing for HOLAS III State and Conservation 12-2020 identified a gap in expertise, i.e. there is 
currently no existing structure within HELCOM which can be utilized to take the work forward, to ensure an 
improved assessment of pelagic habitats for HOLAS III. To address this STATE&CONSERVATION 12-2020 
agreed to arrange a workshop to discuss how to tackle pelagic habitat assessment for purposes of HOLAS III.  

Following this decision by State and Conservation the opportunity arose to secure additional resources for 
the work by including the topic of assessing state of pelagic habitats in the HELCOM BLUES project. Task 2.3 
under the BLUES project works to address the improved assessment of pelagic habitats, primarily, MSFD 
D1C6. To improve the upcoming assessment, the Task will focus on four main steps:  

1) the completion of the operationalisation (spatial coverage and application of threshold values) of the 
‘Zooplankton Mean Size and Total Stock’ HELCOM indicator; 

Complete operationalisation of the HELCOM Zooplankton Mean Size and Total Stock (MSTS) indicator 
will be carried out to include the establishment and approval of threshold values (based on the 
established protocol) across the whole Baltic Sea region. The existing HELCOM Expert Group (ZEN) 
will be used as the forum to carry out this work. The work to implement the regional state assessment 
for zooplankton will build on other HELCOM activities and projects (e.g., Baltic Data Flows), where 
there are ongoing initiatives to directly address aspects related to regional data flows and data 
specificities (e.g., data requirements and taxonomic harmonisation) for this indicator. In MSTS, the 
two-dimensional, or multimetric, assessment approach utilises mean zooplankter size (mean size) 
presented as a ratio between the total zooplankton abundance and total biomass, complemented 
with an absolute measure of total zooplankton stock (Gorokhova et al. 2016). This Task will allow the 
indicator lead (SU partner) to work with regional experts and complete the Baltic-wide application of 
the indicator. 

2) the complete operationalisation of the ‘Seasonal succession of dominating phytoplankton groups’ 
HELCOM indicator;  

Complete operationalisation of the HELCOM Seasonal succession of dominating phytoplankton 
groups indicator will be carried out to apply the assessment approach and threshold values across 
the Baltic Sea region. Threshold values will be developed for all regions, supported by data flows 
improved under Baltic Data Flows project, to allow full spatial coverage (at the appropriate 
assessment scale) and to enable approval of the proposed threshold values via HELCOM processes. 
The methodology applied in the phytoplankton indicator will also be reviewed to consider if there is 
added value (and available data) to incorporate other key factors (e.g., total biomass, cell size or 
biomass size spectra), for example applying multimetric approaches similar to those used in the 
zooplankton indicator). A test study will be carried out to evaluate future potential for developments 
that address these issues. The work will be carried out in cooperation with existing Expert Groups 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
http://stateofthebalticsea.helcom.fi/
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Zooplankton-mean-size-and-total-stock-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
https://helcom.fi/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Seasonal-succession-of-dominating-phytoplankton-groups-HELCOM-core-indicator-2018.pdf
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(i.e., PEG), guided by State and Conservation, and carried out by the indicator lead (UT partner) 
together with regional experts. 

3) the development of an approach to combine these indicators to reflect state of pelagic habitats; 

To integrate the two indicators operationalised in step 1 and 2 and address pelagic habitats in a more 
unified manner (e.g., as a single entity or assessment), a number of approaches will be evaluated. 
Options to be explored in preparation for HOLAS III will include a simple one-out-all-out assessment 
to combine the independent indicator assessments (per assessment unit), an integration of the 
pelagic components (i.e., zooplankton and phytoplankton indicators) via the BEAT tool, and other 
relevant methods identified as of potential relevance (e.g., possible approaches set out in Lehtinen 
et al. 2016). The unified assessment of pelagic habitats will also be supported by a confidence 
evaluation to address the intricacies of the applied approach, built-in assumptions, and parameters 
that have been intentionally left out (e.g., other relevant taxonomic groups). 

4) to ensure progress towards a devoted pelagic habitats assessment approach in the HELCOM region 
and the most appropriate approach for HOLAS III and the development towards a designated 
approach to assess pelagic habitats as a broad, self-standing entity.  

The assessment of pelagic habitats will be further advanced by reviewing established and published 
assessment approaches, for example building on the work carried out in ICES (Tam et l. 2017) and 
OSPAR, the latter includes the indicator based on change in the balance of plankton lifeforms 
(McQuatters-Gollop et al. 2019), or proposals assessing functional characteristics of phytoplankton 
taxa and food web functioning (Lehtinen et al. 2016). We will test conceptual applicability and data 
availability in the HELCOM region for such approaches, evaluate the possibility to apply a more 
complex multimetric approach using the data underlying the two existing indicators (i.e. linking the 
food base (phytoplankton) to primary consumers (zooplankton), and compare the outcomes to this 
‘unified’ assessment to those based on the indicators, including the combined approach developed 
under step 3. Addressing the linkages between functional groups within key plankton categories (e.g., 
zooplankton and phytoplankton) may offer a more detailed level of integration and a more unified 
evaluation of pelagic habitats. Based on this evaluation, the project will devise a proposal for how 
future work on pelagic habitats can be carried out for HOLAS III, and beyond. Cooperation with 
OSPAR via relevant Expert Groups and sister projects will be initiated (e.g. via project kick-off 
workshop), ongoing processes in HELCOM will also be joined (e.g., workshop on pelagic habitats), 
existing HELCOM Expert Group (e.g., PEG and ZEN) will be involved, and State and Conservation will 
guide the project work. 

The operationalisation (i.e., implementation of threshold values and regional-scale spatial coverage) of 
indicators and development towards a specific assessment of pelagic habitats will directly address a known 
gap (e.g., indicator work plan on pelagic habitats) and improve the regional assessment for biodiversity; the 
information obtained would also be of value for advancing foodweb assessment.  

The work on pelagic habitats under BLUES is done in close cooperation with existing HELCOM Expert Groups 
(ZEN and PEG) and builds on recent achievements of other projects. The project also strives for close 
cooperation with other RSCs (e.g., OSPAR) and sister projects working on similar tasks. The work will run in 
parallel to other initiatives aiming at improving data flows for pelagic habitats (e.g., the Baltic Data Flows 
Project), address regionally identified weaknesses in assessment (e.g., indicator work plan on pelagic 
habitats), build comparability with work under other RSCs, and offer support for MSFD implementation and 
reporting. 

Currently the HELCOM BLUES project partners working under task 2.3 are focusing work on the existing 
HELCOM indicators related to pelagic habitats. Supported by improved data flow development taking place 
under the Baltic Data flows project the leads are aiming to provide update methodologies and threshold 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%205%20Pelagic%20habitats_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators.docx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%205%20Pelagic%20habitats_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators.docx
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value proposals, where required, by State and Conservation 15-2021. To address pelagic habitats in a broader 
form than only on via topic specific indicator (i.e. just zooplankton or only phytoplankton) the project 
partners will subsequently explore options to carry out a unified assessment of pelagic habitats. The following 
possible approaches have been discussed: 

• Integration of the two existing indicators using the BEAT biodiversity integrated assessment tool. 

• Integration of the two existing indicators but utilizing chlorophyll as a common thread in that 
integration. 

• Review of published approaches (e.g. OSPAR and ICES) to assess appropriate options for the Baltic 
Sea region. 

• Close cooperation with sister projects (e.g. NEA PANACEA in the OSPAR region). 

The HELCOM Workshop on Pelagic habitats (HELCOM Pelagic WS 1-2021) will be an important step to plan 
the work on this theme. As the ToR mentioned (cf. Annex 1), the workshop will be guided by the State and 
Conservation Working Group. Information flow to State and Conservation is a key factor after the workshop 
to maintain information flow, discuss future developments and gain approval on the proposed work ahead 
towards HOLAS III. The HELCOM Secretariat will also ensure good information flow between the relevant 
expert groups, such as PEG, ZEN, EN BENTHIC, IN EUTROPHICATION, FISH and EG MAMA as well as 
administrative support to the workshop. 

The Secretariat is currently working on preparing the invitation and agenda for HELCOM Pelagic WS 1-2021 
and will circulate soon such information to the relevant HELCOM subsidiary bodies and nominated experts. 
To improve the synergies between the Workshop and the work being done under BLUES the Secretariat has 
proposed to slightly alter the timing of the Workshop in the last week of May 2021 (compared to the timing 
originally proposed in the ToRs). By delaying the workshop from the initially proposed schedule, it will allow 
better preparation and also provide the opportunity for development work on the topic under the HELCOM 
BLUES3 project. 

With reference to HOD 59-2020 (cf. Outcome, para 6.10), the Contracting Parties nominated experts for this 
workshop.  

  

 
3 The “HELCOM Biodiversity, Litter, Underwater noise and Effective regional measures for the Baltic Sea” (HELCOM BLUES) project 
is led by HELCOM and co-funded by the European Union. More information at https://blues.helcom.fi 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
https://blues.helcom.fi/
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Terms of References for HELCOM Workshop on Pelagic Habitats (HELCOM Pelagic WS1-2021) 
Approved by the 59th Meeting of the Heads of Delegation (HOD 59-2020, para 6-10), based on the document 
6-16. 

The HELCOM Workshop on Pelagic Habitats (HELCOM Pelagic WS1-2021) will be a single event to bring 
together regional experts on the topic and synthesise information into a solid plan ahead, the ultimate goal 
of the process being an improved and functional assessment of pelagic habitats for the Third Holistic 
Assessment of the Baltic Sea (HOLAS III). 

Validity of ToR 
Single event Workshop planned for late February 2021 (Period of validity for the overall work: Autumn 2020 
– autumn 2023). 

This Workshop will be a single event and further extension of the work or further meetings or Workshops 
will be carried out via discussion with, and decisions made by State and Conservation. 

Main aims and focus of the group 
1) Review the topic specific work plan generated in the Second HELCOM Indicator Workshop (Pelagic Habitats 
work plan) and any relevant regional projects addressing the topic;  

2) Review policy requirements for an assessment of pelagic habitats;  

3) Review the updated ‘zooplankton mean size and total stock (MSTS)’ HELCOM indicator;  

4) Review the updated ‘seasonal succession of dominating phytoplankton groups’ HELCOM indicator;  

5) Devise possible approaches to integrate the two existing indicators into an assessment of pelagic habitats;  

6) Identify key components of an assessment of pelagic habitats (i.e. missed by these tow indicators alone);  

7) Discuss and identify alternative and improved pelagic habitat assessments and their viability for use in 
HOLAS III; 

The work in HELCOM on indicators and assessments needs to be driven by the best available scientific 
knowledge, but should also consider aspects that may influence the design or application of assessment, 
including: the need for comparable and harmonized regional assessments, potential sub-regional variation, 
data availability and ecologically relevant assessments of status. These factors are key in the development of 
a solid assessment, and confidence evaluation, that offers the broadest and most inclusive regional coverage 
possible. 

Organization of work 
A core team, including Chair(s) for the workshop, will be identified to plan the agenda and preparatory work 
for the workshop.  

The Workshop will be guided by the State and Conservation Working Group. Information flow to State and 
Conservation is a key factor after the workshop to maintain information flow, discuss future developments 
and gain approval on the proposed work ahead towards HOLAS III. Where relevant national or regional 
projects may also offer relevant input to the Workshop and work ahead. 

The HELCOM Secretariat will provide administrative support to the workshop. The indicator coordinator 
(owen.rowe@helcom.fi) and the Professional Secretary responsible for State and Conservation 
(Jannica.Haldin@helcom.fi) will act as contact points to support the preparation and running of the 
Workshop. 

The Secretariat will ensure good information flow between the relevant expert groups, such as PEG, ZEN, EN 
BENTHIC, IN EUTROPHICATION, FISH and EG MAMA. 

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/6-16%20Progress%20on%20filling%20gaps%20in%20knowledge%20for%20HOLAS%20III.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/6-16%20Progress%20on%20filling%20gaps%20in%20knowledge%20for%20HOLAS%20III.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%205%20Pelagic%20habitats_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators.docx
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/INDICATOR%20WS%202-2019-676/MeetingDocuments/Workplan%205%20Pelagic%20habitats_Work%20Plan%20for%20future%20work%20on%20HELCOM%20indicators.docx
mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
mailto:Jannica.Haldin@helcom.fi
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Reporting 
The Chair(s) of the workshop will report back to the State and Conservation WG on the activities of the 
workshop. For State and Conservation WG this will take the form of an agenda item at WG meetings. 

Membership 
Nominations for the core team to plan the workshop will be provide by CPs. 

Nominations for the workshop will be provided by CPs. It is anticipated that this Worksop will be dominantly 
formed of experts already nominated to existing HELCOM Expert Groups (e.g. the Zooplankton Expert 
Network (ZEN) and the Phytoplankton Expert Group (PEG)) that currently address specific independent 
components of the Baltic Sea pelagic system. Additional nominations are anticipated where Experts have 
knowledge related to the assessment of pelagic habitats as an integrated/single entity.  

Nominations should be submitted to the Secretariat (owen.rowe@helcom.fi) by Friday 30 October, 2020. 

Provisional time plan and proposed workflow 

Step 1: Nominations to populate the CG – 30 October 2020 

Nominations of national Experts will be made by State and Conservation Contacts to the Secretariat 
(owen.rowe@helcom.fi) by Friday 30 October, 2020. 

Step 2: Identify preparatory work required – by 30 November 2020 

Known preparatory work includes: 1) Identify a core team to plan the agenda and preparatory work; 2) 
update of the zooplankton and phytoplankton indicators to include full coverage and threshold value 
application; 3) Gather key reference material to share in preparation for the Workshop;, 4) Gather short 
presentations on national approaches used for pelagic habitats; 5) Identify key presenters and preparatory 
work for the Workshop. 

Step 3: Workshop – late February 2021 

The following topics will be addressed at the Workshop: 

• Aims of Workshop (short introduction); 
• HOLAS III and indicator development deadlines (short introduction); 
• Topic specific indicator work plan (short introduction); 
• Policy requirements (short introduction); 
• Updated zooplankton indicator (short overview); 
• Updated phytoplankton indicator (short overview); 
• Data availability for pelagic indicators (ICES, COMBINE database, follow up on data flows workshop); 
• Other aspects of relevance (e.g. bacterioplankton); 
• National approaches (short presentations from Contracting Parties, where applicable); 
• Possible integration of existing HELCOM indicators (presentation/discussion); 
• OSPAR tied approach and life-form index (presentation and discussion); 
• Define plan ahead for HOLAS III 

o What will be done for HOALS III (existing indicators, new approach) 
 Link between indictors and anthropogenic pressures 

o Will these be test cases, a generic overall assessment, or a form of indicator assessment 
 Explore the potential of developing a more nested approach (assessment on 

different levels for species, functional groups and at higher level as proxy for 
biomass/abundance) comparable to OSPAR 

o Will threshold values be applied, if so on what basis 

mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
mailto:owen.rowe@helcom.fi
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 Possibilities for alignment of baselines/threshold value setting between the different 
indicators to support integration 

o What abiotic factors should be included and how 
 Scrutinize how information of related indicator assessments (other components, 

certain pressures, e.g. eutrophication) can be used in the assessment of pelagic 
habitats 

o What information is needed to support the assessment of pelagic habitats in the HOLAS III 
report 

o What will be the required work ahead to achieve the assessment at HOLAS III and who will 
take it forward 

• Outcome to be provided to State and Conservation (circa April 2021). 
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Assessment of food webs (CG FOODWEB and HELCOM BLUES) 
With reference to the Outcome of the 59th Meeting of the Heads of Delegation (HOD 59-2020, para 6.7 and 
6.10) and after consultation with the nominated experts, the First Meeting of the HELCOM Correspondence 
Group on Food webs (CG FOODWEB 1-2021) was held online on 15-16 April 2021.  

The Outcome of CG FOODWEB 1-2021 is available on the HELCOM Meeting Portal. As described in the 
paragraph 5.6, the participants discussed further steps to have a proposal for the methodology/assessment 
of food webs for HOLAS III.  

The meeting agreed to formulate such proposal on the approach/methodology but also concluded that it 
was unlikely that specific proposals on threshold values would be achievable by HOLAS III.  

This section contains an extract of the CG FOODWEB 1-2021 Outcome regarding the next steps for 
assessment and methodology for HOLAS III. Based on the Outcome, the proposal will be presented to 
STATE&CONSERVATION 15-2021 (submission deadline 7th September) and HOD 61-2021 (Annex 2). 

Initial plans for the further work of CG FOODWEB 
The initial plan, developed by CG FOODWEB 1-2021, should be supported, and guided by CG FOODWEB. 
Linkages with ongoing projects were identified: HELCOM BLUES (B), MetDev (D) and annotated in the group 
aims below. 

Group aims:  

1. Collate available methods, focus on indicator based assessment methods (mid-May TBC) 

• check BONUS XWEB review (access if possible) 

• ICES groups, JRC, BalticAtlantis 

• Secretariat compile list and adapt review table 

• pros and cons 

2. Identify key trophic guilds/functional groups (sub-regional?) - key spp. groups within - B  

3. Identify drivers (link to MetDev – ask support to identify them) - M  

4. Overview of structures and dynamics of above (descriptive linking of energy, dynamics, etc.) - B  

5. Next meeting of CG Foodwebs – second half of May (doodle poll) 

6. Select method with potential, pros and cons + table template 

7. Identify best option for HOLAS III and long-term development 

8. What can be done for HOLAS III - test cases/overview 

9. Review policy application and ecological relevance 

10. Summarise data requirements/needs/availability (possibly ask CPs on availability) 

11. Document to State and Conservation 15 (7 September latest) on plans for HOLAS III 

• Review of what is available vs what would be needed (and what can be achieved with 
existing) 

• Review by other relevant ENs and WGs 

12. Indicator/Assessment development  

13. Threshold value development (input from other ENs needed) 

• Possibly longer-term, pending steps 9-11. 

  

https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/HOD%2059-2020-784/MeetingDocuments/Outcome%20of%20HOD%2059-2020.pdf
https://portal.helcom.fi/meetings/CG%20FOODWEB%201-2021-879/default.aspx
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Integrated biodiversity assessment tool (BEAT) (Baltic Data Flows and 
HELCOM BLUES) 
The BEAT tool is planned to be used for the integrated biodiversity assessment in HOLAS III. Since HOLAS II, 
indicator development has taken place and both further developed and new indicators will likely be available 
for inclusion in the BEAT assessment in HOLAS III. The HELCOM BLUES4 project is adapting the BEAT tool to 
incorporate the new indicators and the Baltic Data Flow project is developing BEAT to allow for a more 
transparent assessment. This secetion reviews the BEAT assessment structure as used in HOLAS II and 
outlines the foreseen assessment structure in HOLAS III.  

During the indicator development work leading up to HOLAS III it has also become apparent that indicator 
leads and experts working with the biodiversity indicators do not have a clear understanding of the use of 
the indicators beyond the indicator evaluations, e.g. their role in the integrated assessments. As a 
consequence, the indicator leads have limited insight into the BEAT tool and the integration approach, which, 
in turn, risks causing impediment to these processes as the indicator development has not been done with 
these in mind. To allow for a timely update of BEAT and solving potential assessment issues in advance of the 
tool endorsement at STATE & CONSERVATION 15-2021, it is proposed that a joint HELCOM BLUES and Baltic 
Data Flow workshop on BEAT developments will be held in late summer/autumn 2021. The workshop would 
be an opportunity for relevant experts to get a deeper understanding of the BEAT tool and its functionality, 
as well as function as a platform for discussing and resolving a number of open issues in relation to HOLAS III 
(presented in this section). 

Foreseen use of the BEAT tool in HOLAS III 
The biodiversity assessment tool (BEAT) was used in HOLAS II for the integrated assessment of biodiversity. 
BEAT primarily integrated the HELCOM core indicators per ecosystem component (birds,marine mammals, 
fish, benthic habitats and pelagic habitats). In coastal areas, national WFD indicators were also used in the 
assessments of the benthic and pelagic habitats. Below a brief overview of the HOLAS II integrated 
biodiversity assessment structure is given. For a detailed description of the BEAT methodology, please 
consult the HELCOM Thematic assessment of biodiversity 2011-2016. 

To ensure that any potential issues related to how BEAT will be used in HOLAS III can be resolved in advance 
of the endorsement at State & Conservation 15, it is proposed that a joint HELCOM BLUES and Baltic Data 
Flow projects Workshop is arranged in late summer/autumn 2021. The following topics are foreseen to need 
input from the Contracting Parties and to be discussed and resolved at the proposed Workshop:  

-give advice on the spatial assessment level for each ecosystem component 

-give advice on how the results for marine mammals should be integrated 

-give advice on how to present the results for birds 

-give advice on if broad habitat types should be assessed in BEAT 

-give advice on how/if to include national WFD indicators in the assessment 

The specific questions are marked with bold font in the in the sections below. 

Spatial scales 
In HOLAS II, it was agreed to present the integrated results at an ecolgically relevant scale. This varied 
between the ecosystem components, but mainly reflected the spatial assessment scale used in the indicator 
assessments of the respective ecosystem component: benthic and pelagic habitats were assessed at HELCOM 
spatial assessment level 4, fish at level 3, marine mammals at level 2 and birds at level 1. In open sea areas, 

 
4 The “HELCOM Biodiversity, Litter, Underwater noise and Effective regional measures for the Baltic Sea” (HELCOM BLUES) project is 
led by HELCOM and co-funded by the European Union. More information at https://blues.helcom.fi 

http://www.helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends/holistic-assessments/state-of-the-balticsea-2018/reports-and-materials/
https://blues.helcom.fi/
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fish (commercial fish stocks) were assessed according to the subdivisions used in ICES. Regarding spatial 
assessment scales, it is foreseen that the ecosystem components will use the same HELCOM spatial 
assessment levels as in HOLAS III. 

Potential issues  
If new fish indicators are available in the open sea area, a decision on how to handle the ICES subdivisions is 
needed. Ideally, the assessment should be made using HELCOM spatial assessment units. Should the ICES 
subdivision be aggregated (by area-weigthed means) to HELCOM spatial assessment units? 

For pelagic habitats, the zooplankton MSTS indicator is assessed at spatial assessment level 2. Should the 
MSTS indicator be downscaled to level 4 for integrating with the coastal indicators and to present the 
results at spatial assessment level 4? 

Ecosystem components 
Within the ecosystem components, indicators were integrated using weighted means according to the BEAT 
structure and methodology. Marine mammals were an exception, where the seals were assessed per species, 
using the OOAO principle for the indicators. Also at the step from species to seal level OOAO was used. It is 
foreseen, that an indicator for harbour porpoise will be included in HOLAS III. Is it preferred to present the 
results for marine mammals at species level, or is there a need to include an additional integration step for 
marine mammals in the assessment, namely integrating cetaceans and seals to the marine mammals level? 
For birds, fish, benthic habitats and pelagic habitats it is foreseen that weighed means will be used for 
integrating indicators. 

Should birds also be assessed at functional group level in BEAT? This will likely lead to a slightly different 
result when integrated to Birds level compared to how the indator is calculated. 

Should benthic and pelagic habitats also be assessed at broad habitat type level in BEAT? This would require 
that the assessed broad habitat types are indicated in the indicator assessment. 

Indicators 
Since HOLAS II indicator development work has been ongoing and a number of new core indicators are 
foreseen to be used in HOLAS III. Below, the indicators assumed to be included in the HOLAS III integrated 
biodiversity assessment are listed per ecosystem component. 

Marine mammals 
- Distribution of Baltic seals (grey seal, ringed seal, harbour seal) 
- Population trends and abundance of seals (grey seal, ringed seal, harbour seal) 
- Nutritional status of seals (grey seal) 
- Reproductive status of seals (grey seal) 
- Abundance of harbour porpoise? (under development in HELCOM BLUES) 
- Bycatch? (under development in HELCOM BLUES) 

Fish 
- Abundance of coastal key fish species 
- Abundance of coastal fish key functional groups 
- Abundance of salmon spawners and smolt 
- Abundance of sea trout spawners and parr 
- Commercial demersal fish 
- Commercial pelagic fish 
- Non-commercial fish? (under development in HELCOM BLUES) 
- Length distribution indicator? (under development in HELCOM BLUES) 
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Birds 
- Abundance of waterbirds in the breeding season (Functional groups per sub-basin?) 
- Abundance of waterbirds in the wintering season (Functional groups per sub-basin?) 
- Bycatch? (under development in HELCOM BLUES) 

Benthic habitats 
- State of the soft-bottom community, open sea areas above permanent halocline 
- Oxygen debt, open sea ares below permanent halocline 
- Shallow water oxygen indicator? (under development in IN-EUTRO) 
- National WFD indicators in coastal areas? (macrofauna indices, macrophyte indicators, water clarity, 

oxygen)? 

Pelagic habitats 
- Seasonal succession of dominating phytoplankton groups 
- Zooplankton mean size and total stock 
- Cyanobacterial bloom index 
- Chlorophyll-a 
- Diatom/Dinoflagellate index is not foreseen to be included in BEAT in HOLAS III 
- National WFD indicators in coastal areas? (Chlorophyll-a) 
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