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Background
In 2016 the HELCOM Explorer was launched. The Explorer provides an opportunity for the general public to
be informed of the implementation of HELCOM actions. It is also meant to provide background information
that can support a more in-depth understanding of HELCOM work e.g. by extracting information on actions
that are focusing on specific state components, pressures or activities.
The current Explorer was based on an already existing web-based interface. As agreed in the strategic plan
for the BSAP update it will now be updated to improve functionality and facilitate table views and extraction
of information as defined by the user. Some additional features are also planned to be added to the
underlying database, e.g. which specific activities that can be linked to the respective action if relevant.
This document outlines the information on that will be available in the underlying database (Attachment 1,
separate file). Annex 1 to the document includes use cases based on interviews with representative user
groups and a reflection on the feasibility to meet their desired features of the Explorer. Proposed functions
and initial sketches for the interaction design of the updated Explorer web application are presented in Annex
2 and through an interactive prototype (see links in the document). The visual design is however still to be
developed.

Action requested
The Meeting is invited to:
-

consider the proposals for an updated Explorer (Annex 2) and guide its further development,
taking note to specific questions highlighted in bold in this document and in Annex 1.

Page 1 of 10

GEAR 21-2019, 4-4

Background
The underlying database for the HELCOM Explorer is being updated in autumn 2019. In early 2020 the
development of the web-based interface will be initiated and in autumn 2020 countries will be requested to
update the reporting of actions from the current BSAP and Ministerial Declarations 2010 and 2013. The
updated reporting and launch of the new HELCOM Explorer are meant to provide background information to
the HELCOM Ministerial Meeting in 2021 and the adoption of the updated BSAP.
The reporting on HELCOM Recommendations that has taken place in 2018/2019 could also be included in
the updated Explorer, although no decision has been taken in this regard yet. The newly reported information
covers 38 HELCOM Recommendations that concern direct measures to improve the Baltic Sea.

Target audience
The HELCOM Explorer has a two-fold purpose; 1) it should make it possible for the interested general
audience to find information on the implementation of HELCOM agreements and 2) it should give the
opportunity for a more in-depth analysis of the information, be it by a Contracting Party or other party. The
web-based interface should thus both be attractive and intuitive to use but also give the opportunity to
retrieve as detailed information as available on the respective action.

Information in the underlying database
The underlying database will be updated in 2019 but still builds on the existing information that was collated
when the Explorer was set up in 2015-2016. Some additional information will be added as specified in this
document but due to the large number of actions it is not feasible to include any substantial number of new
features.
Three major types of information will be associated to each action:
-

-

-

Basic information; e.g. origin, target year, for which country(ies) that the actions is relevant. A new
feature that will be included in the database is the “legacy” of the action i.e. if it has evolved over
time
Associated attributes; e.g. category of actions, pressures, state components. New features that will
included in the database are activities and key type of measures that the actions can be associated
with
Level of accomplishment; the level of implementation at both regional and national level and
associated information to support the assessment.

Details on the available information is provided in Attachment 1.

User-centred design and user research
An external specialist in user-centred design has supported the development of current proposals to ensure
that the new Explorer will fulfil its purpose while being easy to use. In order to collect information to guide
the design process, the external consultant conducted a total of five interviews with representatives of
various user groups:
-

two NGO representatives
one journalist
one researcher
two CP representatives

An additional user group that was not interviewed is members of the general public who are interested in
HELCOM and the Baltic Sea.
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The interviews served both to form a general understanding of how the information in the HELCOM Explorer
can be useful for its intended audience, and to list specific objectives that users have in mind when accessing
the tool (see Use cases, below and in Annex 1). The interviews should be seen as qualitative background
information to inspire and guide the design process.

General findings
The following are some general reflections of information gathered through the user interviews.
•

•

•
•
•

•

The tool will be used quite infrequently by the vast majority of users. This means that users have less
possibility to learn how the tool works and little recollection of it from earlier uses, which puts more
focus on an intuitive user interface with functionality that is familiar from other contexts.
Country-specific information is important for all user groups, but so is comparing information about
a specific country (often the user’s own) to other countries. This may be obvious in the case of NGOs
and media, but also CP representatives wish to produce this information e.g. for their own policymakers, when they are contacted by media, or when considering how to implement actions.
The importance of being able to download all data for further analysis was mentioned by many users.
Most users will have an interest for all the types of information available, from the general to the
very detailed, with the exception of media which may not need the more detailed information.
For NGOs and media, it can be important to understand the types/categories of action, as these user
groups are particularly interested in practical measures rather than those actions that serve to
improve knowledge or cooperation.
In previous years, it has been difficult to follow up on actions when they have been updated,
reworded, split into two, become obsolete or replaced. A clear way of tracking actions to their
original versions would be useful.

Use cases
Use cases are situations in which someone accesses the tool in order to achieve a specific objective.
Understanding the goals that users have in mind helps decide what information to prioritise and how the
interface should work in order for the users to complete the task efficiently. In Annex 1, the use cases
uncovered in the user interviews are accompanied by more specific questions that exemplify what the users
might be looking for. All these questions were mentioned by the interviewed users in some form.
Please note that some of the use cases discovered during the user interviews may not be catered for in the
HELCOM Explorer database itself. Examples include the wish to access contextual information, e.g.
information available in HOLAS assessment results or on another website, or a request for information that
is currently not included in the database that underlies the tool. Such reflections are provided in a separate
column in Annex 1.
GEAR is invited to consider the questions highlighted in bold in the right most column of the table in Annex
1. These questions concern features that cannot be accommodated at present.

Proposed functionality and interaction design of the HELCOM Explorer
Based on experience by the Secretariat and interviews, and in communication with the Secretariat, the
external consultant created an interactive wireframe prototype to illustrate how the new HELCOM Explorer
could work.
A wireframe design is a blueprint that illustrates the structure of the service to be designed, the overall page
layout, the arrangement of interface elements, and the navigation – in other words, the wireframe focuses
on what information is presented where, what functionality is available, how the user moves around in the
service and how the service behaves in response. The wireframe does not consider graphics, typography, or
colour, only how it will work. The new visual design will be developed at a later stage.
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The proposed interaction design is based on the following basic ideas:
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•

Providing users who are less familiar with the BSAP and the Explorer with a simple overview, in the
form of a front page with a brief introduction, a couple of figures, some links, and an overview table
Providing users with a way of easily connecting the Explorer data to the real world and the BSAP,
understanding the basic categorisation of actions into segments, and viewing only some of the data
at a time, in the form of a segment pages that are similar to the front page but focused on one
segment each
Providing longer texts about context and technical matters on a separate page, to keep the front
page and segment pages light and accessible
Displaying country-wise information separate from the assessment of implementation at the
regional level
Providing a way to view all information on one single action at a time in a more accessible, readable
and focused way, presented as a list rather than as a row in a table (note: this proposed feature may
not be possible to implement with the given time and resources for the update)
Providing filtering and sorting functions in all tables, to let users restrict the data shown to that which
they are interested in
Allowing users to find individual actions by searching for words or phrases in the action title field
Letting more advanced users access all the data both in the web interface and as a tabular data
download (e.g. Excel or CSV)

The proposed design is documented with screenshots and explanations in Annex 2. Note that the proposals
use the name of segments and terminology as in the current BSAP and Explorer; this will updated according
to decisions taken during the BSAP update process.
In the interactive prototype, the functionality is illustrated and simulated to a limited degree, so that it is
possible to get an idea of how these basic ideas would work. The prototype does not simulate all
functionality, e.g. filtering, but indicates where that functionality would be presented. The interactive
prototype can be accessed at https://jzfned.axshare.com/front_page.html (password: accomplished).
With regard to the proposals in Annex 2, GEAR is specifically invited to consider the following options:
1) Which overview table option to choose: 1. regional/country, or 2. joint/national (see p. 8–9)?
2) What columns are most relevant to show in the overview table, in addition to action title and status
assessment (see p. 6)? (room for a total of 7–8)
a. level of action (in the case of the regional level tab)
b. segment
c. topic (also consider other attributes, e.g. activities, pressures, category of action)
d. origin
e. target year
f. regional status for country/national tab?
g. others?
Which “all data” options to choose: 1. all columns, or 2. selected columns + option to show more columns
(see p. 13–15)?

Figures
The web application can contain a pre-defined set of figures that are dynamically created by the system based
on the data in the database. This ensures that the figures are always in line with the data shown in the tool
as well as the data of the downloadable tabular data file. In addition, dynamically created figures allow
displaying more interactive content in the web application, for example mouse hover over a specific part of
the figure to see the exact value of the data in a pop-up window.
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In the proposed interface design, the suggested pre-defined figures are as follows:
•
•

The front page shows the regional assessment status of all actions, grouped by segment, one figure
for joint actions and another for national actions.
Each segment page shows the regional assessment status of actions of that segment, grouped by
topic or pressure, one figure for joint actions and another for national actions.

Figures 1 and 2 show examples of this based on the data in the BSAP implementation report for the
Ministerial Meeting 2018 (please note that appearance including colours etc. is not yet fixed).

Figure 1. Proposed figure for the front page of the HELCOM Explorer.

Figure 2. Proposed figure for the biodiversity page of the HELCOM Explorer.

An additional option, which may not be possible to implement at present, would be to allow the user a set
of predefined choices on what data to display as summary figures based on the selection of actions made by
the user.
GEAR is invited to consider if it is desirable to create figures based on selection of actions and attributes
made by the user.
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Annex 1. Use cases and comments
The table includes the use cases and questions uncovered in the user interviews, and comments from the
secretariat on whether the information requested can be accommodated based on available data and the
time and resources to update the HELCOM Explorer. The Meeting may wish to consider the questions
indicated in bold in the right-most column.
Use cases (bold) and questions
from interviews
Getting an overview of the
HELCOM Explorer and its data:

o

How do I tackle all this
information?

o

How up-to-date is this
information?

Relevant
for
user groups
All,
especially
those
less
familiar with the
BSAP and the
original Explorer
All,
especially
those
less
familiar with the
BSAP and the
original Explorer

All

Gaining background information
for explaining (to policy-makers,
to media, to general public) what
the benefits are of working
together through HELCOM and
what has been achieved
regionally and nationally:
o What are the positive
aspects of the work done
so far jointly and
nationally, with respect
to the BSAP actions?

All, especially CP
representatives
and media

Where has the most
progress been made?

All, especially CP
representatives
and media

What happens if the
actions
are
not
completed?
Understanding how the work
done within BSAP connects to
other goals, e.g. national
environmental goals or SDGs

Mostly
NGOs
and media

o

o

Mostly media

All,
especially
NGOs,
media
and researchers

Comment by secretariat on possibility to accommodate the
comment or desired feature

Can be accommodated through an overall intuitive interface,
separate pages for specific parts of the data (see proposed
wireframe), and an introductory page (see proposed
wireframe) with:
an explanation on what kind of information that can
be retrieved
an explanation on how the user can filter to display
different type of information
summarising figures
The introductory page to show date next to each table view.
Each joint and national action is proposed to include
information on when the status was last updated (new
feature)

This can be facilitated by summarizing figures and a
reflection on the front page and landing pages (see wire
frame). However, the Explorer is meant as a repository of
information on the implementation of HELCOM agreement
and will be updated at regular intervals as agreed by the
Contracting Parties. It is however expected to have low
maintenance requirements.
A number of summarising figures on the implementation of
agreements to be prepared and updated at the same
intervals as the reporting by countries is updated. From such
figures progress for e.g. specific segments or topics will be
evident.
Information not available in the Explorer.
Not available. This information is not included in the
underlying database and is not possible to add within time
and resources available to update the Explorer.
Would a link to national environmental goals or SDGs be
desirable feature for future updates of the Explorer?
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Use cases (bold) and questions
from interviews
Getting an overview of all
actions, of how the actions are
divided into segments, and of
how
implementation
is
progressing (the end goal is often
to provide introductory or
summarising information in
presentations/articles or to
summarise the situation for
policy-makers):
o How much has been
accomplished (overall
and per segment)?
o

o

o

o

o

What remains to be
done (overall and per
segment)?
How many countries
have completed each
national action (overall
and per segment)?
How many actions are
there of each category
(overall
and
per
segment)?
How many actions of a
specific category have
been accomplished vs.
not?
What has been reported
since
a
specific
time/year?

Investigating individual actions
more closely:

o

o

Where does it come
from? In what context
was it agreed upon?
How is it formulated in
the source?
Has it been completed?
By what countries?
When?

Relevant
for
user groups
All

Comment by secretariat on possibility to accommodate the
comment or desired feature
.

All

Data available. To be supported by summarizing figures and
the possibility for the user to filter and sort among actions
and attributes.

All

Data available. To be supported by summarizing figures and
the possibility for the user to filter and sort among actions
and attributes.
Data available. To be supported by summarizing figures and
the possibility for the user to filter and sort among actions
and attributes.

All

Mostly NGOs,
media,
and
researchers

Data available. To be supported by summarizing figures and
the possibility for the user to filter and sort among actions
and attributes.

Mostly NGOs,
media,
and
researchers

Data available. To be supported by summarizing figures and
the possibility for the user to filter and sort among actions
and attributes.

Mostly NGOs,
media,
and
researchers

Information not available. The underlying databases
currently only holds information on the current situation.
This feature could possibly be implemented in the future but
it is not possible to back-track timing of reporting on already
implemented actions.

Mostly
CP
representatives,
NGOs,
and
researchers
Mostly
CP
representatives
and researchers
All

Is it desirable to follow evolvement of implementation over
time? (noting that this feature cannot be met for past
reporting)

Data available on origin of all actions. The updated database
will include, as a new feature, information labelled as
“Legacy” which will include new information on whether the
formulations has changed over time.
Data partly available i.e. on what has been accomplished and
by what countries. CPs have not been asked to inform when
an action has been completed so the “when” cannot be
accommodated based on existing data.
Should countries in future reporting of national actions be
asked to indicate when an action was completed?
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Use cases (bold) and questions
from interviews
o Who is responsible for
completing it?

Relevant
for
user groups
Mostly
NGOs
and media

o

By what criteria is it
deemed accomplished?

o

What effect does this
action have?

Mostly
CP
representatives
and researchers
Mostly
NGOs
and media

Understanding the history and
progress over time (for e.g.
creating timelines and seeing
how
accomplished
actions
accumulate over time):
o When have actions been
accomplished relative to
the target year?

Mostly NGOs,
media
and
researchers

What actions are lagging
behind the target year?

NGOs,
media
and researchers

How have particular
actions developed over
time
(e.g.
reformulations, divisions
into two)?
Finding
inspiration
and
information
to
guide
implementation
in
other
countries (for CPs to inform their
own
implementation,
for
researchers, for NGOs exploring
how things can be done):
o How has a particular
national action been
implemented in other
countries overall (e.g.
through
which
legislation, which action
plan, which project…)?
Finding
information
on
implementation in the user’s
neighbouring countries, in order
to support implementation
planning in the user’s own
country (e.g. to ensure that
measures
of
neighbouring
countries do not conflict with
each other):

NGOs
and
researchers

o

o

NGOs,
media
and researchers

Comment by secretariat on possibility to accommodate the
comment or desired feature
Data available. The database includes information on
whether and action is implemented jointly or nationally and
in the latter case for which countries that the action is
relevant. It does however not include information on
responsibilities at the national level.
Information available.
Data not available. The database only includes information
on when an action has been implemented, not on the effect
it has had. In some specific cases it may be relevant to link to
e.g. results of PLC.

Data not available. Such information is not included in the
database and it is not possible to back track when actions
were reported as accomplished. Furthermore, CPs do not
report on when actions were accomplished.
Data partly available. Target year is included in the database.
If the target year has passed and the action is not
implemented, then apparently it is lagging behind. There is
however no specific information in the database on lagging
behind.
Information will be available. The updated database will
include, as a new feature, information labelled as “Legacy”
which will include new information on whether the
formulations has changed over time.

CP
representatives,
researchers,
NGOs

CP
representatives,
researchers,
NGOs

Information available through the reported information on
implementation by countries.

CP
representatives

There is no specific information available in the database on
this aspect. For the user that wish to download and analysis
national supporting information, some Information could
possibly support such analysis.
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Use cases (bold) and questions
from interviews
o How has a particular
national action been
implemented
a
particular country? Is
there
further
information
available
about this?
Following up on actions of
individual countries (e.g. for
creating
summaries
and
identifying priorities for policymakers, for writing media
articles, or for following up on
national commitments overall –
often focused on the user’s own
country):
o How many actions has
this
country
accomplished vs. partly
accomplished vs. not
accomplished?
o What specific actions
have
already
been
accomplished in this
country?
o How is this country doing
in comparison to other
countries?
o How
have
the
accomplished
actions
been reported? How
have they been done?
o What has this country
done in relation to a
particular topic?
o What remains to do in
this country? Why has it
not yet been done? Who
needs to do it?

Following up on the work in
specific working groups

Understanding the wider picture
(for writing media articles, for
general public wanting to go
grasp the context):

Relevant
for
user groups
CP
representatives

Comment by secretariat on possibility to accommodate the
comment or desired feature
Data available as supporting information on national
implementation of the actions.

All

All

Data available. The user has the possibility to filter the
implementation by specific countries.

All

Data available. The user has the possibility to filter the
implementation by specific countries.

All

Data available. The user has the possibility to filter the
implementation by specific countries.

All

Data available. For all actions reported as accomplished
there is associated information on how it has been
implemented.

All

Data available. The user has the possibility to filter the
implementation by specific countries.

All,
mainly
media and NGOs

Data partly available. The user can filter the data to show
what remains to do (not accomplished). Information on the
why and who is however not requested when countries are
reporting on the implementation.

Mainly
researchers and
NGOs

Mainly media

Should countries in the future be requested to report on
why an action has not been implemented or who is
responsible for the implementation?
This information is included in the underlying database but
was not planned to be displayed directly in the table views.
Instead it would only be included if the user chooses to
download all associated data to the actions.
Should responsible Working Group be displayed in table
views on the web-pages?
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Use cases (bold) and questions
from interviews
o What actions are new or
deal with new or
emerging issues, what
actions or issues have
been relevant for a
longer time?
o What’s most important?
o

What are the drivers
behind the issues?

Relevant
for
user groups
Mainly media

Comment by secretariat on possibility to accommodate the
comment or desired feature
Data partly available. The origin of the action also shows the
year it was agreed.

Mainly media

Information not available. There is no information on what
actions are more important than others.
Information not available. Such specification has not been
made and is not possible to carry out within the time-frame
and resources for the current updated process; to identify
drivers would require a project or tasks for working
groups/expert groups.

Mainly media
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Annex 2. Documentation of
proposed interface design
Update of the HELCOM Explorer
15 October 2019

Interface design by Sara Estlander of Co-op Bionautit
in consultation with the HELCOM Secretariat

Introduction
This document contains screenshots of the wireframe design of the
proposed interface for the updated HELCOM Explorer.
A wireframe design is a blueprint that illustrates the structure of the
service to be designed, the overall page layout, the arrangement of
interface elements, and the navigation – in other words, the
wireframe focuses on what information is presented where, what
functionality is available, how the user moves around in the service
and how the service behaves in response. The wireframe does not
consider graphics, typography, or colour, so it does not represent
how the new design will look, only how it will work.
In the interactive prototype, the functionality is illustrated and
simulated to a limited degree, so that it is possible to get an idea of
how these basic ideas would work. The prototype does not simulate
all functionality, e.g. filtering, but indicates where that functionality
would be presented. The interactive prototype can be accessed at
https://jzfned.axshare.com/front_page.html (passw.: accomplished).

Page structure & header
1. Front page contains brief introduction, figures, overview of all actions
2. One page per segment, contain introduction to segment, figures, overview of segment actions
3. One page for all data
4. About page: more text, technical information, contact details etc.
5. Logo or name ”HELCOM Explorer” (links to front page)

5

1

2

2

2

2

3

4

Front page
1. Brief intro to Explorer:
• what it is, background/context
• frequency of updating
• perhaps a reflection on the current
implementation status, e.g. “most
progress made in x”, “y lagging behind”

1

3
4

2. A handful of links to more info in other
web services, e.g. HELCOM website, State
of the Baltic Sea (later HOLAS III website)
3. A download link for all Explorer data
4. Two overview figures of all actions, as
discussed in meeting document
5. An overview table of all actions (see pages
6–9 below)

2

5

Segment page
1. Brief intro to segment:
• overall goals, sub-goals
• perhaps a reflection on the current status

1
3

2. A handful of links to more info in other web
services, e.g. HELCOM website, State of the
Baltic Sea and later HOLAS III website
3. Two overview figures of segment’s actions, as
discussed in meeting document
4. An overview table of segment’s actions (see
pages 6–9 below)

4

2

1

Overview table

5

Shown on front page and segment pages
1. Link to all data
2. Date when database was last updated
3. Two tabs, to group the information so it is
easier for the user to absorb than the full set
of data (two options, see pages 8–9)
4. Brief explanation of what’s shown in the
selected tab
5. Possibility to download the currently shown
table with all associated data (i.e. only the
rows shown, but including all those columns
that are not shown in the overview table)
6. Most important attributes in table form (see
page 16 below)

2

3

6

4

Overview table continued
7. Possibility to filter and sort by column where
8
relevant (excluding columns with free text)
• Filtering shows the number of rows returned
8. “Free text filtering” function available for the
action title, allowing the user to search for
actions whose title contains a specific word or
phrase
9. Clicking the action name opens the single
action view (see pages 10–11 below)

7

9

Overview table 1: Regional sea level vs. country level
• “Regional sea level” tab gives an overview of both joint and national actions from the regional
perspective, which allows seeing both joint and national actions related to e.g. a specific topic
• “Country level” tab shows one country at a time, chosen by the user in a drop-down list, which
allows following up on implementation in a specific country

Overview table 2: Joint actions vs. national actions
• “Joint” tab shows only joint actions
• “National” tab shows one country at a time, chosen by the user in a drop-down list (identical to
“country level” in option 1, except for an additional column for regional assessment)

Single action view
Note: this feature may not be possible to implement
with the given time and resources for the update.
Allows viewing all information related to one action
in a focused, easy-to-read, accessible way

1

Opened by clicking link in action name in any table
Shown in a “lightbox”, on top of the current page
1. Data presented in groups with subheadings,
(terminology TBD) making the page easier to scan
2. For national actions, status and supporting
information for each relevant country shown
underneath each other
• “Accordions” save space and allow the user to
either focus on one country at a time or view
several at the same time

2

Single action view continued
The following functionality is technically possible
but requires additional resources to implement:
3. Optional “pagination” to move to
next/previous action in table
• e.g. if the user has filtered the table by topic,
this would allow looking through all actions
of that topic without closing the lightbox and
opening a new one
4. Option to display links e.g. to pages on
HELCOM website for segment, working group,
origin

4
3

3

4
4

”All data” page
The “All data” page allows more advanced users to see all available columns for each action and to
download the full set of data.
The actions would be shown all in the same table, with both regional and country level
information shown at the same time. This provides a true overview, including national actions
presented on multiple rows, one for each country.
There are two options for how to deal with the large amount of columns (see following pages).
These options will be further explored in the following stages of the design process.

”All data” option 1: All columns

”All data” option 1: All columns
Note that the current Explorer is difficult to use not because it shows all columns, but because of
poor interface design. A well-working web implementation of a wide table is possible e.g. by:
• improving readability by shading every second row
• always showing the full title of the action and defining the row height accordingly; any longer
texts in other cells are truncated but shown when hovering the pointer on the cell (full texts also
shown in single action view)
• using screen real estate more efficiently: showing filtering options only when an icon in the
column heading is clicked, not “freezing” more columns than the action name
• improving the filtering functionality e.g. with an all/none option, with checkboxes instead of red
x vs. green checkmark
All this is difficult to simulate in the interface design software, but can be simulated in Excel.
Pros: truly shows “all data”; the user easily gets an overview of all the information available lets the
user perform any combination of filtering without downloading anything
Cons: requires horizontal scrolling to see all columns; requires careful implementation

”All data” option 2: Selected columns + “show more”
By default, the All data page could show a somewhat wider selection of columns than the overview
table, and also allow the user to choose more columns to show by using a drop-down list.
Pros: gives the user control of what is relevant and how much information to see
Cons: selecting columns to show is an unconventional, unfamiliar functionality; risks that the user
does not see what other columns are available; with more than about 8–9 columns visible, the
page will require horizontal scrolling (like option 1); more difficult to implement

Questions for GEAR
• Which overview table option to choose: 1. regional/country, or 2. joint/national (see p. 8–9)?
• What columns are most relevant to show in the overview tables, in addition to action title and
status assessment (see p. 6)? (room for a total of 7–8)
• level of action (in the case of the regional level tab)
• segment
• topic (also consider other attributes, e.g. activities, pressures, category of action)
• origin
• target year
• regional status for country tab (in the case of the regional/country option)?
• others?

