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Background 
This  document  contains  a  leaflet  on  Baltic  Sea  harbor  porpoise  including  information  on  its  biology, 
distribution, threats, protection and proposals for action. 
 

Action required 
The meeting is asked to take note of the information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FOR PROTECTION OF THE BALTIC SEA ENVIRONMENT

THE BALTIC SEA 
HARBOUR PORPOISE 
NEEDS PROTECTION

FOR PROTECTION OF THE BALTIC SEA ENVIRONMENT
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Today we know that there are three 
populations of porpoises in the Baltic 
Sea region. These populations are 
different both genetically and in the 
shape of the rostrum (snout or beak)1, 

2. The populations must be considered 
as separate conservation units, each 
with separate management measures 
and protection. The populations 
reside in (1) the North Sea, Skager-
rak and northern Kattegat, (2) the 
southern Kattegat and Belt Seas, and 
(3) the Baltic Sea proper, as shown in 
the map above. 

Female porpoises give birth to one 
calf almost every year, which means 
they are pregnant and lactating 
simultaneously for most of their 
lives. Gestation is approximately 
10.5 months and calves suckle for 
6‐9 months, although they do start 
eating solid food at approximately 2-5 
months of age4. 

In the Kattegat and Skagerrak, the 
mean conception date is around 
25 July, and birth takes place 
approximately 10.5 months later with 
the peak in June. In the Baltic Sea 
reproduction takes place about one 
month later, with mean conception 

Harbour porpoise populations in the Baltic region

The geographic locations of the 
population boundaries are not fixed; 
for example porpoises from the Belt 
Sea population and the Baltic proper 
population seem to alternate using 
the same area in the German Baltic 
Sea area during different times of 
the year3. Porpoises from the Baltic 
proper move southwest to German 
waters during winter and then return 
northeast again during summer, 
while animals from the southern Kat-
tegat and Belt Seas primarily use Ger-
man Baltic waters in summertime.

Porpoise reproduction
date around 18 August5, 6, 7 and 
birth in July. Studies indicate that 
female porpoises prefer certain 
areas for calving and are rather 
stationary when tending for their 
young calves8. This information 
and the timing of reproduction 
is essential when considering 
conservation measures, since areas 
where porpoises reproduce and 
raise their calves are especially 
important to protect. Based on 
timing of reproduction and the 
distribution of animals, important 
areas for porpoise protection can be 
identified.
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SAMBAH – Static Acoustic Monitoring of the Baltic Sea 
Harbour Porpoise – is an international project funded by the 
EU through the LIFE-program and national sources. It involves 
all EU countries around the Baltic Sea, with the ultimate goal 
to secure the conservation of the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise. 
Porpoises use echolocation clicks to orientate themselves, to 
find food and communicate, making it possible to acoustically 
detect the presence of porpoises. Although it is not possible to 
tell the difference between two individuals (they all sound the 
same), SAMBAH use data from 300 porpoise click detectors 
deployed throughout the study area in the Baltic Sea for two 
years between June 2011 and May 2013 to estimate abundance 
and distribution of porpoises in the Baltic Sea.
During 2014, the data collected by the detectors will be 
analyzed to produce density and abundance estimates and 
distribution maps. The project will also identify hotspots, 
habitat preferences and areas with higher risk of conflict with 
anthropogenic activities. 

The SAMBAH 
project

Porpoise prey
The relatively small body size of 
harbour porpoises means that they 
need constant access to prey. Studies 
suggest that porpoises need to eat 
between 4‐9.5% of their body weight 
each day9, 10.

Harbour porpoises are opportunistic 
predators feeding mainly on small 
schooling fish. Prey size is often 
less than 30 cm, and even though 
porpoises are sometimes seen in 
large aggregations (often where prey 
density is high), they are believed to 
hunt individually. In the Baltic region, 
the main prey species are herring, cod 

and sprat, but also gobies and sandeel 
are common food for porpoises.

There is an apparent decline in prey 
species diversity from the North Sea 
towards the Baltic Sea, as an effect 
of the decrease in salinity and the 
resulting decrease in the total number 
of species11. This in turn may mean 
that the Baltic Sea harbour porpoises 
are more vulnerable to declines in the 
populations of their prey species than 
porpoises in areas where the diversity 
of available prey is higher.

Cod
Cod can grow to over one meter in 
length, however porpoises prefer to 
prey upon cod smaller than 30 cm. 
Cod spend most of their time close 
to the sea floor feeding on other fish 
and invertebrates.

Herring
Herring are very energy-rich and 
are common throughout the Baltic 
Sea. They live most of their lives in 
large schools in the water column, 
feeding on zooplankton.

Sprat
Similar to herring, sprat is a pelagic 
species, living in schools. They also 
feed on zooplankton. 
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The map shows the first results of the 
SAMBAH project (see info box, previous 
page). Each dot on the map represents a 
porpoise click detector device anchored in the 
Baltic Sea. 

All black dots represent detectors where, at 
least once during the two years 2011-2013, 
there has been a detection of a harbour 
porpoise. This confirms the data on incidental 
sightings collected by various organisations 
around the Baltic Sea - there are porpoises 
present as far north as in Finnish waters. 

Colours in the map show approximate relative 
densities of animals. Darker blue colour 
represents higher densities. Densities are 
highest in Denmark, decreasing gradually 
towards the east and north.  Southern Sweden 
and German waters have rather high densities, 
and it seems like porpoises use waters of 
southern Sweden to a higher degree than 
previously known. 

One of the most important findings in 
SAMBAH is the relatively high densities of 
porpoises in offshore areas on and around 
several offshore banks in the Baltic Proper, 
for example Kriegers Flak between Sweden, 
Denmark and Germany, and the Southern 
and Northern Midsjö banks south of Öland 
and Gotland. Also, the confirmed presence 
of porpoises in Latvia and Lithuania is new 
and important information for porpoise 
management.

Geographic distribution of 
porpoises in the Baltic Sea



Current threats to harbour porpoises

If you see a porpoise
If you see a live porpoise at sea or a dead animal washed ashore, reporting your 
sighting will help researchers gather more information about this species. Be-
low you will find contact information for organisations in all countries around 
the Baltic Sea that collect data on porpoises, dead or alive:

The known threats to the Baltic har-
bour porpoises are incidental catches 
(“bycatches”) in fisheries, high loads 
of toxic and persistent harmful sub-
stances, disturbance by underwater 
noise and reduced amounts of prey.

Harbour porpoises are primarily 
caught in gillnets with large mesh 
size, such as nets for cod or salmon.
The impact of so called “ghost nets”, 
lost by the fishermen, may be con-
siderable. The current bycatch rate in 
the Baltic Sea is unknown. However, 
as the population size is likely to be 
very small, even a few bycatches per 
year pose a significant threat to the 
population.

As the harbour porpoise is a top 
predator feeding on fatty fish, high 
levels of environmental contaminants 
are accumulated in their bodies. Tox-
ic and persistent harmful substances 
are known to affect reproduction, 
immune system and hormonal levels. 
In top predators of the Baltic Sea, lev-
els of PCB and DDT are decreasing, 
while levels of new hazardous sub-

stances such as flame retardants and 
glazing agents are increasing12, 13. The 
levels of the toxic glazing agent PFOS 
has been found to be among the high-
est in European marine mammals14, 15. 

Harbour porpoises are totally de-
pendent on hearing for their survival. 
This makes them very sensitive to 
underwater noise. In the sea, the 
average noise level has increased 
steadily since engine-driven ships 
were introduced. The Baltic Sea has 
some of the busiest shipping lanes in 
the world, and engine and cavitation 
noise and the use of sonar equipment 
are potentially harmful to porpoises. 
Additionally, the rapid increase 
in offshore constructions such as 
wind farms can have major impact 
on harbour porpoises. The noise 
from pile driving has been shown to 
decrease harbour porpoise density 
up to approximately 20 km from the 
pile-driving site16, 17. In a long-term 
study, the detection rate of harbour 
porpoises had only recovered to 11-
29% of the baseline level more than 
ten years after construction18.

Country Organisation Website Email address
Sweden Swedish Museum 

of Natural History
www.nrm.se/tumlare tumlare@nrm.se

Finland Ministry of the 
Environment

http://www.itameriportaali.
fi/fi/pyoriainen/fi_FI/havain-
tolomake/

penina.blankett@ymparisto.fi
olli.loisa@turkuamk.fi
kai.mattsson@sarkanniemi.fi

Estonia http://loodus.keskkonnainfo.
ee/lva/

Latvia Dabas Dati,
Nature Protection 
Agency, 
Latvian Museum 
of Natural History

live: www.dabasdati.lv
dead: www.daba.gov.lv, 

dead: www.dabasmuzejs.
gov.lv

Lithuania State food and 
veterinary service,  
Lithuanian Marine 
Museum

dead: http://vmvt.lt/

live or dead: http://www.
muziejus.lt/

Russia Baltic Fund for 
Nature

www.bfn.org.ru bfn@bfn.org.ru

Poland Hel Marine Sta-
tion, University of 
Gdańsk

www.morswin.pl hel@ug.edu.pl

Germany German Oceano-
graphic Museum

www.meeresmuseum.de/
sichtungen

sichtungen@meeresmuseum.de

Denmark Hvaler.dk www.hvaler.dk hvaler@hvaler.dk
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The Baltic Sea harbour porpoise is 
watched by several international di-
rectives, regulations and agreements. 
In the Habitats Directive (Council 
Directive 92/43/EEG), the European 
Commission has listed the species as 
in need of Special Areas of Conserva-
tion, and in need of strict protection. 
Council Directive 812/2004 concerns 
bycatches of dolphins and porpoises. 
According to this directive, it is for-
bidden to use salmon drift nets in the 
Baltic Sea, acoustic deterrence devices 
(“pingers”) must be used in some bot-
tom set gillnet fisheries, and bycatch 
observers are obligatory in others. 
However all countries do not fulfil 
the obligations of protected areas and 
monitoring in the Baltic Sea, and the 
fisheries obliged to use pingers and 
observers only constitute a very small 
part of the total fishery. 

In the Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive (MSFD, Directive 08/56/
EC), eleven descriptors have been 
selected for assessment of the status 
of Europe’s seas and oceans. Examples 
of indicators that are directly relevant 
for harbour porpoises and their habi-
tat are maintenance of biodiversity, 
non-harmful levels of pollutants, and 
underwater noise. 

In addition to these EU directives, 
there are two important international 
agreements. The Agreement on the 
Conservation of Small Cetaceans of 
the Baltic, North East Atlantic, Irish 
and North Seas (ASCOBANS) has 
the aim of achieving and maintain-
ing a favourable conservation status 
for small cetaceans in the agreement 
area, and has developed action plans 
that outline recommendations and/or 
actions for the three harbour porpoise 
populations in the Baltic region.

The Helsinki Commission (HEL-
COM) is an environmental regional 
sea convention. To assess the status of 
the Baltic Sea environment, HEL-
COM is developing biodiversity core 
indicators, some of which focus on 
marine mammals. HELCOM has also 
adopted a recommendation for the 
protection of the Baltic Sea harbour 
porpoise.

International protection of the Baltic Sea harbour porpoise CCB proposals for action

•	 Use available information on spa-
tial and seasonal distribution of 
porpoises to designate protected 
areas in the Baltic Sea and to 
take other relevant conservation 
measures such as time and space 
restrictions on fishing gear, with 
high risks of bycatch of porpoises 
(for example gillnets).

•	 Identify areas used for reproduc-
tion and nursing and ensure these 
areas are given strict protection.

•	 Mitigation to avoid bycatch 
should take place on a large scale. 
Continued efforts on evaluation 
and development of non-harmful 
fishing gear and pingers are badly 
needed.

•	 Introduce a continuous joint 
monitoring program for the 
status of the Baltic Sea harbour 
porpoise population under the 
MSFD.

•	 Introduce permanent passive 
acoustic monitoring of harbour 
porpoises on relevant installa-
tions and structures in the Baltic 
Sea such as windmills, bridges, 
lighthouses and buoys. 

•	 Introduce more effective moni-
toring and reporting of bycatch, 
not only of porpoises but of all 
marine mammals, sea birds and 

protected fish species. Continue 
the development and evaluation 
of automatic surveillance of by-
catch, for example using CCTV.

•	 Set up a system for easily accessi-
ble reporting of porpoise sight-
ings via Facebook/twitter, e.g. 
organized within HELCOM.

•	 Work for the full implementation 
of the Recovery Plan for

•	 Baltic Harbour Porpoises (Jastar-
nia Plan) in all ASCOBANS 
countries and link this work to 
the fulfilment of the MSFD.

•	 Establish regional recommenda-
tions for reduction of underwater 
noise and include mitigation in 
MSFD program of measures. 

•	 Work towards increasing aware-
ness of leisure boat owners of the 
noise generated by such boats.

•	 Urge all sonar manufacturers and 
users to stop using frequencies 
below 150 kHz, and ban such 
frequencies if voluntary measures 
are insufficient.

•	 Make sure that the negative 
impact on harbour porpoises and 
seals is minimized during mili-
tary exercises and operations.

•	 Make removal of ghost nets a 
priority, especially in areas with 
high densities of porpoises, in the 
MSFD program of measures.



www.ccb.se

CCB contact information
Coalition Clean Baltic
Östra Ågatan 53
SE-753 22 Uppsala, Sweden
Phone +46 18 711155 or 711170
Fax +46 18 711175

            www.ccb.se

About CCB
In 1990, non-governmental 
organizations from countries around 
the Baltic Sea united and established 
Coalition Clean Baltic (CCB) in 
order to cooperate in environmental 
issues concerning the Baltic Sea. CCB 
is a network for cooperation and 
coordination between environmental 
NGOs active in the Baltic Sea 
catchment area. CCB is politically 
independent and consists today of 22 
member organisations.
CCB has three distinguishable 
functions:
•	Support	and	coordinate	the	network	
of NGOs and being a link between 
the local and international level
•	Support	and	help	fund	projects	in	
CCB organizations
•	Represent	the	CCB	members	in	
international fora such as HELCOM 
and BS RAC
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