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Background 
The HELCOM 2013 Ministerial Meeting agreed to modernize the HELCOM MPAs database by 2014 and to 
make it publicly available. The activity was intended to be carried out as part of PROTECT II project. 
However, the application for funding from the Nordic Council of Ministers was declined. HELCOM 35-2014 
invited the Contracting Parties to consider possible contributions to fund the work. Pending funding the 
Meeting is invited to make further plans to carry out the modernization of the database.  
 
This document contains background on the content of the database and presents different options for 
developing the new database. 
 
Please note that the Annex 1 “Detailed layout of the current HELCOM MPAs database” is included as a 

separate attachment in the HELCOM Meeting Portal: ATT1 Modernization of the HELCOM MPA database. 

 

Action required 
The Meeting is invited to review the requirements of the new database in terms of content, discuss pros 
and cons of the different database options, and propose a work plan for the HELCOM database on 
protected areas. 

  

http://portal.helcom.fi:81/meetings/HABITAT%2016-2014-104/MeetingDocuments/4-2%20ATT1%20Modernization%20of%20HELCOM%20MPA%20database.pdf
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Modernization of the HELCOM MPA database 
 

Background 

The HELCOM MPAs1 database (http://bspa.helcom.fi) was updated for the 2013 Ministerial Meeting within 

the PROTECT project. During the update process it became evident that the database and the database 

application should be further developed to enable better updating and interoperability in relation to other 

protected areas database frameworks e.g. Natura 2000, and to include a mapping component. Currently 

there is no possibility to report GIS data layers and there is no link from the database to the HELCOM Map 

and Data Service. The current database application, while relatively simple, is outdated. It was created in 

2005 by a third party contractor, and therefore the Secretariat cannot modify or further develop the 

current database without substantial cost. The database is in need of restructuring, and especially the data 

visualization tools such as graphs, tables and maps need to be enhanced. This was also recognized in the 

2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration where it was agreed to “modernize by 2014 the 

HELCOM BSPA database to make it publicly available”. GEAR 6-2014 further proposed that, pending 

funding, the planned activities of the PROTECT project should start with modernization of the database. 

For the HELCOM HOD 45 meeting PROTECT project mapped options for further developing the HELCOM 

MPAs database, taking into account parallel development of OSPARs protected areas database. The 

following two development options have been identified (see also Table 1): 

1) To develop a database application by the Secretariat 

2) To make use of the platform developed by the French consultant Alkante, with slight 

modifications. This platform is already used for MPA databases by OSPAR, MAIA2 and 

PANACHE3. 

 

 

Contents of the current BSPA/HELCOM MPA database 

The current BSPA/HELCOM MPA database can be found at http://bspa.helcom.fi. It is divided into the 

following nine sections (details are displayed in the separate Annex 1): 

1. General information 

2. Selection criteria 

3. Management 

4. Protection status 

5. Problems and Threats 

6. Important Habitats 

7. Important Species 

8. Important Biotopes 

9. Important Biotope Complexes 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Former BSPAs 

2
 MAIA = Marine protected areas in the Atlantic Arc (UK, France, Spain and Portugal) 

3
 PANACHE = Protected area networks across the Channel system (UK and France) 

http://bspa.helcom.fi/
http://bspa.helcom.fi/
http://portal.helcom.fi:81/meetings/HABITAT%2016-2014-104/MeetingDocuments/4-2%20ATT1%20Modernization%20of%20HELCOM%20MPA%20database.pdf
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Comments regarding the current BSPA/HELCOM MPA database 

When the current database was updated in July 2013 the Secretariat asked the Contracting Parties to 

provide comments on content and reporting of the BSPA/HELCOM MPA database. Comments were 

received from Poland and Finland. Problems which arose during the actual update process were also 

recorded. 

The layout of the database caused some general confusion, as did some of the subcategories and their 

wording. For example the difference between the categories “important breeding area” and “important 

reproduction area” was unclear. The same problem was found with the threat categories, where it in some 

cases was reported difficult to separate “existing” and “potential” threats for the MPAs. 

One Contracting Party proposed to include pop up information boxes by each data entry point, to refrain 

from free text fields and instead use drop down menus as far as possible. More flexible search functions 

were also requested, for example the ability to search for endangered species by country. 

During the update it became clear that the management plan section also needs to be updated. Many 

HELCOM MPAs have more than one management plan, and in many cases these overlap. In the current 

database information can only be entered for one plan, and there is no possibility to show the area of this 

management plan on the map. A section for information on the period for which the management plan is 

valid or when it should be renewed also needs to be included. Another problem lies in the interpretation of 

the management plans; they are often detailed for the terrestrial areas (such as islands), but do not always 

contain information on management of the actual marine or sub-surface habitats. Guidance is needed on 

how such information should be entered to the database, bearing in mind that the foremost aim is to 

provide information on protection of the marine environment.  

It also seems that the database needs to be better suited for Natura 2000 information. A majority of the 

HELCMO MPAs overlap with one or several Natura 2000 sites, and therefore the database must enable 

entering more than one Natura 2000 code. The overlapping Natura 2000 areas also need to be displayed on 

the map. The list of important habitats was reported to lack some Natura 2000 habitat types, e.g. 3270, 

7150. 

The legal protection status caused some confusion, as one Contracting Party reported that “Natura 2000 

network is the EU contribution to the Emerald network (sites designated under the Bern convention) so for 

the EU Member States it is not fully logic that N2000 is in a different part (International legal protection) 

than Emerald network (Additional protection). Current structure is only logic for the Russian Federation.” 

This issue needs to be clarified. 
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Options for the new BSPA/HELCOM MPA database 
 

Option 1: Database developed by the Secretariat 

The strengths of option 1 are that the database can be tailored to specific needs of HELCOM, and as the 

customization would be done by  the Secretariat, possible future modifications would be more flexible and 

cost-effective (Table 1). This option would enable the possibility of integrating the database to the already 

existing HELCOM data and map service. This option requires hiring of expertise in web application 

development to the Secretariat for approximately 4 – 6 man months, and carries the uncertainty of 

estimating time and resources needed for development. In addition migration of data from the old 

database to the new one is estimated to require 1 – 2 man months of work depending on the extent of 

desired modifications. The database in option 1 would be hosted by the Secretariat. 

Cost estimate:  

 4 – 6 man months for web application development: 12 960 – 19 440 €  

 1 – 2 man months for migrating to the new database: 3 240 – 6 480 € 

 Total: 16 200 – 25 920 € 

 

Option 2: Database developed by Alkante 

The strengths of option 2 are that the database would be built on an existing and tested platform which is 

already used for MPA databases (by OSPAR, MAIA2 and PANACHE3), and that those Contracting Parties 

which are also OSPAR Contracting Parties (Sweden, Denmark and Germany) could use the same tool for 

updating all their MPAs. The existing platform can to some extent be modified to meet the needs of 

HELCOM. In option 2, the protected areas maps can be provided via OGC WMS web mapping interface, 

which would enable linking maps to the HELCOM data and map service with small customization effort. 

This option requires collaboration with the external consultant Alkante, which might not be as flexible as 

building the database in the Secretariat. The code for the database would be owned by Alkante, which 

means that future modifications to the database will entail further costs. Alkantes preliminary cost 

estimate for developing the HELCOM MPAs database is 25 000€, which includes deployment of editorial 

tools, integration of collaborative tools, integration of mapping tools and creation of dedicated graphical 

identity. Any additional features and modifications will raise the price. In addition to this, migration of data 

from the old database to the new one is estimated to require 1 – 2 man month of work from the Secretariat 

and half a month for enabling web mapping link to HELCOM Map and Data service. The database hosting in 

option 2 has not been defined yet.  

Cost estimate:  

 Alkante developing the new database: minimum of 25 000€ 

 1 – 2 man months for migrating to the new database: 3 240 – 6 480 € 

 ½ month for enabling web mapping link to HELCOM Map and Data service: 1 620 € 

 Total: 29 860 – 33 100 € 
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Table 1. SWOT table of the two options two further develop the HELCOM MPAs database. 

Option 1. Developed by the Secretariat Option 2. Developed by Alkante, 

(modifications on an existing platform) 

Strengths Weaknesses Strengths Weaknesses 

 Requirements can 
be tailored to 
HELCOM specific 
needs 

 Hosting by 
secretariat - no 
additional running 
costs after 
completed 

 Flexibility for small 
development work 
after the project 
has been 
completed 

Resources needed for 
executing the 
development of the 
database. 

 Already 
operational and 
tested product 

 Adaptable to 
most of HELCOM 
purposes with 
small effort 
 

 Further 
development may 
be required but is 
not so flexible and 
requires 
contracting (costs) 

Opportunity Threat Opportunity Threat 

 Make use of 
synergies from 
other HELCOM 
data projects (e.g. 
use of similar 
software 
development 
platform such as 
Oracle APEX 
Application 
builder) 

 Current GIS data 
can be used from 
the HELCOM Map 
and Data service, 
which can be 
integrated to the 
portal. 

 Development may 
need more 
resources than 
estimated, which 
can lead to  
increased 
development costs 
or that the product 
requirements may 
not be met in the 
first development 
 

 Sweden, Denmark 
and Germany 
could use the 
same reporting 
format to OSPAR 
and HELCOM 
database 

 Maps can be 
provided directly 
from the database 
via OGC WMS 
web mapping 
interface, but this 
includes a greater 
workload for the 
Secretariat 
compared to 
integrating the 
HELCOM Map and 
Data service in 
the portal. 

 Hosting costs – 
funding will need 
to be secured 
from the HELCOM 
budget if hosted 
by third party 

 Software code will 
be owned by 
Alkante so it 
cannot be 
modified without 
contracting. 

 

The exact cost estimate for option 1 depends on the amount of development work needed and falls 

between 16 200 and 25 920 €. The crude cost estimate provided by Alkante for option 2 is 25 000 €, and 

with the migration work added the cost estimate is between 29 860 and 33 100 €. The main difference in 

cost is that the use of option 2 would most likely entail in higher overall costs. Also the possible annual 

running costs for hosting in option 2 needs to be taken into account.  

Currently there is no funding for the restructuring of the HELCOM MPAs database, as the application for 

the PROTECT II project to Nordic Council of Ministers was declined. 
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Proposed next steps and timetable 
 

Preparation 

May 2014 HABITAT 16 to discuss the options for modernization of the HELCOM MPAs 

database and the future content of the database. 

May 2014 Establish a technical task group with the assignment to consider how the new 

database should be shaped. This group would benefit from including 

representatives from Sweden, Denmark and Germany, who are familiar with the 

OSPAR MPAs database. 

September 2014 Technical task group to inform HABITAT intersessionally on the suggested 

structure and content of the new HELCOM MPAs database. 

End of September 2014 Comments by HABITAT contacts 

 

Implementation 

When work on developing the new database can be started, the following time-table is expected: 

2 – 3 months Database structure ready 

1 – 2 months Migration of data into the new database 

1 month Database testing and updating data 

In total: 4 – 6 months Publishing the new HELCOM MPAs database 

 


