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Background 
According to the HELCOM 2013 Ministerial Declaration, Contracting Parties are obliged to: 

- develop by 2015 a new HELCOM Recommendation on conservation plans for species, habitats and 

biotopes which are at risk of extinction (paragraph 4B). 

The attached draft is an expert opinion of a German consultant who was contracted by the German Federal 
Agency for Nature Conservation. 

 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to:  

- take note of the expert draft, 
- discuss the content, 
- arrange the further work in order to meet the 2015 deadline. 
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Protection of Baltic Sea underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope 

complexes at risk of collapse according to the HELCOM Red List (Expert 

opinion for a new HELCOM Recommendation) 
 

THE COMMISSION, 

RECALLING Article 15 of the 1992 Helsinki Convention and in particular the obligation for 

Contracting Parties to take measures to conserve and protect biodiversity of marine and coastal 

areas, 

HAVING REGARD TO HELCOM Recommendations 21/4 on the Protection of heavily endangered or 

immediately threatened marine and coastal biotopes in the Baltic Sea area and Y/Y on the 

Protection of Baltic Sea species in danger of becoming extinct according to the HELCOM Red List, 

BEARING IN MIND HELCOM Recommendations 15/1 on Protection of the Coastal strip and 16/3 

on Preservation of natural coastal dynamics, 

HAVING REGARD TO the EUNIS related HELCOM Underwater Biotope and habitat classification 

(HELCOM HUB, BSEP No. 139), 

BEING DEEPLY CONCERNED about the alarming situation of Baltic Sea underwater biotopes, 

habitats and biotope complexes presented in the 2013 HELCOM Red List (BSEP No. 138), 

BEING AWARE that many of the Baltic Sea biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes are at risk of 

collapse according to recent and previous assessments (BSEP Nos. 75, 113, 138), and that, 

concluding from the 2013 HELCOM red-list assessment (BSEP No. 138), the underwater biotopes 

generally seem to have become more threatened since the previous red-listing in 1998 (BSEP No. 

75), 

AIMING at effective protection of HELCOM red-listed biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes, 

RECALLING the goal of the 2007 HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) to achieve a favourable 

conservation status of marine biodiversity, and the commitment to ensure that threatened and / 

or declining marine biotopes / habitats in the Baltic Sea have largely recovered by 2021, 

RECONFIRMING the agreement of the 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration that 

habitats and biotopes included in the HELCOM Red Lists are priorities for protection, that 

measures to halt the loss of all red-listed marine habitats and biotopes in the Baltic Sea should be 

taken, their recovery should be facilitated, their degradation and fragmentation should be 

significantly reduced by 2020, and to this end conservation plans for habitats and biotopes at risk 

of extinction should be recommended, 

RECONFIRMING FURTHER the commitment of the 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial 

Declaration to achieve by 2020 an ecologically coherent network of well-managed marine 
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protected areas providing specific protection to those habitats and biotopes included in the 

HELCOM Red Lists, 

RECONFIRMING ALSO the HELCOM Recommendations 35/1 on Coastal and marine Baltic Sea 

protected areas, 24/10 on the Implementation of ICZM, 19/1 on Marine sediment extraction, 17/3 

on Information and consultation with regard to construction of new installations, 28E/5 and 28E/6 

on Municipal and On-site wastewater treatment, respectively, 25/4 on Measures aimed at the 

reduction of discharges from fish farming, as well as the revised nutrient reduction targets defined 

in the 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration, the implementation of which will 

contribute substantially to the protection and conservation of HELCOM red-listed underwater 

habitats, biotopes and biotope complexes, 

RECALLING that by 2020, according to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) COP 10 (2010) 

Strategic Action Plan for Biodiversity 2011-2020 and its associated Aichi Biodiversity Targets, which 

are also addressed under the EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020, the rate of loss of all natural 

habitats shall be at least halved and where feasible brought close to zero, degradation and 

fragmentation shall be significantly reduced (Aichi Target 5) and fisheries shall have no significant 

adverse impacts on vulnerable ecosystems (Aichi Target 6), 

HIGHLIGHTING that, for those Contracting Parties being also EU Member States, actions and 

measures of this Recommendation will support the national and regional implementation of the 

EU Habitats Directive (HD, 92/43/EWG), Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD, 

2008/56/EC) and Water Framework Directive (WFD, 2000/60/EC), 

RECOGNISING that all HELCOM red-listed underwater biotope complexes of the Baltic Sea 

correspond to “Natural habitat types of Community Interest whose conservation requires the 

designation of Special Areas of Conservation” according to Annex I HD, implying that Member 

States shall take all appropriate measures to maintain or restore these natural habitats to 

favourable conservation status, 

RECOGNISING FURTHER that all HELCOM red-listed habitats and biotopes fall under the definition 

of “Special habitat types” according to the MSFD, and thus their protection and conservation 

contributes directly to achieving the Good Environmental Status the MSFD aims at, 

NOTING however that the HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes and habitats do not fall under 

the strict protection regime of the HD, since they are not listed in Annex I HD, and therefore 

protection of red-listed habitats and biotopes is required beyond the scope of HD in order to 

achieve the aims of the BSAP, the targets of the 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial 

Declaration, the CBD COP 10 Aichi Targets and for EU Member States the aims of the MSFD and 

WFD, 
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RECOMMENDS to the Contracting Parties to the Helsinki Convention 

1. to include in and/or update national legislation to provide general legal protection for specific 

underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes each within their whole natural range,h 

giving priority to those categorised as “critically endangered”, “endangered” or “vulnerable” in 

the 2013 HELCOM Red List (BSEP No. 138),1 

1.1. to prohibit activities which might cause  destruction of or other significant adverse effects 

on the aforementioned biotopes, habitats and/or biotope complexes,2 

1.2. to permit exemptions to these prohibitions only upon application, and if the relevant 

adverse effects can be compensated for,3,4  

1.3. to make an EIA or similar procedure obligatory for every plan or project which could cause 

the destruction of or other significant adverse effects on HELCOM red-listed underwater 

biotopes, habitats and/or biotope complexes, including documentation of the occurrence 

or non-occurrence of such biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes to the relevant 

authorities through detailed maps,5 

2. to assess whether existing programmes and measures are effective and sufficient for the 

ecological assessment and protection of HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and 

biotope complexes and for the achievement of the respective targets from the 2013 HELCOM 

Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration, 

2.1. to determine what further measures are needed to address the key threats,h 

2.2. to further develop, test and apply the HELCOM generic decision-support tool for mapping 

possible negative impacts of specific fishing gear types on threatened and/or declining 

habitats and developing measures to address these impacts,l 

3. to take all necessary additional measures to ensure that, regionally, the loss of all HELCOM 

red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes will be halted, their recovery 

to favourable conservation status will largely have been achieved and degradation and 

fragmentation will be significantly reduced by 2020,l 

3.1. to ensure that HELCOM MPAs provide specific protection to HELCOM red-listed 

underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes, inter alia by including them as 

subjects of protection in legal provisions for existing MPAsb and by implementing 

                                                           
1 Rec 21/4 (a) (updated for underwater biotopes) 
2 Rec 21/4 (b) (slightly amended) 
3 Rec 21/4 (c) (amended) 
4 BNatSchG, §30 
5 Rec 21/4 (d) (slightly amended) 
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respective management plans, specific conservation and restoration measures (including 

areas with restricted uses, e.g. no-take areas, no-go areas), 6,e,h,l 

3.2. to consider whether any new sites justify selection as HELCOM MPAs for the conservation 

and recovery of HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope 

complexes,7,h,l 

3.3. to develop and implement conservation and/or restoration plans for HELCOM red-listed 

underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes, as far as necessary and feasible, 

with special regards to the habitats of particularly habitat-dependent HELCOM red-listed 

species,l 

3.4. to make provisions for sites with HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and 

biotope complexes as priority areas and/or sites of particular ecological significance in 

maritime spatial planning processes, 

4. to develop core indicators for the state of and pressures / impacts on marine habitats, to 

systematically investigate and regularly monitor the range, area covered, structures and 

functions (including habitat characteristics and species composition) of as well as pressures / 

impacts on HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes, thus 

facilitating derivation of targeted measures and evaluation of their effectiveness to achieve 

favourable conservation status,e,h,l to base all national and trans-national marine habitat 

mapping projects in the Baltic Sea area on the HELCOM Underwater Biotope classification 

system (HUB, BSEP N0. 139) and to give HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and 

biotope complexes priority in mapping,8 

5.  to raise awareness about the alarming situation of several Baltic Sea underwater biotopes, 

habitats and biotope complexes by communicating the current knowledge between 

Contracting Parties, and to  the fishery sector, international competent authorities, 

stakeholders and the general public,h 

 

6. to individually and collectively draw relevant issues to the attention of authorities competent 

for fisheries management,h in particular 

6.1. to encourage efforts to eliminate illegal, unregulated and unreported fisheries, particularly 

within no-take areas in the Baltic Sea, 

6.2. to propose collection and sharing of information on bottom-trawling activities (e.g. based 

on VMS data), correlation with the distribution of HELCOM red-listed underwater 

                                                           
6 Rec 35/1 (c), specified 
7 Rec 35/1 (a+c), specified 
8 Rec 21/4 (e) (updated and slightly amended) 
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biotopes, habitats and habitat complexes and utilisation of the results for the deduction of 

targeted measures, 

6.3. to request fisheries closures in areas where fisheries might have significant adverse 

impacts on HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes,h 

 

RECOMMENDS FURTHER to individually and collectively take efforts, and draw the attention to 

competent authorities as applicable, to implement specific measures targeted at the conservation 

of particular types of underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes, as proposed in the 

2013 HELCOM Red List (BSEP No. 138) and the respective Biotope Information Sheets as well as in 

the 2009 HELCOM Biodiversity Assessment (BSEP No. 116B) and the 2010 HELCOM Initial Holistic 

Assessment (BSEP No. 122), considering the examples listed in Annex I, 

 

RECOMMENDS ALSO to carry out the following work plan to ensure that the targets of the BSAP 

and the 2013 HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration concerning red-listed biotopes and 

habitats are achieved: 

a) HELCOM HABITAT to make the data gathered in the scope of the 2013 red-list assessment 

publicly available by 2015, e.g. through the pilot biodiversity data portal to by developed 

by the EU-RSC-data project in 2014, 

b) Contracting Parties to report on their activities taken to implement this Recommendation 

in 2016 and thereafter every six years, using an Excel-based templet, as depicted in Annex 

II, 

c) HELCOM HABITAT to update the Checklist of Baltic Sea macro-species in 2017 and 

thereafter every six years, 

d) HELCOM HABITAT to assess the conservation status of Baltic Sea biotopes, habitats and 

biotope complexes in 2019 and 2024, and thereafter every six years, and to propose 

further programmes and measures to maintain favourable conservation status, or to 

improve the conservation status for those biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes not 

yet in favourable conservation status,h 

e) HELCOM HABITAT to include in the assessments outlined in (d) an evaluation of whether 

fisheries authorities have undertaken all necessary measures to ensure that, by 2021, 

fisheries have no significant adverse impacts on red-listed habitats and biotopes, 

f) HELCOM HABITAT to develop a methodology for mapping of and data collection on 

endangered Baltic Sea habitats, biotopes and biotope complexes, as well as improved 

assessment methods, by 2020, and to revise it every six years,h 
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g) HELCOM HABITAT to assess the implementation of this Recommendation in 2021 and 

thereafter every six years,  

h) Contracting Parties to increase their efforts and take all necessary steps to fill any shortfalls 

in implementation of this Recommendation, and to maintain or further improve the 

conservation status of red-listed biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes also after 2021. 
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Annex I: Examples for specific measures targeted at the conservation of particular types of 

HELCOM red-listed underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes 

The examples are based on threats described and activities proposed in the 2013 HELCOM Red List 

(BSEP No. 138) and the respective Biotope Information Sheets as well as in the 2009 HELCOM 

Biodiversity Assessment (BSEP No. 116B) and the 2010 HELCOM Initial Holistic Assessment (BSEP 

No. 122). 

 

HELCOM red-listed benthic photic habitats and biotopes 

Prohibition of anchoring (also for leisure shipping) in areas with red-listed benthic photic 

habitats and biotopesf 

Particular consideration of Zostera beds,h Charales and Najas biotopes, photic coarse 

sediment and shell gravel biotopes when implementing measures 3.1 and 3.2 

Zostera beds,h Charales 

and Najas biotopes 

Adaptation of coastal protection measures to the requirements 

of nature protectionh 

Photic stony bottoms Particular consideration of the sensitivity of these habitats to 

activities such as bottom trawling, offshore construction work 

and exploitation of soil resources when implementing 

measures 1.1-1.3f 

HELCOM red-listed benthic aphotic habitats and biotopes 

Measures to avoid introduction of further invasive alien species (e.g. measures concerning 

maritime traffic and aquaculture) and reduce a further spread of invasive alien species 

already present in the Baltic Sea, development and implementation of a respective risk 

management planc 

Biotopes populated by 

Arctica islandica 

Particular consideration of the impacts of sand extraction on 

these biotopes when implementing measures 1.1-1.3f 

Maërl beds Prohibition of commercial extractionf 

Restriction of fishing gear which might damage maërl beds in 

areas where this biotope occursf 

Sea-pen biotopes Particular consideration of known and potential occurrences 

when implementing measures 6.2 and 6.3 

HELCOM red-listed pelagic photic and aphotic habitats and biotopes 

Particular consideration of potential significant influences of constructions on the water 

exchange between the basins or the mixing of the water layers when implementing 
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measures 1.1-1.3 

Measures to avoid introduction of further invasive alien species (e.g. measures concerning 

maritime traffic and aquaculture) and reduce a further spread of invasive alien species 

already present in the Baltic Sea, development and implementation of a respective risk 

management planc 

Measures to reduce marine litter and particularly microplastics in the Baltic pelagic 

environment 

Measures to achieve and maintain a healthy pelagic food web with specific regards to 

populations of commercially exploited fishes as pelagic predators or crucial food sources for 

marine mammals (inter alia measures proposed in the 2003 HELCOM / OSPAR Statement on 

the Ecosystem Approach to the Management of Human Activities) 

Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management in the Baltic Sea, 

considering the 2003 HELCOM / OSPAR Statement on the Ecosystem Approach to the 

Management of Human Activities, the 2006 HELCOM Ecological Objectives for an Ecosystem 

Approach and the BSAP 

Baltic seasonal sea-ice biotope 

Targeted research projects to broaden the knowledge on the biotope, its role in the 

ecosystem and its vulnerability, with specific regards to the effects of oil spills and 

contaminants 

Measures to effectively protect the vulnerable sea-ice biotope (in particular response 

measures to oil spills and contamination in sea-ice covered regions) 

Measures concerning maritime traffic (taking advantage of the PSSA status of the Baltic 

Sea): 

 Obligation of specific training for captains and officers as a prerequisit for shipping in 

the sea-ice covered parts of the Baltic Sea in winter 

 Restriction of ship traffic in the Baltic Sea during winter to ships with reduced black 

carbon emissions, particularly in the ice-covered parts of the Baltic Sea 

 Restriction of ship traffic in the Baltic Sea during winter to ships with specific 

technical provisions to reduce the risk of oil spills, particularly in the ice-covered 

parts of the Baltic Sea (e.g. obligation for ice class 1A Super unless the ship is 

accompanied by an ice breaker, double-hull constructions) 

 Restriction of transport of dangerous goods in the Baltic Sea during winter, in 

particular in the ice-covered parts of the Baltic Sea, 
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 Establishment of Areas To Be Avoided (during the winter season) in the Eastern Gulf 

of Finland and the Northern Bay of Bothnia 

Measures for the mitigation of climate change:f 

 Leading role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions on a national and regional scale 

 Active role in international negotiations on climate change mitigation and 

greenhouse gas reduction 

Red-listed sandbank and mudflat biotope complexes 

Particular consideration of the effects of cables and pipelines, mineral extraction and 

dumping of dredged material on these biotope complexes when implementing measures 

1.1-1.3 

Particular consideration of the effects of bottom trawling on these biotope complexes when 

implementing measures 6.2 and 6.3 

Buying of licences for sand and gravel extraction which have already been assigned in areas 

of red-listed sandbank, mudflat and sandflat biotope complexes, e.g. by using financial 

resources from monetary compensatory measuresg 

Reefs and submarine structures made by leaking gases 

Particular consideration of the effects of cables and pipelines on these biotope complexes 

when implementing measures 1.1-1.3 

Restriction of touristic activities impacting these biotope complexes, e.g. scuba diving 

Reefs Prohibition of stone fisheries 

Submarine structures 

made by leaking gases 

Fisheries regulations in a 240 m radius around bubbling reefs 

Red-listed estuary, lagoon, inlet, bay, island and islet biotope complexes 

Particular consideration of the impacts of the development and deepening of shipping 

channels, construction of harbours and marinas, building of dikes, bankering and filling up 

of sediment on these biotopes / biotope complexes when implementing measures 1.1-1.3 

Removal of dikes which are not necessary due to considerations of overwhelming public 

interest, restoration of the respective natural habitats and biotopes along the shore line 

Regulations for a sustainable tourism, regulations of recreational activities impacting 

biotopes and biotope complexes in coastal areas, including leisure shipping / boating,f 

Measures to minimise the impact of fisheries on these biotope complexes (inter alia 

measures proposed in the 2003 HELCOM / OSPAR Statement on the Ecosystem Approach to 
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the Management of Human Activities) 

Implementation of the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management in the Baltic Sea, 

considering the 2003 HELCOM / OSPAR Statement on the Ecosystem Approach to the 

Management of Human Activities, the 2006 HELCOM Ecological Objectives for an Ecosystem 

Approach and the BSAP 

Regulations for commercial ship traffic in sensitive coastal areas with red-listed biotope 

complexesf 

Coastal lagoons Particular consideration of lagoon areas and their natural 

dynamics when implementing measures 3.1 and 3.2f 

Red-listed island and islet 

biotope complexes 

Restriction of coastal constructions and dredging in areas 

where these biotopes / biotope complexes occurf 
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Annex II: Reporting format for HELCOM Recommendation X/X 

 

 


