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Background 

The HELCOM 2013 Ministerial Meeting agreed to assess the ecological coherence of the network of 

protected areas in the Baltic Sea by 2015. This was intended to be carried out as part of PROTECT II project, 

but the project lacks funds for the time being. HELCOM 35-2014 invited the Contracting Parties to consider 

possible contributions to fund the work. GEAR 6-2014 further proposed to split the work of PROTECT in two 

parts and to start with modernization of the database followed by the assessment of ecological coherence 

as a second step. 

To carry out the assessment of ecological coherence, criteria and strategies should be developed and jointly 

agreed on before beginning the assessment. The EC is currently developing methods and criteria for 

assessing representativity, adequacy and ecological coherence of EU MPA networks, and the HELCOM work 

on ecological coherence needs to be harmonized with the outcome of the EC process. Also, since the last 

analysis conducted in 2010 only four new HELCOM MPAs have been reported.  

 

Action required 

The Contracting Parties are invited to  

- discuss criteria for assessing ecological coherence,  

- report on new developments and plans regarding the designation of protected areas 

- decide on when it is timely to carry out the assessment. 

The EC is specifically invited to present the timetable and plans for work regarding criteria for ecological 

coherence of MPAs.  
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Assessment of ecological coherence of the network of HELCOM MPAs1 
 

Background 

The concept of ecological coherence is widely used, and has been adopted by for example the EC Habitats 
Directive (1992), the Convention on Biological Diversity (1992) and several regional sea organisations such 
as HELCOM and OSPAR. As such, the HELCOM definition for ecological coherence is for the most part 
identical to that of the IUCN (International Union for Conservation of Nature) and OSPAR i.e. based on the 
four criteria of adequacy, replication, representativity and connectivity. The latest OSPAR assessment 
executed in 2012 also used viability and large scale geographical distribution as criteria. In practice, the four 
HELCOM criteria take into account the size and shape of MPAs, the coverage of species, habitats and 
landscapes, the location of MPAs across biogeographic scales, as well as replication and between-site 
connections on different scales (HELCOM 2009). 

The HELCOM 2013 Ministerial Meeting agreed “to update by 2015 the assessment of ecological coherence 
of the network of protected areas in the Baltic Sea, with an evaluation of marine areas in need of further 
protection“. The previous assessment was carried out in 2010 (BSEP 124B).  

 

Previous HELCOM assessment of ecological coherence 

The previous assessment of ecological coherence of the network of HELCOM MPAs was made in 2010 (BSEP 

124B). This assessment was executed in three parts, the first including only the HELCOM MPAs, the second 

including only Natura 2000 areas in the Baltic Sea and the third including both HELCOM MPAs and Natura 

2000 areas. The assessment was based on benthic marine landscape maps, which were used as a proxy for 

broad-scale distribution and extent of ecologically relevant entities on the sea floor. The criteria used to 

assess ecological coherence were adequacy, representativity, replication and connectivity of MPAs 

network. 

The results show that in 2010 the network of HELCOM MPAs was not ecologically coherent. There were 

shortcomings regarding representativity, replication and connectivity of species and habitats, and the 

network was not adequate with respect to eutrophication, ship traffic intensity and fishing intensity. Only 

the size of the HELCOM MPAs was adequate. The assessment which combined the HELCOM MPA and 

Natura 2000 network showed the best results, as is to be expected as it is a combination of the two former 

categories. The 2010 assessment highlighted the need for more knowledge, for example regarding the 

limits for sufficient representativity. The previous assessment also failed to account for stepping stones, i.e. 

patch-like ecological corridors situated between two distant habitats. Stepping stones enable dispersal of 

species between two habitats, and directly improve connectivity. The assessment concluded that future 

studies need to be based on more detailed data and knowledge of thresholds for sufficient landscape and 

biotope representativity. 

 

Next assessment of ecological coherence for the HELCOM MPAs 

Currently, in April 2014, there are only four new HELCOM MPAs nominated since the last assessment of 

ecological coherence for the network of HELCOM MPAs was conducted. It is safe to assume that this does 

not change the outcome of the assessment markedly. In addition the European Commission (EC) has 

launched a study to develop methods and criteria for assessing representativity, adequacy and ecological 

coherence of EU MPA networks. A consortium led by Deltares and with Finnish Environment Institute 

(SYKE), Hellenic Center of Marine Research and AZTI Tecnalia as participants will propose and test 

                                                           
1 Former BSPAs. 
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operational criteria for MPA assessments, with the deadline of presenting their results to the EC early in 

autumn. The guideline document on the methods and criteria is expected to be finished and adopted by 

ECs Marine Strategy Coordination Group (MSCG) by the end of 2014. A marine expert group (MEG) meeting 

will be held in Brussels on 6 May 2014, where first input to the work is expected from the EU Member 

States. This new development, together with the scarce number of new HELCOM MPA nominations, gives 

reason to evaluate the timeline for the assessment of ecological coherence for the HELCOM MPAs. 


