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Background 

This document summarizes the outcomes of the Seventh meeting of the ad hoc HELCOM Sal Expert Group 
(HELCOM SEAL 7/2013) held in Copenhagen, Denmark on 13-15 October 2013. The complete Outcome of 
the Meeting can be accessed here. 
 

Action required 

The Meeting is invited to take note and make use of the information. 

http://meeting.helcom.fi/c/document_library/get_file?p_l_id=19309&folderId=2458385&name=DLFE-54980.pdf
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Outcome of HELCOM SEAL 7/2013, Copenhagen, Denmark, 15-17 October 2013 

Limit Reference Levels for Baltic Seals 

The Meeting  

 recalled that during HELCOM HOD 43/2013, Finland agreed to the Limit Reference Level of 10,000 seals 
with the understanding that the haul-out fraction used in the calculations is 70% and that with this 
acceptance the HELCOM HoDs had finalized the agreement on LRL of 10,000 individuals in each species 
in each management unit.  

 welcomed the decision taken by HELCOM HoDs and stated that it is a big step forward. The Meeting 
emphasized that 10,000 individuals applies to the total population estimate for each species in each 
management unit, not to the haul out fraction of the population. 

 took note of the statement by Finland that Finland had accepted the LRL of 10,000 individuals with the 
view that: 

 the decisions taken now, setting the Limit Reference Level, shall not be a precedent for any future 
decision or it can’t be used in interpreting of a favourable conservation status to use minimum 
viable population (MVP) size with 1% extinction risk over 100 years, and 

 in applying the LRL in the given management area, the proportion of ringed seals counted out in 
censuses shall deemed to be 70% of the entire population of ringed seals in the given management 
area. 

 further considered the haul out fraction of 70% associated to the HoD decision. The Meeting made the 
following proposals for the haul out fractions to be used for the three seal species in estimating total 
population numbers: 

 For the ringed seal to the best knowledge, applying a firm 70% fraction would be unfounded, and 
for the time being 60-80% haul out fraction on the population trend line should be applied.  

 For the grey seal, the Meeting was of the opinion that a similar 60-80% haul out fraction on the 
population trend line should be applied pending further data, 

 For the harbour seals the knowledge-base is better than for the two other species and 56% is the 
average haul out fraction of seals according to several studies and this figure should be used. 

 emphasized that further research is needed to establish knowledge-based haul out fraction for ringed 
seals as well as for grey seals. In addition, studies using modern methods should be applied for harbour 
seals. 

 

Progress with national management plans 

The Meeting  

 considered the necessity to harmonise management plans for seals in the Baltic Sea region and recalled 
that according to the HELCOM Recommendation on Seal conservation one of the tasks of the HELCOM 
SEAL expert group is to “assist in harmonising National Management Plans for those cross-boundary 
Baltic Sea Seal Management Units mentioned in the Recommendation”. 

 was of the opinion that this task had not been fulfilled by the Group so far and agreed that improved 
practices for harmonisation of management plans within the Baltic Sea region should be employed. The 
Meeting noted that most if not all management plans have an English summary that could be used for 
this purpose, however, the Meeting also pointed out that any review and harmonisation is most 
relevant for plans that are under development and have room for accommodations with the view to 
improve regional harmonisation.  
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 agreed to form an ad hoc sub-group which will have the task to intersessionally review summaries of 
draft or existing national management plans and provide comments on them from the point of view of 
promoting regional harmonisation, to improve the approaches to harmonisation. This could be done 
intersessionally via email and skype and a summary report developed by the sub-group should be 
circulated to all SEAL Contacts for their use in national processes on management plans and reported to 
the next meeting of HELCOM HABITAT. In addition, HELCOM SEAL 8/2014 should also be informed of 
the summary report. 

 welcomed the willingness of the Chair of HELCOM SEAL, Mr. Anders Galatius, Mr. Tero Härkönen 
Sweden, Mr. Markus Ahola, Finland, Mr. Morten Olsen, Denmark and Mr. Ivar Jüssi, Estonia, supported 
by the Secretariat, to form such a sub-group.  

 invited the Contracting Parties to submit their summaries of national plans (preferably, and if available, 
draft plans, and otherwise existing plans) to the Secretariat (petra.kaaria@helcom.fi) by the middle of 
November 2013. The Meeting agreed that the sub-group should have time until the end of January 
2014 to draft the summary report which would be circulated to the Contacts and Observers of HELCOM 
SEAL by mid-March 2014 with the expectation that they can use the report for further development 
and harmonisation of national management plans and that they are also invited to provide feedback on 
the report. The consolidated summary report will be reported to HELCOM HABITAT 15/2014 by 17 April 
2014. 

 considered whether the target of the BSAP for national management plans “We AGREE to safeguard 
the long-term viability of the Baltic seal populations according to HELCOM Recommendation 27-28/2, 
by following its general management principles, and by 2012, to finalise national management plans 
and by implementation of non-lethal mitigation measures for seals-fisheries interactions” has been 
reached. The Meeting was of the opinion that the information contained in document 3/1 (Status of 
national management plans for seals) does not allow evaluating whether the target has been reached 
and agreed that the sub-group described in the previous paragraph should be tasked with providing an 
evaluation of whether the BSAP target for seals has been reached and that the evaluation should be 
included in the summary report of the sub-group developed by mid-March 2014.  

 

Harbour porpoise 

The Meeting  

 noted that HELCOM 34/2013 adopted the Recommendation 17/2 “Protection of Harbour porpoise in 
the Baltic Sea area”. 

 recalled that HELCOM SEAL 4/2010 agreed to review the status of the harbour porpoise database in 
each future meeting of HELCOM SEAL and noted that no updates have been received during the year 
2013. The Meeting took note of the empty reporting table available for reporting purposes of the 
Contracting Parties. 

 suggested using only acoustic and other systematically obtained monitoring data from the high density 
areas for harbour porpoise, i.e. Swedish areas along the Swedish west coast, all inner-Danish waters, as 
well as German waters west of the northern tip of Rügen, when reporting to the harbour porpoise 
database, and agreed to discuss this issue with ASCOBANS. 

 noted the information by Ms. Penina Blankett, Finland, that ASCOBANS has also been concerned that 
there has been only very few updates to the harbour porpoise database and was also encouraging the 
Contracting Parties to submit update to the Secretariat (petra.kaaria@helcom.fi). Ms. Blankett 
regretted the situation as hard work has been done establishing the database. 

 took note of the information, that WWF Poland in cooperation with the Hel marine station records the 
amounts of dead and alive seals and harbour porpoises, and the data is sent to the ASCOBANS. 

https://mobile.helcom.fi/owa/redir.aspx?C=b212678302944f1583d73e33ee531a66&URL=mailto%3apetra.kaaria%40helcom.fi
http://meeting.helcom.fi/c/document_library/get_file?p_l_id=19309&folderId=2458385&name=DLFE-54699.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2017-2.pdf
http://www.helcom.fi/Recommendations/Rec%2017-2.pdf
http://meeting.helcom.fi/group/habitat/7?p_p_id=20&p_p_action=0&p_p_state=maximized&p_p_mode=view&_20_struts_action=%2Fdocument_library%2Fview&_20_folderId=2506782
mailto:petra.kaaria@helcom.fi
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 noted the information by Poland that Poland reports the numbers of stranded porpoises to ASCOBANS 
annually. 

 took note of the activities related to Baltic Sea harbour porpoises under ASCOBANS and the Jastarnia 
Plan, as presented by Ms. Penina Blankett, Finland. The 9th meeting of the ASCOBANS Jastarnia Group 
was held in Gothenburg on 16-18 April 2013. The Jastarnia Group meeting asked ASCOBANS to request 
HELCOM to provide updated and high resolution data on fisheries effort in gillnet and trammel net 
fisheries in their web. The Jastarnia Plan meeting also provided a paragraph on harbour porpoise to be 
proposed to be included to the HELCOM Ministerial Declaration, and the paragraph was accepted as 
part of the final Declaration. The Jastarnia Group meeting also raised the issue of by-catch which has 
not yet been solved in the Baltic Sea. The issue of underwater noise was discussed in the ASCOBANS 
Advisory Committee meeting and ASCOBANS/ACCOBAMS working group proposed that CMS would 
take part in the work. Regarding the underwater unexploded ordnance, information provided by 
HELCOM ad hoc expert group on dumped chemical munitions (MUNI) could be delivered to ASCOBANS.  

 

Assessment of seals  

Population team 

The Meeting  

 took note of the presentation by Mr. Markus Ahola, Finland, on the estimation of total populations of 
seals and supported his view that for the time being long-term trends of population sizes can be 
reliably estimated. The Meeting also backed his view that confidence of population estimates for single 
years are highly uncertain and haul out fractions (i.e. proportion of seals that are out of water and 
visible for counters at certain points of time) are not well founded. In addition, the Meeting 
emphasized that long-term population trends do not reflect sudden changes in populations. 

 acknowledged that the ringed seal growth rates are low (4-5%) compared to its intrinsic growth rate 
(around 10%) and the southern populations are not doing well, implying that the population is under 
considerable pressure but the factors contributing to the poor population state are not understood. 
However, the Meeting also acknowledged that the Gulf of Bothnia population has a positive trend and 
recalled that population trends along with pregnancy rates and health status of seals are regularly 
assessed and reported in the core indicators for marine mammals and stressed that they should be 
considered in management along with the population size.  

Distribution team 

The Meeting took note of the information on the activities of synthetizing information on the at sea 
distribution of seals, presented by the team leader Mr. Olle Karlsson, Sweden. He reported that within the 
BALSAM project the intention is to combine data sets from tagging studies and to produce distribution 
maps based on those data sets by autumn 2014. 

Health team 

The Meeting 

 took note of the information on the grey and ringed seal pregnancy rate and blubber thickness related 
research results from the ECOSEAL project, as presented by Ms. Kaarina Kauhala, Finland representing 
the health team.  

 noted the information that in Finland grey seal pregnancy rates are declining and population size 
increase has stabilised since 2005. The Meeting also took note of the information that in Sweden such 
declining pregnancy rates have not been observed in grey seals, while since 2009 stabilised abundance 

http://www.ascobans.org/pdf/ASCOBANS_JG9_Report_withAnnexes.pdf
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has been observed in Estonia as well. The Meeting pointed out that it is likely that in seal dense areas 
population density dependent stabilisation of populations is expected and may be part of the 
explanation. 

 considered whether to use corpora lutea, corpora albicantia, placenta scars or fetuses in assessment of 
pregnancy rates and if the data should be from spring or autumn and concluded that for ringed seals 
corpus albicans in spring and for grey seals both corpus albicans between ovulation and implantation in 
autumn and fetus data after implantation should be used and compared.  

 noted that in Sweden and Finland pregnancy rate trends differ and most of the fetus data is from 
Sweden. Regarding the quantity of data regarding seal health, the Meeting recommended combining 
the Swedish and Finnish data sets for grey and ringed seals to increase the quantity of data and to 
provide an overview of the population for the Baltic. 

 took note of a decline in ringed seal uterine occlusions between the 1990s and 2010s and that in recent 
years they have been rare, and that pregnancy rates have increased but are still low. The Meeting 
pointed out that the fairly low observed pregnancy rates of ringed seals partly explain the current low 
population growth rates. 

 took note of the information by Mr. Stefan Pellas, representing hunters, that autumn is not an 
appropriate time for hunting, while spring is, and acknowledged that samples from hunted seals are 
important for scientists and regretted that in Finland researchers currently don’t receive many samples 
of grey seals hunted in autumn since the state is not able to compensate the costs. Overall, the 
Meeting concluded that it would be important to analyse separately the hunted and by-caught seals, if 
the quantities of samples allow doing so. 

 considered whether autumn is the optimal period for measuring blubber thickness, since there is an 
increasing trend during that period and the timing of sampling affects the results. Although spring was 
considered as an alternative, the Meeting was of the opinion that the period after pupping in spring 
should not be used and that a model could be applied to level the seasonal fluctuations and increase 
the amount of data. 

 took note of the information provided by Ms. Kristina Lehnert, Germany, on a seal health workshop 
that was organised in January 2013. The Meeting took note of the recommendation from the workshop 
to establish a sampling network and promote harmonised use of methods. The workshop was of the 
opinion that e.g. parasites and histopathology could be addressed in future Fact Sheets. Necropsies 
were started after the workshop and they indicate a severe by-catch problem in Baltic waters. 

 considered the use of stranded animals in health studies of harbour seals, took note of the Swedish 
view that collecting stranded animals on the Swedish coast would require a huge effort which is 
currently not possible and embarking on by-caught animals would be more relevant and of the German 
view that the use of stranded animals in health assessments is a valuable tool.  

 invited the health team to describe the current data flow as well as a desired level of data flow for all 
seal species for the pregnancy rate and nutrition status core indicator in order to estimate the status 
and gaps in data and report this information back to HELCOM SEAL 8/2014.  

 

Marine mammal core indicators 

The Meeting  

 considered the HELCOM Red List Species Information Sheets for mammals, the HELCOM CORESET Final 
report (BSEP 136), as well as the four core indicators for marine mammals, published in the HELCOM 
Website, as presented by the Project Manager of CORESET II, Lena Avellan. 

http://helcom.fi/Lists/Publications/BSEP136.pdf
http://helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends/biodiversity/indicators/
http://helcom.fi/baltic-sea-trends/biodiversity/indicators/
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 discussed the relationship between GES boundaries for growth rates and pregnancy rates included in 
the core indicators and confirmed that there is no conflict between the currently indicated GES 
boundaries for growth and pregnancy rates. 

 considered the workflow proposed for operationalization of core indicators for marine mammals and 
regarding the responsibilities agreed that the abundance and distribution teams should have a 
responsibility of the growth rate, abundance and distribution indicator and the health team that of the 
pregnancy rate and nutritional status core indicators. 

 agreed on the work flow and deadlines for operationalization of core indicators as follows:  

 most recent available data from Contracting Parties to be reported to the team leader (and 
ultimately, when available through e.g. BALSAM project, to a common database) by March each 
year, 

 data to be analyzed, necessary graphs updated and text of the core indicator report amended by 
the end of August each year with the view that there will be a submission of proposals for updates 
to the four marine mammal core indicators to HELCOM SEAL by mid-September, and 

 annual HELCOM SEAL meeting in October to consider the updates and agree on publishing the 
updated core indicator reports. 

 considered the tasks identified for the further development of the core indicators and GES boundaries 
and agreed as follows:  

 carrying capacity has not yet been sufficiently covered in the core indicator on growth, abundance 
and distribution although it has been addressed in documents provided by Mr. Härkönen to 
previous meetings of HELCOM SEAL and there is a need to further include it in the core indicator, 

 harbour porpoise data becomes available less frequently than that for seals and should be updated 
when data becomes available, 

 management units for each seal species should be included in the core indicators and their 
nomenclature aligned with the sub-basin names in the Monitoring and Assessment Strategy as far 
as possible 

 the Meeting mandated the Secretariat to improve the coherence of the maps and graphs of the 
core indicators, 

 for GES boundaries of pregnancy rates, the Meeting agreed to use 80% pregnancy rate for 
increasing populations of ringed seals (measured from individuals that are 4-20 years old) and for 
harbour seals GES boundary will be proposed by the health team (measured from individuals that 
are 5-20 years old), for grey seals the previously agreed boundary is 80% in an increasing 
population (measured from individuals that are 4-20 years old). For harbour porpoise, there exists 
Danish data from 1980s and 1990s that could be used for establishing the GES boundary and Ms. 
Christina Lockyer, Norway, and Carl Kinze, Denmark, could be asked for an expert opinion on GES 
boundary, 

 for GES boundaries of nutritional status, for harbour seal (Swedish and Danish) data exists, work is 
ongoing and results from analyses should be incorporated, 

 data collection procedures for all relevant species should be improved and ultimately 
operationalized, 

 for the by-catch indicator the persisting problem is that data on by-catch is still missing and the 
Group proposed cooperating with ICES to obtain monitoring data on by-catch. 

 agreed to review the progress of work related to the above tasks in the next meeting of HELCOM 
SEAL. 

 considered the necessity for harbour porpoise to be included in the core indicator for nutritional status 
of seals, recalled that one of the criteria of core indicators is to reflect human pressures and welcomed 
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the intention by Ms. Iwona Pawliczka to consult with Ms. Ursula Siebert regarding data and 
methodology for description of the core indicator and report back to HELCOM SEAL 8/2014. 

 took note of the view of Germany related to text included in the core indicator for Nutritional status 
and Pregnancy rates of marine mammals regarding the use of hunted seals for obtaining data for the 
core indicators on seal health and that this may open the door for scientific hunting. The Meeting 
recommended that no hunting programs should be initiated to fulfil the data needs of core indicators. 

Human induced pressures and management of marine mammals 

Gulf of Finland ringed seal 

The Meeting  

 took note of the Outcome of the HELCOM Ringed Seal Expert Workshop held in Helsinki, Finland on 20 
March 2013, as presented by Mr. Ivar Jüssi. Mr. Jüssi informed that there is no information on the 
habitat use of the GOF ringed seals and on to what extend human activities affect the population. 
Initiating telemetry studies on the Gulf is complicated because of e.g. lack of funding and restrictions to 
enter specific islands in Russia. Yet, it is possible to come up with alternative monitoring methods, i.e. 
counting ringed seals during the ice free period in Russia. Currently Estonia possesses tags that are to 
be deployed on seals. Russia is aiming to initiate the monitoring studies, in case funding is secured. In 
Finnish waters of the Gulf of Finland, there are no locations to capture ringed seals. 

 noted the view of Mr. Mikhail Verevkin, Russia, that in the eastern Gulf of Finland, there has been an 
increasing amount of conflicts between grey seals and fishermen because of the growing numbers and 
more eastward movement of grey seals. The Meeting concluded that it is important to support Russia 
in initiating monitoring studies of the Gulf of Finland ringed seals.  

 discussed the protection status and measures that ought to be taken to protect the ringed seals in the 
Gulf of Finland and stated that there is room for improvement in the protection measures for the Gulf 
of Finland ringed seal. The Meeting urged further measures to be taken by the three coastal states to 
protect the ringed seal in the Gulf of Finland. 

 recalled that the HELCOM Ringed Seal Expert Workshop provided a paragraph on the conservation of 
ringed seal in the Gulf of Finland and welcomed the following paragraph included in the HELCOM 2013 
Ministerial Declaration:  

“AGREE […] protect the ringed seal in the Gulf of Finland, whose population is severely depleted and faces 
extinction in this area, STRESSING that immediate action is needed to significantly reduce by-catch and to 
improve the understanding of the other direct threats on the seals, and URGE transboundary co-operation 
between Estonia, Finland and Russia to support achieving a viable population of ringed seals in the Gulf.” 

recalled that the Gulf of Finland Year 2014 will be organised by the three coastal states and was of the 
opinion that it provides an opportunity to proceed with the protection of ringed seal in the area.  

Bycatch of seals  

The Meeting 

 took note of the information on the seal mortality compilation tables from years 2008 to 2011 and 
updated the table. The Meeting agreed that Contracting Parties should have time until the end of 
October 2013 to provide additional information on human induced mortality by informing the 
Secretariat (petra.kaaria@helcom.fi). 

https://mobile.helcom.fi/owa/redir.aspx?C=5fc3eb04822a45e0abd229d9ba3e674d&URL=mailto%3apetra.kaaria%40helcom.fi
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 stated that the figures on by-catch included in the table are far smaller than the actual numbers and 
expressed doubt as to the usefulness of compiling information on by-catch in the way it is currently 
done. The Meeting was of the opinion that the Group should step up its work on the issue of by-catch. 

 took note of the information by the Contracting Parties of the methods they use for collecting 
information about strandings: 

 Denmark: Has a contingency plan for collecting information from the public on stranded animals 
but the numbers represent minimum numbers, in addition licencing refers to particular numbers of 
individuals. 

 Estonia: ECOSEAL project data will be available within two months and will be reported for 
inclusion in the table included in document 6/1/Rev.1. Estonia currently has a system for collecting 
data on human induced mortality of seals but it does not function optimally. 

 Sweden: Some fishermen deliver seals on a voluntary basis and with some of them good contacts 
have been established but the system may be rather biased. The figures presented in the by-caught 
column indicate only the animals handed out to researches as samples, e.g. a Swedish interview of 
fishermen indicated that the actual numbers of by-caught animals are at least one order of 
magnitude greater than what is reported. 

 Finland: Does not have a systematic approach for collecting data on stranded animals since the 
data is occasionally provided by the public. 

 Germany: A systematic stranding network established since the first seal epidemic in 1988-89 with 
a dedicated educated personnel who are responsible for registering and collecting carcasses on the 
coast. 

 Poland: WWF blue patrol group of volunteers until 2014 is reacting on public information on 
strandings and provide basic parameters and photos on the stranded animals. 
 

 took note of the information by Ms. Penina Blankett, Finland, that ICES has a Working Group for by-
catch of protected species (EGBYC) and that a report from the group is available summarizing 
information on by-catch of marine mammals. The Meeting found it important to link HELCOM SEAL to 
this ICES group and particularly make use of their database initiative to start populating the core 
indicator on by-catch of mammals and birds with by-catch data.  

 agreed to form a by-catch sub-group for marine mammals and welcomed the willingness of Ms. Penina 
Blankett, Finland, Mr. Karl Lundström, Sweden, and Mr. Krzysztof Skora, Poland, to take part in the 
group. The Meeting also invited Germany to consider taking part in the sub-group. The task of the 
group is to prepare presentation and proposals on by-catch for the next meeting of HELCOM SEAL and 
to enhance the cooperation of HELCOM SEAL with ICES EGBYC, including also the ASCOBANS Jastarnia 
Group in these endeavours. 

 took note of the information by Mr. Olle Karlsson, Sweden, that in Sweden ghost nets have been 
recovered in a single operation. He informed that 150 km of nets are lost each year and the nets 
continue fishing even after several years and they also catch marine mammals and that as an example 
1,5 km of 20-25 years old cod nets had had remains of four seals. 

 noted the information by Finland that the ghost net issues has also been taken up by ASCOBANS and 
that Finnish divers are reporting information on ghost nets. 

 took note of the information by WWF Poland that an operation on by-catch was carried out by WWF 
within two pilot projects on ghost nets in an area where seals do not occur but bird by-catches were 
recorded, and WWF is currently applying funding to continue the work. 

 took note of the concern of Mr. Skóra that fishermen’s log books don’t allow measuring marine 
mammals by-catch and requested Contracting States to check the situation in their countries. 

 took note of a project in Sweden on fisheries and seals interactions and human impacts on seals and 
welcomed the information that Sweden will report the results of the project to HELCOM SEAL 8/2014. 

The Meeting re-elected Mr. Ander Galatius as Chair of HELCOM SEAL for 2013-2015 and elected Mr. Olle 
Karlsson as Vice Chair of HELCOM SEAL for 2013-2015 and agreed to organise the next meeting of the 

http://meeting.helcom.fi/c/document_library/get_file?p_l_id=19309&folderId=2458385&name=DLFE-54966.pdf
http://www.ices.dk/sites/pub/Publication%20Reports/Expert%20Group%20Report/acom/2013/WGBYC/wgbyc_2013.pdf
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HELCOM ad hoc Seal Expert Group (HELCOM SEAL 8/2014) on 21-23 October 2014. The Meeting welcomed 
the willingness of Finland to investigate the possibility to arrange the meeting in Finland and invited Finland 
to inform HELCOM HOD 45/2014 of its decision. The Meeting also welcomed the willingness of Poland to 
investigate the possibility of arranging the 2015 meeting in Poland. 

 


