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Background 
HELCOM Heads of Delegation 48-2015 meeting agreed on GES boundaries for HELCOM hazardous 

substance core indicators with the understanding that the GES boundary must be aligned with the 

Environmental Quality Standards (EQS) stemming from the EU Water Framework Directive (WFD). 

 

This document summarizes the discussions in HELCOM that served as a basis for this HOD decision. 

 

Action required 
The workshop is invited to take note of the information.  
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EQS as GES boundary 

Target development process 
The GES boundaries were developed during the CORESET II project and reviewed by the State and 

Conservation 2-2015 meeting and the Gear 11.2015 meeting. In order to support the development of GES 

boundaries for the remaining core indicators, the process of agreeing on the GES boundaries in Table 1. is 

described in brief as reference in this document as extracts from the relevant meetings.  

 

In summary, the CORESET II project proposal was to apply target levels for biota when developed for 

secondary poisoning, however in the review under Working Group State and Conservation the national 

position that was agreed on was to always use the EQS value even if developed for the protection goal of 

human health and if no biota-values are available then other available EQS values should be used as the 

primary GES boundary such as EQS for water (AA) which was endorsed by Working Group Gear and agreed 

on by HOD. 

HELCOM Heads of Delegation 48-2015 (3.63) agreed on GES boundaries for hazardous substance core 

indicators that are aligned with the Environmental Quality Standards (EQS) (Table 1.). At HOD 49-2015 

Denmark lifted its study reservation on the GES boundaries. The German study reservation placed on the 

GES boundaries at HOD 48-2015 is still in force. 

Table 1. HELCOM core indicators for hazardous substances for which HOD 48-2015 agreed on GES boundaries 

Core indicator GES boundary 

Hexabromocyclodecane (HBCDD) EQS biota secondary poisoning 167 µg/kg ww 
Secondary: sediment 

Metals Cd EQS water (AA) 0.2 µg/l 
Secondary: QS sediment 2.3 mg/kg dw OR biota BAC blue 
mussel 960 µg/kg dw 

Hg EQS biota secondary poisoning 20 µg/kg ww 

Pb EQS water (AA) 1.3 µg/l 
Secondary: QS sediment 120 mg/kg dw OR biota BAC blue 
mussel 1300 µg/kg dw OR BAC fish 26 µg/kg dw 

Polybrominated biphenylethers (PBDE) EQS biota human health 0.0085 µg/kg ww (fish fillet) 
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Extracts from relevant meeting outcomes discussing the issue 
CORESET II thematic meeting: 2-4 February 2015 
4.2 The Meeting agreed on principles in applying the existing target values as GES-boundaries as follows:  

 The core indicators have been developed with the main aim of assessing the status of the 

environment (D8), thus EQS for secondary poisoning are appropriate targets;  

 The core indicators may be adjusted to be used for evaluations of human health (D9), in such cases 

the EQS for human health are appropriate targets;  

 If no EQSbiota values exist, OSPAR EACs are applied;  

 For substances that do not bioaccumulate the target can be set based on sediment and water 

matrixes.  

4.3 The Meeting noted that the EQS in the EQSbiota guidance document (table 1) are appropriate when 

making a combined D8-D9 assessment as the WFD does not differentiate the two assessment approaches 

in the way of the MSFD, noting that for D8 environmental assessments secondary poisoning EQS values are 

most appropriate.  

4.4 The Meeting reviewed all GES-boundaries for the core indicators and adjusted some of the targets with 

the aim of aligned GES-boundaries with the EQSD, as far as possible (Annex 3).  

4.5 The Meeting noted a few cases where aligning did not fully follow the above (4.2) principles:  

 The EQSbiota human health for PBDE is deemed to be extremely low, and furthermore not set or approved 

by EFSA. This may cause risk communication problems, thus the target should not be applied in the 

core indicator.  

 Sweden has developed EQS for sediments for TBT based on toxicity the target values are 

considered appropriate to be used in the core indicator. Sweden has also developed EQS targets for 

and PAH (fluaranthene and anthracene). 

 

EU WG GES 13-2015: 22-23 April 2015 
Concluded that the EQS are to be used for MSFD purposes regardless of the protection goal. 
 

State and Conservation 2-2015: 11-15 May 2015 
4J.7 The Meeting discussed the proposed GES concept of hazardous substances in general and 

acknowledged the legal requirement of EU Member States to use limit values derived from the EQS 

directive, although some of these values have been defined from the point of view of protection of human 

health and not for ecosystem components, and in some cases current environmental monitoring is not fully 

suited to provide data to evaluate these targets. To at least partly overcome these impediments, the 

Meeting proposed to combine the evaluation of status with assessment of hazardous substances with 

analyses of trends in biota and supported the approach to include secondary GES-boundaries as needed for 

alternative matrices. 

 

Gear 11-2015: 19-20 May 2015 
4.3 The Meeting took note of the conclusion by State and Conservation 2-2015 that regarding assessment 

of hazardous substances, EU Member States are required to use EQS values from EU Directive 2008/105/EC 
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and that this should be used as GES-boundaries for HELCOM indicators when available while using 

secondary GES-boundaries as needed for alternative matrices.  

4.4 The Meeting took note that Finland can only accept hazardous substances GES-boundaries that are 

derived from the EQS Directive and that Finland places a study reservation on the proposed secondary GES-

boundaries that are not aligned with the EQS Directive. 

 

 


