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Background 
Contracting Parties to HELCOM have provided comments and further guidance on the development of the 

hazardous substance assessment. Comments were provided in writing by Finland and Sweden to the HOLAS 

II 4-2015 meeting. At the HOLAS II 4-2015 meeting comments were discussed and further guidance was 

provided. Germany, Denmark and the EC provided comments in writing after the meeting. 

This document summarizes guidance provided so far.  

 

Action required 
The workshop is invited to take note of the information and use it as appropriate. 
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Guidance on continued development  

Guidance from HOLAS II 4-2015 
4.10 The Meeting took note that guidance for the reporting of descriptor 8 and descriptor 9 is still being 

developed through the review of the GES decision, including how to consider the requirements for 

assessing hazardous substance under the Water Framework Directive. The Meeting recalled that at present 

it is proposed that the assessment under the MSFD should follow the list of priority substances as a 

minimum and to use EQS for those substances in territorial waters while outside this zone it is proposed 

that in addition, other substance lists and threshold levels can be used such as developed by Regional Seas 

Convention. The Meeting recalled that the GES-boundaries for HELCOM core indicators are based on EQS 

and aligned with the requirements of the WFD. 

4.11 The Meeting took note that Contracting Parties are monitoring contaminants in different matrices and 

also that the monitoring in biota is based on different species and biomatrices. The Meeting supported the 

proposal to make use of conversion factors to achieve comparable indicator evaluations of contaminants.  

4.12 The Meeting recalled that the CHASE 2.0 tool is based on four compartments (contaminants in water, 

sediment and biota, and biological effects) and that the one-out-all-out approach is used between the 

compartments.  

4.13 The Meeting took note of the information from Sweden on the Swedish views on the regulatory 

perspectives to regional MSFD assessments of hazardous substances (document 4-6), and furthermore 

noted that Sweden supports the Finnish comments provided in document 4-2, except for the proposal to 

use concentrations as proxies for bio-effects when monitoring data for effects are not available.  

4.14 The Meeting took note of the view of Germany that biological effects should be supporting the 

assessment but not be given equal weight as the other compartments in the assessment and furthermore 

that an integrated assessment must be carried out so that the assessment reaches the same stringency as 

in the WFD. The Meeting took note that Finland will follow the approach outlined in the priority substance 

directive for territorial waters and the EEZ.  

4.15 The Meeting took note that Poland supports the plan in principle and that Poland furthermore 

considers that by achieving GES for D8 targets defined to also take human health into consideration 

ensures that GES for D9 is also achieved. 

4.20 The Meeting discussed and agreed that a separate assessment will be carried out for descriptor 8 and 

descriptor 9 as the aim of the two descriptors are different and thresholds stem from different sources. The 

Meeting noted that the CHASE tool is mainly to be developed to serve the purposes of descriptor 8 using 

core indicators with GES-boundaries based on EQS. 

 

Comments in writing after HOLAS II 4-2015 

Germany 
Germany is of the opinion that any HELCOM assessment tool including the revised CHASE tool has to be 

WFD compliant at least for the coastal waters. This inter alia implies the adequate (similar) use of the “One-

Out-All-Out” principle. Furthermore, it implies that biological effects do not have a prominent role. We 

recall our study reservation on all respective HELCOM core indicators. For us, biological effects are 

supplementary. The results of their assessments should not be mixed with the results of assessing 

hazardous substances against EQS. An assessment procedure clearly distinguishing between the two would 

be an option. 
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European Commission 
 Firstly, the HELCOM Chase tool should be able to take into account: 

- Within the first mile, the RBSPs and related EQSs chosen by each country for their coastal and 

transitional waters in the context of the WFD, 

- Within the first 12 miles, the priority substances and related EQSs. 

A question out of interest : as the D8 and D9 criteria for the MSFD go further than the requirements for 

status assessment under the WFD, do you plan to give additional comments on consistency between the 

CHASE tool and the MSFD requirements ? 

 

Denmark 
Danish comments related to the regional MSFD assessment of hazardous substances in HELCOM HOLAS 

 The HELCOM HOLAS report has two purposes; 1) it will give an assessment of the overall state of 
ecosystem health in the Baltic Sea and follow up on the goals of the Baltic Sea Action Plan. 2) It will 
be a regional “roof report” for the next initial assessment under the EU Marine Strategy Framework 
Directive (MSFD) for those Contracting Parties that are also EU member states. 

 From a HELCOM perspective we appreciate the planned integrated assessment of hazardous 
substances in the Baltic Sea using the CHASE tool, which is envisaged to provide an updated 
assessment of the progress towards the goals in the BSAP. 

 From a MSFD perspective, however, we find that the regional MSFD assessment of hazardous 
substances should only cover the open sea beyond 12 nm, since the national WFD assessments in 
the coastal and territorial waters should be respected.  

 Since HELCOM can make use of secondary GES boundaries (for example QSsediment) which are not 
used under the WFD by all contracting parties, the assessments under the MSFD/HELCOM and the 
WFD might come to different conclusions. 

 For Denmark it is therefore imperative that the HELCOM HOLAS II assessment for the hazardous 
substances respects the processes under the WFD and refers to the national WFD assessments in 
the coastal and territorial waters. In order for Denmark to be able to make use of HOLAS II for 
reporting under the MSFD a way forward could be two different maps; one covering the whole 
HELCOM area and one covering only the open waters for MFSD reporting purposes. 

 

Comments in writing prior to HOLAS II 4-2015 

Finland 
Finland supports the development of the CHASE tool and provides the following feedback for consideration 
in the further development 

1. Compatibility with D8 criteria (concentrations + impacts): the CHASE tool must include these 

aspects. In cases where GES boundaries or other methodological issues are questionable (e.g. the 

extremely low EQSs for some substances), the indicator should get a low confidence score. 

1. Comparability of matrices/compartments: recommends that CHASE have four compartments: 

water, sediment, biota and effects, this in accordance with the latest CHASE development in the 

HARMONY project. Sampled matrices (water, sediment, biota) tell different stories of the 

contamination of different environmental compartments. Thus, indicators of different 

compartments should not be mixed, i.e. indicators with targets related to different matrices should 
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be considered as separate ‘elements’ in the CHASE tool. HOWEVER: As water-based indicators may 

be too scarce in the Baltic for an assessment, it may be realistic to merge these with the sediment 

indicators (i.e. a combined compartment). 

2. Effects: effects indicators using imposex, mussels or cellular responses (e.g. LMS, etc) for lower 

trophic levels e.g. concentrations measured in herring, perch, etc are rarely monitored. To 

complement the information it is proposed that concentrations of contaminants at higher trophic 

levels would be considered under ‘effects’, however as they are not fully comparable with the 

effects of lower trophic level, the higher trophic levels concentrations could be considered as 

proxies for effects (this means that GES boundaries should indicate a concentration when effects 

become evident). These higher trophic level monitoring species could be guillemots, eagles, other 

birds, big predatory fish (cod, salmon, pike, etc) and seals. 

3. Whether to include D9 or not? As the COM DEC and the cross-cutting issues work will likely treat 

D8 and D9 criteria together we propose that also CHASE should include D9 indicators. In Finland we 

would have the capacity to include D9 indicators to CHASE. One possibility is that the D9 indicators 

would be mixed with the D8 indicators but marked specifically as D9 indicators. That way e.g. 

dioxins could be included in the CHASE assessment. By having a ‘D9 mark’, a separate assessment 

result could be given for D9 (if necessary). 

 

Sweden 
Sweden identifies a need for legible graphs for communication purposes as the original data can be too 
overwhelming to present, and provides the following specific comments for consideration in the further 
development: 

Checklist for producers and consumers of aggregated data 
• Check the objectives again – is this what we were asking for? 
• Is the representativeness and comparability acceptable? 
• Is uncertainty presented? 

1. Summing substances: substances causing biological effects due to linking to the same receptor 

have been successfully summed and the method is generally used e.g. for dioxins, furans and 

dioxin-like PCBs (TEF/TEQ). Summing unrelated substances based on target values is more 

problematic, as the degree of reliability varies, and thus the summation might not give the 

appropriate equivalent weight for each individual substance. This requires careful consideration in 

the tool development. 

2. Conversion factors: if different reference values are used or if monitoring is done in different 

matrixes, e.g. different tissues of fish for the same substance between countries, then appropriate 

conversion is necessary before aggregation. 

3. Confounding effects of aggregation: Aggregation of data from several CPs may increase the 

influence of confounding factors, e.g. age, sex, fat content, growth rate, season etc but also 

systematic differences between chemical laboratories, and hence increase uncertainty.  

4. Linking to source: different substances may stem from different sources, thus aggregated results 

may not be linkable to specific sources 

5. Concentration – effect: different substances may have different biological effects, thus aggregated 

results may not be linkable to specific effects 

6. Hiding toxic substances: summing concentrations of highly toxic substances with less toxic 

substances may hide/dilute/disguise the toxic substances 

7. Temporal scope: annual concentration variations of 2-20% are known to occur, thus presenting 

single year data is not recommended for aggregated results, the random year-to-year variation 
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would increase uncertainty. For the aggregated result, it is important that the same period is 

covered more or less equally throughout the region in all data. 

8. Trend aggregation: several of the classical monitoring substances may have changed direction 

from increasing to decreasing, thus trend aggregation considered important. The general 

battery of trend detection tools may be complemented by a Change-Point detection routine to 

handle different parts of the time-series separately 

9. Region aggregation: aggregating concentrations from several monitoring stations in a region 

should consider local environmental conditions (nutrient status, temperature etc), and if any data 

adjustments are needed due to these factors, it should be reflected as a loss of confidence. 

10. Protection goal: when aggregating, the protection goal should be considered, e.g. if objective is to 

express potential risk for consumers then concentrations should be adjusted to reflect the size/age 

of fish used for food, whereas if issue to reflect is the pollution burden then concentrations may be 

adjusted for the size of fish fry etc. 

11. Presentation of confidence: aggregated data should not only focus on average values, but should 

also present information on confidence as it is of relevance for risk analyses to consider the upper 

tail of the distribution around the average that exceeds the specified threshold. Various visual 

presentation methods exist, the most appropriate should be identified in the development process, 

e.g. adding confidence intervals to the top of bar-graphs or small confidence circle inside wider 

average value circle. 

Sweden regulatory perspectives to regional MSFD assessments of hazardous substances 

 MSFD Descriptor 8 concerns pollution effects and as such incorporates also risks to human health 

from pollution. 

 The derivation of the EQS considers effects on both, environment and human health, as well as 

freshwater and marine ecosystems. It is therefore suitable for D8 assessments under the MSFD. 

 From a management perspective it is imperative that standards and methods for the assessment of 

hazardous substances are coherent across administrative borders (i.e. WFD – MSFD), unless 

environmental factors or other circumstances suggest otherwise. For substances where human 

health is identified as the most sensitive receptor in the EQS setting, this must then be the 

minimum level of protection under both directives. 

 Descriptor 9 is regularly referred to as the ”human health descriptor” as it relates to the food limit 

standards established under regulation 1881/2006. These standards are however never more 

protective of human health than the EQS, as in the standard setting it is also considered what 

contaminant levels can reasonably be achieved through current good practices in food 

manufacturing, agriculture and fisheries (preamble 4 of regulation 1881/2006). Accordingly Sweden 

argues that EQShh values should be established for those substances or substance groups where the 

current limit values are derived from regulation 1881/2006. 

 Directive 2013/39/EU on priority substances allows for the use of a different biota taxon or matrix 

for monitoring and assessment provided that the level of protection afforded is as good as that 

provided by the EQS and matrix established in the directive (Preamble 17). 

 Under the WFD Sweden has adopted sediment QSs for Cd, Pb, antrachene, and fluoranthene (as 

published in the substance background dossiers, considered eligible when derived from sediment 

toxicity studies in accordance with CIS-guidance). These are to be applied nationally as currently 

monitoring data for the EQS matrix (surface water) is lacking also in coastal and marine waters. For 

TBT a sediment standard has been established nationally (based on sediment toxicity data; 1.6 
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microg/kg (dw)). However, is or should a biota standard become available this should be the 

primary standard for the assessment. 

 For the purpose of harmonisation with the WFD and from a precautionary perspective the ”one-

out, all-out” principle is the preferred approach for an integrated assessment under D8. 

 All available monitoring data (substances, matrices, and trends) should in any case be presented in 

the assessment (see example on next page). 

 The pooling of monitoring data between countries for harmonised regional assessments may 

constitute a challenge and may lead to unacceptably high cumulative uncertainties for some 

substances. Therefore we support a multi-tiered approach as follows: 
 

1.  An analysis of the feasibililty for regional EQS based assessments of each of the Core- 

(HELCOM) and Common- (OSPAR) indicator substances, highlighting those substances for which a 

regional assessment is deemed unfeasible (i.e. associated with too high uncertainty). 

 

2. Where an assessment is deemed unfeasible, an alternative standard to the EQS (e.g. QS, 

ERL, EAC) could be agreed temporarily for the purpose of the 2017 regional assessments, if 

presenting an overall lower degree of uncertainty (from pooling of current monitoring data). 

 

3. For those substances where a 2017 assessment is deemed feasible, conversion factors, 

TMFs, etc. for the purpose of pooling of regional monitoring data and assessment need to be 

agreed for the short term. 

 

4.  In the mid- to long term practical guidance for regional monitoring and EQS based 

assessments in the marine environment should be drafted and agreed both within the RSCs and the 

priority substances CIS-process. The guidance should expand on the available biota guidance and as 

far as possible build on validation studies. 

 

 


