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Background 
 
HELCOM HOD 41/2013 approved the project proposal for HELCOM FISH-PRO II. The final project 
description is included in this document. 
 
Activities required 
 
The Meeting is invited to 

 take note of the information 

 use it as basis for discussion of the work programme and future activities of the project. 
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HELCOM PROJECT FOR THE BALTIC-WIDE ASSESSMENT OF COASTAL FISH COMMUNITIES IN SUPPORT OF AN 

ECOSYSTEM-BASED MANAGEMENT  

 

1. Title of Project: Project for Baltic-wide assessment of coastal fish communities in support of an 
ecosystem-based management (HELCOM FISH-PRO II) 

 

2.  Project Manager: Jens Olsson, Sweden 

 

3.  Proposing Party: 

Contracting Party: _______________  

Commission: _______________  

Subsidiary body: HELCOM MONAS/HABITAT 

Heads of Delegation: _______________  

Executive Secretary: _______________ 

 

4.  The body supervising the Project: HELCOM HABITAT and HELCOM MONAS 

 

5.  Targets and activities 

Policy background 

The Baltic Sea has a unique combination of marine and freshwater species, and habitats adapted to 
brackish conditions. The strong environmental gradient, in for example salinity and temperature, also 
fosters local and often unique appearances and adaptations of coastal communities at different 
trophic levels. A favourable conservation status of Baltic Sea biodiversity is a prerequisite for the 
marine ecosystems to be resilient and able to adapt to changing environmental conditions. 

Coastal fish communities are important components of the Baltic Sea ecosystems, and many species 
of coastal fish are also of a high socio-economic value for coastal societies, small scale coastal 
fisheries and recreational fishing. The status of coastal fish communities serves as an indicator of 
coastal ecosystem health, reflecting pressures like eutrophication, hazardous substances, fishing and 
degradation of coastal habitats.  The structure of coastal fish communities is also dependent on the 
impact of climate change, and species of coastal fish might also modify other ecosystem components 
through ecological interactions. Given the dramatic changes in Baltic Sea ecosystems and coastal fish 
communities during the last decades, attention and focus should be devoted to this component of 
the ecosystem.  

With the overall vision of achieving a healthy Baltic Sea with a balanced and functioning ecosystem 
that supports sustainable social and economic human activities, the 2007 HELCOM Baltic Sea Action 
Plan (BSAP) aims at aligning the goal “favorable conservation status of marine biodiversity” with 
corresponding goals and objectives of already existing regulations which also address biodiversity 
and nature conservation.  

In the BSAP, the HELCOM Contracting Parties have agreed that coastal fish constitute an imperative 
part of the Baltic Sea total biodiversity and have a structuring role in coastal food webs. Furthermore, 
coastal fisheries are of great importance to society from both a socio-economic and a cultural point of 
view. The Contracting Parties furthermore acknowledge that a substantial part of the coastal fish 
community of the Baltic Sea consists of freshwater species, only managed at a national level. 
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An additional strong incitement for an ecosystem-based marine management was given to the EU 
member states by the Marine Strategy Framework Directive (MSFD) in 2008. The MSFD states that all 
European marine areas should achieve or maintain Good Environmental Status (GES) at the latest 
2020, and serves as the first legislative instrument in relation to the marine biodiversity policy in the 
European Union.  The directive emphasizes the implementation of an ecosystem approach to 
management of human activities in the marine environment. In order to meet the rather challenging 
objective of the MSFD, 11 descriptors have been established to assess whether or not GES is met in 
the marine waters of Europe. In the Baltic Sea, the contracting parties of HELCOM have proposed 
that coastal fish communities and species should be included in at least five of these descriptors and 
suggested to serve as prominent features in several of these. Taking account of the still early phase 
of implementing the MSFD, additional efforts are needed to meet the challenges of establishing 
assessment tools, assessing the current status of our marine environment and developing monitoring 
programs to meet the requirements of the directive. Further work should hence be devoted to 
further harmonizing monitoring programs and assessments of coastal fish in the Baltic Sea.  

History of the expert network on coastal fish in the Baltic 

The activities of the network of experts on coastal fish monitoring started in 2003 under the umbrella 
of the World Bank/GEF funded Baltic Sea Regional Project and subsequently continued under the 
HELCOM FISH Project during 2008-2010. During these years of cooperation the experts established 
the COBRA database (Coordination Organ for Baltic Reference Areas), developed a HELCOM Indicator 
Fact Sheet on temporal changes in coastal fish populations and communities, produced a thematic 
assessment on coastal fish communities (Baltic Sea Environment Proceedings 103a and 103b), 
contributed to the HELCOM Red list of threatened and declining species of lampreys and fishes of the 
Baltic Sea (BSEP 109), and updated common guidelines for the monitoring of coastal fish in the 
HELCOM COMBINE Manual. During the last project period of HELCOM FISH-PRO (2010-2013), the 
network has published a second thematic assessment on coastal fish community status in the Baltic 
Sea (Baltic Sea Environment Proceedings 131). In this publication, a method for selecting indicators 
to assess coastal fish community status and a review of existing conservation and mapping activities 
focused on coastal fish is also included. The expert network has also been engaged in developing 
candidates for CORE indicators for coastal fish in the Baltic, as coordinated by the HELCOM CORESET 
project (reports published in Baltic Sea Environment Proceedings 129a and 129b). Besides this, 
HELCOM FISH-PRO has provided input to the HELCOM RED LIST and MORE projects, the latter for 
updating monitoring of coastal fish the HELCOM COMBINE Manual.  Currently, the expert network is 
working on finalizing Baltic Sea Environmental Facts Sheets (BSEFs) for suggested coastal fish CORE 
indicator and on updating the BSEFs for HELCOM coastal fish monitoring programs. These two 
activities should be finalized within the first half of 2013. 

Objectives of the project 

The objectives of the proposed continuation of the HELCOM FISH-PRO are: 

a) Knowledge: to update and improve knowledge about occurrence, distribution, population and 
threat and/or decline of coastal fish based on all relevant data. 

b) Assessment and monitoring: to further develop different assessment and monitoring 
methodologies for coastal fish, including indicators with targets and reference values. 

c) Recommendations: provide advice to national authorities and ongoing HELCOM work on 
implementation of coastal fish related actions in the BSAP and MSFD. 
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6.  Expected results 

HELCOM acknowledges the EC competence on commercial fisheries. The project will provide added 
value in relation to activities carried out within the EU framework. The outcomes of the project are 
expected to not only benefit and contribute to the work within HELCOM, but also to various 
international frameworks and activities carried out at the national level. 

The project is expected to deliver the following products/outcomes: 

- Further harmonize and develop monitoring strategies for coastal fish in the Baltic. 

- Evaluate the use of alternative data sources besides gill-net monitoring for assessing coastal 
fish community status, as for example commercial catch statistics. 

- Further analyse the basis for spatial coverage of coastal fish monitoring in the Baltic, by 
including additional monitoring programs and contracting parties that have not previously 
been engaged in the network. 

- Regularly update the BSEFs for CORE indicators and continue to develop CORE indicators for 
coastal fish in line with the BSAP and MSFD frameworks, including development of 
assessment methodologies and indicators as well as elaborate methods for defining GES 
boundaries and reference levels. 

- Participate in the core indicator gap analysis in CORESET 

- Update the BSEFs for HELCOM coastal fish monitoring areas. 

- Update the HELCOM COMBINE manual with regards to coastal fish monitoring when needed. 

- Provide input on fish and lamprey species to relevant HELCOM projects as the HELCOM Red 
List Project, HELCOM MORE project, HELCOM SEAL and HELCOM CORMORANT upon request. 

- Provide expert proposals for restoration programmes and measures for the most threatened 
and/or declining coastal fish species upon request.  

- Pending availability of additional funding,  

o further assess the impacts of different pressures on coastal fish communities 

o review knowledge on the mapping and role of recruitment areas for coastal fish 
communities in the Baltic and, in relation to this, produce a first preliminary 
international guideline on how to map and assess status of recruitment areas for 
coastal fish in the Baltic. 

The products/outcomes will be coordinated with activities on implementation of the HELCOM BSAP 
and other corresponding international activities, e.g. the implementation of the EU WFD, EU Habitats 
Directive and EU MSFD and the EU Strategy for the Baltic Sea Region. 

 

 

7.  Consistency with HELCOM priorities 

 X    yes ____ no 

The project is executed in close coordination with the HELCOM activities dealing with: 

 

8.  Timetable 

The project will extend over the period 2013-2018. The work will be coordinated through annual (or 
more, if needed) workshops. The Indicator BSEFs will be updated regularly.  
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Tentative timetable 

Project year 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

Activity -Application for 
funding for 
”recruitment 
area mapping” 
workshop from 
the Nordic 
Council of 
Ministers 

-First calculation 
of indicators  and 
assessment in 
additional 
monitoring areas 

-”Recruitment 
area mapping” 
workshop   

-Continue 
calculation 
of 
indicators  
and 
assessment 
in 
additional 
monitoring 
areas 

 

-Review 
state-
pressure 
relationship 
for coastal 
fish 
indicators 

 

-
Preparation 
of 3rd 
holistic 
assessment 
of coastal 
fish status 

 

 

Deliverable* -BSEFs CORE 
indicators 

-BSEFs HELCOM 
monitoring 
areas 

-Short report on 
the potential use 
of commercial 
catch statistics for 
coastal fish 
assessments 

-Update of coastal 
fish monitoring 
guideline 

-First 
recruitment 
area 
mapping 
guideline 

-Update of 
BSEFs CORE 
indicators 
(data until 
2014) 

-Update 
BSEFs 
HELCOM 
coastal fish 
monitoring 
areas (data 
until 2015) 

-Update of 
BSEFs CORE 
indicators 
(data until 
2016) 

-Update of 
coastal fish 
monitoring 
guideline (if 
needed) 

 

- 3rd holistic 
assessment 
of coastal 
fish status, 
as BSEPs 
publication 

* - cf. Annex. List of Core Indicators and BSEFs to be delivered/contributed to by the project  

 

9.  Budget 

Financial year 2013/2014 2014/2015 2015/2016 2016/2017 2017/2018 Total 

Source of financing HELCOM 
budget 

HELCOM 
budget 

HELCOM 
budget 

HELCOM 
budget 

HELCOM 
budget 

HELCOM 
budget 

Project management, 
including data 
handling and meeting 
facilitation 

5 000 5 500 5 500 5 500 5 500 27 000 

 

10.  Additional requests (manpower, equipment, facilities, etc.) 

10.1 From the Contracting Parties 

All Contracting Parties are urged to participate in the project and to submit national 
contributions. 

10.2 From the Secretariat 

The Project shall be supported by the Secretariat. 
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11.  Organization of Project 

The Project Manager will be Jens Olsson, Sweden 

Every Contracting Party will nominate its national project member(-s). 

 

12.  Signature of the Project Manager 

Jens Olsson, Sweden 

 

13.  Opinion of the Chairs of the relevant body 

 Chairlady of HELCOM MONAS supports the project 

14.  Opinion of the Executive Secretary 

 Executive Secretary supports the project 

15.  Decision of the Heads of Delegation 

 HELCOM HOD 41/2013, LD 100 
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ANNEX. LIST OF CORE INDICATORS AND BALTIC SEA ENVIRONMENT FACTSHEETS TO BE DELIVERED/CONTRIBUTED TO 

BY THE PROJECT 

Core indicators: 
 

 ”Abundance of key species”,  
BSEF: Are the abundances of key species in coastal fish communities in the Baltic Sea at 
prevailing environmental conditions?  

 

 ”Abundance of key functional groups”,  
BSEF: Are the abundances of key functional groups in coastal fish communities in the Baltic 
Sea at prevailing environmental conditions?  

 
Baltic Sea Environment Factsheets 

“Temporal development of Baltic coastal fish communities and key species” will be updated for a 
number of coastal fish monitoring areas. As minimum level the following areas;  

by Finland: 

- Temporal development of the coastal fish communities  
o in Finbo, Åland Islands, southern Bothnian Sea 
o in Kumlinge, Åland Islands, southern Bothnian Sea 
o in Brunskär, southern Archipelago Sea 
o in Tvärminne, western Gulf of Finland 
o in Helsinki, Gulf of Finland 

by Estonia: 

- Temporal development of the coastal fish communities in Hiiumaa, Gulf of Riga 

by Latvia (pending national funding): 

- Temporal development of the coastal fish communities 
o in Daugagriva, Gulf of Riga 
o in Jῦrkalne, southeastern Baltic Sea  

by Lithuania (pending national funding): 

- Temporal development of the coastal fish communities 
o in Būtingė and Monciškės, southeastern Baltic Sea 
o in the Curonian Lagoon. 

by Sweden: 

- Temporal development of the coastal fish communities 
o in Råneå, northern Bothnian Bay 
o in Holmön, northern Bothnian Sea 
o in Forsmark, southern Bothnian Sea 
o in Kvädöfjärden, the Baltic Proper 
o in Vinö, the Baltic Proper 

http://www.helcom.fi/BSAP_assessment/ifs/ifs2012/en_GB/CoastalFish/

