Baltic Marine Environment Protection Commission
Helsinki Commission
Helsinki, Finland, 5-6 March 2014

Document title
Code
Category
Agenda Item
Submission date
Submitted by
Reference

HELCOM 35-2014

Progress report on the implementation of the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment
Strategy
4-8
INF
4 - Matters arising from the subsidiary bodies
23.1.2014
Executive Secretary
HELCOM Copenhagen Ministerial Declaration 2013

Background
The HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy is a common plan between all HELCOM Contracting Parties,
to monitor and assess the health of the Baltic Sea in a coordinated and cost-efficient way. The Strategy is
based on shared objectives and a set of common principles for coordinated monitoring. The first HELCOM
Monitoring and Assessment Strategy was adopted in 2005. At the HELCOM Ministerial Meeting in 2013 a
revised version of the Strategy was adopted.
The development of a new HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy was a response to the new
framework of environmental assessments laid out in the HELCOM Baltic Sea Action Plan (BSAP) in 2007 i.e. the
need to monitor and assess the change in the marine environment and progress towards vision, goals and
objectives on the state of the environment. The aim of the new Strategy is to support the indicator-based
assessment and monitoring approach of the HELCOM BSAP. The Strategy aligns monitoring in HELCOM with
other international monitoring and reporting requirements, such as the Marine Strategy Framework Directive
(MSFD).
The HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy was revised by the HELCOM MORE project in 2013.
HELCOM MORE is now continuing its activities by revising the HELCOM monitoring programmes and
guidelines, through the production of a joint HELCOM Monitoring Manual which is an online documentation of
HELCOM monitoring requirements and Contracting Parties’ implementation. Several other HELCOM projects
contribute to the implementation of the Strategy.
This document outlines the progress of implementation and how ongoing HELCOM projects provide input to
the three practical pillars to implement the strategy: 1) HELCOM Joint Coordinated Monitoring System 2)
HELCOM Data and Information Strategy and 3) HELCOM Assessment System. It further outlines the interaction
between the ongoing HELCOM projects CORESET II, EUTRO-OPER, MORE and the EU-funded BALSAM and
BASE, and how they jointly serve the implementation of the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy.

Action required
The Meeting is invited to take note of the information.
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Figure 1. Structure of the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy. The attachments refer to the Strategy.

1. HELCOM Joint Coordinated Monitoring System
The Principles of the HELCOM Joint Coordinated Monitoring System underline the benefits of coordination and
cooperation to optimize monitoring and data sharing in the Baltic Sea region. The principles also underline the
need to harmonize monitoring and ensure quality of data to achieve comparable and region-wide assessment
products. HELCOM provides the platform for deciding how, when and where coordinated monitoring should
be carried out to meet these requirements.
Monitoring Manual
The HELCOM MORE project prepared already in 2013 an overview of existing HELCOM monitoring, which
included all reported marine environmental monitoring stations. This information can also be viewed in a web
map-based tool which was developed under MORE (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Web map with the reported HELCOM monitoring stations. (http://www.helcom.fi/helcom-atwork/projects/more/)

At present, the MORE project is developing a Monitoring Manual which is a structured online documentation
of HELCOM monitoring requirements and Contracting Parties’ implementation. It will also demonstrate
regional coordination and it will support the needs of EU Member States to provide detailed information on
their monitoring programmes.
Information on HELCOM monitoring is currently spread out in several places e.g. in the HELCOM COMBINE
manual, seal monitoring guidelines, PLC guidelines and MORS. The Monitoring Manual will assemble
information on different monitoring activities and methods in the Baltic Sea area (Figure 3). The Manual will
include information on already coordinated monitoring, e.g. HELCOM COMBINE, as well as information on
monitoring needed to support HELCOM core indicators where the coordination still is limited or monitoring is
still lacking.
The HELCOM Joint Coordinated Monitoring System is structured along thematic programmes. At the MORE
8/2014 meeting the Contracting Parties decided to further structure the monitoring programmes into a set of
programme topics and sub-programmes. The definitive list of sub-programmes is still to be agreed upon.
Currently, a proposal made by MORE 8/2014 is being discussed by Contracting Parties. A decision on the final
list of sub-programmes is to be finalized by mid-February.
The MORE project is responsible for the development of the Monitoring Manual but the input of
information to the manual needs to be provided by experts on monitoring e.g. those that are participating
in ongoing HELCOM projects and expert networks. The identification of experts or projects to fill in the
information will be crucial for the completion of the Monitoring Manual in time to provide the basis for the
MSFD Article 11 reporting on monitoring for those Contracting Parties that are also EU Member States.
Potentially, contributions can be provided by the following ongoing HELCOM projects:
•

CORESET II: Biodiversity, including new non-indigenous species, and hazardous substances.
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•
•

BALSAM: Fisheries, invasive alien species, seals and seabirds and benthic habitats. Possibly also marine
litter and hydrography.
EUTRO-OPER: Eutrophication.

Gap analysis in current monitoring programmes
The Monitoring and Assessment Strategy highlights the need for cooperation and coordination of monitoring
to acquire representative data, covering the whole Baltic Sea and the spatial and temporal variability of the
ecosystem, in order to implement the BSAP and other international requirements. To meet this objective there
is need to analyze if the current monitoring programmes are adequate to assess the state of the environment
at the scale of the agreed HELCOM assessments units (HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy,
Attachment 4).
Information on the current monitoring provided by the MORE overview will feed into the BALSAM project that
will update the monitoring information and conduct gap analyses as regards to monitoring of seabirds, marine
mammals, benthic biotopes and invasive alien species. The gap analyses carried out within BALSAM will
provide proposals on how the HELCOM Joint Monitoring System could be improved.
A gap in monitoring as well as development of core indicators has already been identified for marine litter and
noise. Two intersessional correspondence activities have been established under MONAS to develop first
proposals to be discussed at MONAS 20/2014. The aim of the activity is to form expert networks that can
develop the monitoring, including indicator development.
Optimizing coordinated international use of research vessels for monitoring activities
In addition to ensuring high quality of data, cost-efficiency is a main driver of the Joint Monitoring System.
BALSAM will contribute to this objective especially through work package 5 on “Tools for optimizing
coordinated international use of research vessels for monitoring activities”, which will enhance cross-country
use of research vessels in a cost-efficient and coordinated way. BALSAM work package 2 on “Promoting
resource efficiency in national monitoring strategies” also has the objective to enhance resource-efficiency
and will work together with ICES to develop synergies between environmental and fisheries data collection,
reporting and processing.
2. HELCOM Data and Information Strategy
According to the HELCOM Data and Information Strategy, HELCOM data and information systems should
provide the data needed to make reliable environmental assessments and facilitate the access of the general
public to environmental information. This is done e.g. by making spatial data and information available in the
HELCOM Map and Data Service on the HELCOM web page. A goal of the HELCOM data activities is to be
compatible, to the fullest extent possible, with those of other international organizations, such as ICES and
data activities of the European Union. Duplication of data reporting and collection should also be avoided e.g.
by facilitating the use of shared environmental information systems.
These objectives are advanced within several HELCOM processes and projects which are described in full
detail in HELCOM HOD 45/2014, document 3-4 “Update on Modernization of HELCOM data management
and systems”. Projects related to the process are e.g. BALSAM project work package 2, which contributes to
increase accessibility and compatibility of monitoring data by developing recommendation towards more
efficient data flow processes and streamlining of used data formats (Figure 3).
HELCOM PLUS project is aiming to provide online access point to data stemming from pollution load
monitoring. The recently established EU WISE-MARINE-RSC project will develop a data model and establish a
workflow between data collected within regional sea conventions to feed in to the MSFD processes and
advancing the concept of shared environmental information systems and distributed databases. The project
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will help in building capacity of displaying data from HELCOM monitoring programmes in two thematic
elements: Eutrophication and Biodiversity. The eutrophication element is expected to support the work of
streamlining data flows and operationalizing eutrophication indicators within the EUTRO-OPER project and the
biodiversity component will prepare for making information available from the RED LIST project (development
of data model) and supporting the development of HELCOM Map and Data Service (see figure 4 on project
synergies).
HELCOM BASE project is focusing, among other things, on improving monitoring, data quality and collection in
Russia and will also contribute to enhanced data availability.
The Data and Information Strategy is linked to the Monitoring Manual in that it will provide the basis for
displaying the data gathered within monitoring programmes. This will be done by providing links in the
monitoring manual to the collected data that is made publicly available.
3. HELCOM Assessment System
The HELCOM Assessment System is based on reports of individual core indicators that are aggregated to
support thematic assessments and finally contribute to holistic assessments. The holistic assessments consider
the state of and pressures on the environment and provides social and economic analyses that can support
development of programmes of measures. The very basis for the Assessment System is data on the
parameters that are collected through the joint monitoring programmes. The assessment of core indicators
also makes use of supplementary information provided e.g. by Baltic Sea Environment Fact Sheets and Species
and Biotopes Information Sheets.
Core indicator reports
HELCOM Heads of Delegation 41 in June 2013 decided on the first set of core indicators. Core indicators are
common for all Contracting Parties, science based, and designed to provide assessments towards the
objectives in the BSAP and Descriptors and criteria in the EU MSFD. Central to the core indicators is the
boundary value reflecting Good Environmental Status (GES), as the core indicators are designed to measure
progress towards GES and to be applicable for thematic and holistic assessments.
The Core Indicator reports summarize all the available information related to the monitoring and assessment
of a core indicator. A first set of core indicator reports for eutrophication, hazardous substances and
biodiversity are available through the HELCOM website. The structure of the core indicator reports will be
developed during the CORESET II and EUTRO-OPER projects to ensure easy access to the central findings of the
indicators for all users, and to guarantee smooth transfer of the assessment results towards the thematic and
holistic assessments.
The main priority of CORESET II is currently to operationalize the core and pre-core indicators for biodiversity
and hazardous substances (Figure 3). Resources allowing, candidate indicators will be developed to fill
identified assessment gaps. National experts, termed Task Managers either in lead or assisting, have been
assigned to the indicators by HELCOM GEAR Contacts, to carry out the remaining work. The success of the
project is directly dependent on the national resources and funding that is available to these experts. At the
kick-off meeting of the project 15-16 January 2014, it was noted that funding is unavailable for a number of
experts which may severely impede the operationalization of the core indicators by the summer of 2015.
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Figure 3.Major inputs from ongoing HELCOM projects to the implementation of the HELCOM Monitoring and
Assessment Strategy. Dashed line indicates expected input of information to the Monitoring Manual.

EUTRO-OPER will specifically concentrate on improving the eutrophication status indicators, through both
increasing the quality of the existing core indicators and filling gaps in the present CORESET through the
development of new indicators. The project will also focus on streamlining the data flow from Contracting
Parties to ready assessment products, using the existing collaboration with ICES who is hosting the HELCOM
COMBINE database. When doing so, emphasis will be set in determining and implementing processes that in
the future may be used for producing other thematic assessments.
HELCOM BASE closely interacts with CORESET II in order to receive input to the development of indicators and
prepare for a longer-term contribution to operationalization of indicators from Russia.
In the long-term, the core indicators are to be updated by the Contracting Parties, and therefore
operationalization of the indicators includes the setting up of data arrangements. Currently the data
arrangements for biodiversity core indicators are the least developed.
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Assessments
EUTRO-OPER will continue the work on the assessment tool HEAT 3.0, e.g. by determining class boundaries for
a five-class assessment and improving the aggregation methodology within criteria. In addition, steps toward
coordination of harmonizing the coastal and open sea assessment will be taken.
In 2010 HELCOM published the first holistic assessment: Ecosystem Health of the Baltic Sea - HELCOM Initial
Holistic Assessment (BSEP 122). The 2013 HELCOM Ministerial meeting agreed to develop a second holistic
assessment by 2016. To support the production of a new holistic assessment MONAS 19/2013 presented
initial ideas for a project, tentatively named HOLAS 2, and requested the Secretariat to further develop a
draft project proposal for consideration by HELCOM GEAR 6/2014. The planned project will need to update
the HELCOM assessment tools for the thematic components biodiversity (BEAT) and hazardous substance
(CHASE). The update of the HEAT 3.0 tool carried out by EUTRO-OPER will provide important experiences in
this regard.
HELCOM assessments published in 2012 and 2013 are listed in Attachment 1.
4. Interactions and synergies of ongoing HELCOM projects
As outlined in the previous section, there are several ongoing HELCOM projects that contribute to the HELCOM
Monitoring and Assessment Strategy. These projects are complementary to each other and the coordination of
the projects at the HELCOM Secretariat ensures a close collaboration and harmonization of shared elements to
eliminate the chance of experts doing double work. The projects have some clear synergies where
development of core indicators reports is done for different core indicators both in the CORESET II and the
EUTRO-OPER project. Collaboration of these projects will guarantee a unified structure and quality of
eutrophication, hazardous substance and biodiversity indicators. MORE is responsible for developing the
Monitoring Manual, but the manual is built around the needs of the core indicators and thus input to the
Monitoring Manual is foreseen to be given by CORESET II and EUTRO-OPER. The BALSAM project has external
funding and can provide expert input by supporting specific actions in the MORE and CORESET II projects. The
recently launched EU Project WISE-MARINE-RSC, for the development of a shared environmental information
system between the EU and Regional Sea conventions (cf. document HELCOM HOD 45/2014, 3/4), offers to
support the technical development of databases and data-flows that will contribute to the implementation of
the Strategy in the long term. The interactions between projects are outlined in figure 4.
The steering of and technical review from HELCOM working groups to the ongoing projects is organized in such
a way that HELCOM GEAR gives guidance and ensures coordination of scientific and technical activities of
HELCOM as a whole, to ensure implementation of the Strategy. This involves identifying needs for better
integration and utilization of the projects and steering the projects accordingly, linking with processes outside
HELCOM and on national level, proposing and initiating new or additional actions as needed for the smooth
implementation. GEAR also oversees the timely finalization of the processes and delivery of products within
the projects. HELCOM MONAS reviews the intermediate results and output from the projects from a scientific
and technical point of view and gives guidance to its further implementation as necessary utilizing its technical
and scientific expertise.
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Figure 4. Interaction between ongoing HELCOM projects, and with external projects that support the implementation
of the HELCOM projects. Note that BALSAM and BASE are predominantly or entirely EU funded projects that are
coordinated by the HELCOM Secretariat while WISE-MARINE-RSC is an EU project that that will provide input to HELCOM
projects. The HELCOM Secretariat participates in the steering group of WISE-MARINE-RSC.
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Attachment 1. 2012-2013 Publications contributing to the HELCOM Monitoring and Assessment Strategy
HELCOM Thematic assessment. Eutrophication status in the Baltic Sea 2007-2011 (2013). Not
BSEP but published for Ministerial meeting 2013.
BSEP141

Review of the Fifth Baltic Sea Pollution Load Compilation for the 2013 HELCOM Ministerial
Meeting

BSEP140

HELCOM Red List of Baltic Sea species in danger of becoming extinct

BSEP139

HELCOM HUB - Technical report on the HELCOM Underwater Biotope and habitat classification

BSEP138

Red List of Baltic Sea underwater biotopes, habitats and biotope complexes

BSEP137

Climate change in the Baltic Sea area. HELCOM thematic assessment in 2013

BSEP136

HELCOM core indicators. Final report of the HELCOM CORESET project

BSEP135

Thematic assessment of long-term changes in radioactivity in the Baltic Sea, 2007-2010 (2013)

BSEP133

Approaches and methods for eutrophication target setting in the Baltic Sea region (2013)

BSEP 131

Indicator-based assessment of coastal fish community status in the Baltic Sea 2005-2009 (2012)

BSEP 129A

Development of a core set of indicators: Interim report of the HELCOM CORESET Project, Part A
Description of the selection process (2012)

BSEP 129B

Development of a core set of indicators: Interim report of the HELCOM CORESET Project, Part B
Descriptions of the indicators (2012)
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